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clear demonstrations of insistence on the necessity for the open referencing
of sources represents one of several standards by which it is possible to
objectively establish that projects initiated by arts-science practitioners and
organisations are in fact sometimes not even arts-science projects at all.

During his recent lecture at the Royal Institution®® the chemist Carl Djerassi
expressed a wish to puncture the assumption (apparently made by a former
Turner Prize winner) that arts-science interactions are in any way enriched by
the stimulus of mutual misunderstanding between these fields. Djerassi’s
statement should be a timely reminder of the level of integrity that history (if
not expediency) demands. My ultimate (and admittedly somewhat idealistic)
hope is that the situation may yet arise where artists not only learn from
interactions with scientists, but where artists begin to actively reciprocate by
making practical, direct contributions to scientific thought. The intention of an
earlier paper entitled ‘Rorschach Audio’® was to do just that — but not only
to support a hypothesis about psychoacoustics, but also to propagandise
against pseudo-scientific thought, to promote interest in the understanding
of scientific methodology, to illustrate connections between the arts and
sciences, and to show that science should not be confused with the use of
technology (a message of which many arts-science practitioners would be
advised to take note). It is hoped that some of the arguments put forward in
‘Rorschach Audio’ might prove as valuable to some members of the art-world
as it is assumed they would be obvious to some members of the scientific
community (readers are referred in particular to that paper’s discussion of
E.H. Gombrich and Karl Popper). To give just one example of how important
these themes can be to broader contexts, controversies relating to the ethics
of medical experimentation illustrate the importance of focussing attention
on the understanding of scientific methodology, as well as focussing critical
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SCIENTISTS, SCULPTORS,
CONCEPTUAL AND SOUND
ARTISTS &c

JOE BANKS 2002, AFTER
WILLIAM HOGARTH 1734
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‘We live in an age when debate is too often sidelined in deference to
consensus; when the cutting edge of academia seems blunted; when politics
is more about style than content. Those who believe in the importance of
intellect need to find a new arena for critical thinking and the space for a
robust exchange of views.’

Claire Fox, director, Institute of Ideas

RSA Journal, volume 2, number 4, 2000

PART 1

A few readers of this article may already be aware of its author’s interest in
the career of the painter, engraver and satyrist William Hogarth (1697-1764),
and particularly in Hogarth’s concept of what he referred to as the
Serpentine Line. However, Hogarth’s life is not only fascinating because of
the depth of his knowledge of aesthetics and psychology', because he
produced great art, and because his work (particularly his satires) ultimately
proved more important than much art produced by contemporaries who
considered him to be their inferior. He and | both live in and frequent the
same parts of London. It's also fascinating to me because he and | both
‘apprenticed’ in design and reprographics, subsequently applying many of the
skills we learned in the context of the print industry. The ‘Monsters of
Heraldry’ that the young Hogarth served his apprenticeship working into
silver plate are not so far removed from their latter-day digital equivalents —
the modern corporate iconography whose design and implementation
provided this author with a training in the mechanics, economics and
psychology of pictorial representation, and a vocational staple-diet for many
years. Hogarth’'s story also appeals because his practical experience of
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20. Carl Djerassi, Dennis Rosen Memorial Lecture, Royal Institution, 30 June 2000

21. Joe Banks, ‘Rorschach Audio’ in ‘Leonardo Music Journal’ volume 11, MIT Press Journals 2002, and
earlier versions

22. Andrew Hodges, ‘Alan Turing’, Vintage, 1983, page 154
23. Stiff Little Fingers ‘Suspect Device’, Rough Trade, 1979
24. W.1.B. Beveridge ‘The Art of Scientific Investigation’, Heinemann, 1950, page 140
25. Albrecht Fésling ‘Albert Einstein’, Viking, 1997, page 22
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arts practitioners) from the culture of deference that patronage generally
imposes on artists. This freedom was directly reflected in the political
content that his work expressed, with results that were often explosive.

Although Hogarth made great strides to prove his ability to equal, even
surpass his ‘betters’ in terms of both more traditional pictorial subjects
(history painting, portraiture etc) and theoretical debate, his core business
satisfied a demand for social satire that stemmed from his enthusiasm for
depicting narratives that resonated with his audiences’ own lives, depicting
the environment he shared with his peers with honesty, humour and
intelligence®. However there is little evidence to suggest that the highly
engaged positions he took on contemporary social issues reflected what one
might think of as a pejoratively moralistic or sanctimonious mind-set. Indeed
it was and still is its saucy humour and sometimes graphic violence that
provided his work with so much of its appeal. The contrast between his work
and later, more stereotypically Victorian styles of morality could hardly be
more marked. It is more convincing to argue (as it often has been) that
Hogarth’s sensitivity to moral issues was a reflex conditioned by experiences
during his formative years, specifically by his father Richard’s struggles in
‘Grub Street’ and stint in the Fleet debtors’ prison, and thereafter fed by
genuine concerns about other forms of suffering that he observed in his
environment. It is consistent with this interpretation that when Hogarth found
himselfto be the victim of mistreatment, his instinctive sensitivity to injustice
made it impossible for him not to respond accordingly.

A lesson for 21st century artists is that Hogarth’'s work was characterised by
the passionate nature of his desire to communicate. Speaking today, even in
an age of proliferated information technology, few artists seem to have much
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sophistication and availability of information technology is not necessarily
matched by parallel growth in the sophistication and availability of
information. Although it is not yet possible to codify this axiom into a precise
mathematical formula, in this author’s opinion there is what amounts to (for
argument’s sake) a (more or less) fixed mass of information circulating in
society at any one time. Fluctuations in the availability of communications
channels influence both the reliability and concentration of relative content.
That is to say that increases in the availability, speed and bandwidth of
channels do not so much affect the overall sum mass of information
available in a system as much as they affect the relative quality of much of
that data. In less formal terminology debate about the dumbing-down of the
arts and media is hardly unique to the present discussion. This phenomenon
has sociological ramifications, and here we have a paradox, because while
the popular perception is that digital information does not degrade, the reality
is that (for instance) when employers pay input staff minimum wage, the
inevitable result is that poorly motivated employees input badly managed and
often inaccurate data, which can now be ‘faultlessly’ distributed worldwide.
Even accepting that ‘to err...” still is, obviously, ‘...human’, personal
experience repeatedly confirms that we do not live in a culture that attaches
too much importance to the issue of respecting the integrity of communicated
information. The memetic effects of these values on arts culture are as self-
evident as they are on (for instance) fashionable graphic design.

Likewise, despite the content, complexity and polemical nature of much of
William Hogarth’s art, it is possible to argue that some of his work (notably
not his social satires) in one sense also had reduced content, albeit at least
on the surface and for rather different reasons. This is because his more
conventional portraits transmitted other messages in addition to those most
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make light of the scandals (insulting the intelligence of the general public,
price-fixing, artistic plagiarism etc) which bring itself into disrepute are not so
surprising in this context? It is important to argue a case for a culture of
increased honesty in contemporary art, not least because plagiarised art
constitutes hard evidence by which the public can and do judge modern
artists to be as dishonest as they are often (not always fairly) perceived to
be talentless. The benefits of regarding such artists as short-term publicity
assets need to be weighed against the long-term costs of contemporary art
being widely regarded as a standing joke.

Intellectual property rights also need to be considered in the context of
changes that are presently taking place in our shared political and social
environment. The increasing tendency for forward-thinking enterprises to
‘warehouse’ surplus intellectual property can perhaps be considered as of
equivalent anthropological importance to the historical evolution of hunter-
gatherer into agricultural economies, and may yet produce effects which are
as profound in their long-term consequences. Sensible debate about the
exploitation of individuals’ own intellectual property has to be balanced
against debate about the exploitation of individuals by those who have the
power to control intellectual property. In terms of global economic change |
would argue that, contrary to what is often assumed, clarifying and
strengthening intellectual property rights in an increasingly uncertain
environment can and does assist (rather than undermine) weaker interests
in the act of self-defence against the actions of the strong.

The irony is that fashionable debate about the presumed irrelevance of
intellectual property rights ultimately undermines the interests of those same
artists who tend to promote those ideas in the first place, because
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earlier was the abuse meted-out to Hogarth by the engravers, printers and
print-sellers who felt entitled to make money by pirating his ideas. It was not
just a question of the obvious moral affront presented by artistic
charlatanism. The fact that copyists undercut the price of his own product
deprived Hogarth not only of the revenue earned by their exploitation of his
work, but also made it harder for him to sell his copies of his own work.
Interpreting Hogarth’s situation in the light of modern experience, it is
tempting to speculate whether the print-sellers might have argued that
Hogarth should have been grateful for the privilege of providing them with
free product, because the ‘exposure’ would have been ‘good’ for him? In fact
(then as is usually the case now) the quality of the copied art was often so
poor that it threatened his artistic reputation as well as damaging his ability
to make a living.

Hogarth responded to this injustice just as passionately as he reacted to any
other. Although he had already solicited advance orders, he temporarily
suspended publication of the print version of the now legendary ‘Rake’s
Progress’® in order to prevent rip-off merchants from getting access to his
designs. He published an open letter to members of Parliament on ‘The Case
of Designers, Engravers, Etchers etc’ to argue against the actions of the
pirates, defending the right of artists to enjoy the fruits of their own labour.
Jenny Uglow comments that his pamphlet ‘storms off the page’**, and it can
be reasonably argued that this precursor to modern manifestoes (of
Futurism, Auto-destructive art etc) has ultimately had an influence that far
exceeds that of any its recent equivalents. Hogarth argued that visual artists
should be offered the same degree of legal protection that had been enjoyed
by journalists and writers since 1709"2. The barrister David Bainbridge states
that Jonathan Swift’s ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ had been subject to piracy, and
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be accused of fully culpable plagiarism. Hence the core issue of intellectual
property in the arts might not be so much one of absolute ownership (in the
strictest sense of the word) as much as a common-sense requirement for
simple honesty. While it must be admitted that excellent material has been
produced by the very best of the overt literary, visual arts and musical
plagiarists, it is also important to remember that plagiaristic working
methods inevitably appeal as much to the very worst artists as well. It is
ironic that all that is required for plagiarists to become researchers is for
them to admit where they steal ideas and information from, in addition to
having already advertised the fact that they steal. Openly crediting sources
would confer integrity on the work of such artists, but in doing risk the appeal
of their being perceived as risk-taking, daring or in any sense ‘alternative’.
These choices raise obvious questions about whether the artists who face
them are more interested in style or in content.

Having said this it also needs to be acknowledged that respecting the
productivity of an instinct for questioning received wisdom can be as
important to scientific innovation as it is central to the culture of punk rock.
Lyrics like ‘don’t believe them... don’t believe us... question everything
you're told’> express sentiments that are virtually identical to ideas found in
the writing of the Cambridge pathologist lan Beveridge, who discussed the
inquisitiveness and tenacity of those who ‘question everything they are told
and frequently rebel against the conventional’®. Albert Einstein spoke of his
‘mistrust of any kind of authority’®®. Similar sentiments were expressed by
Einstein’s colleague Leo Szilard, and can be productively contrasted with the
working methods of scientists who evidently did trust authority (like for
instance Trofim Lysenko). The ability of arts infrastructure to create its own
semi-formal micro-community, combined with its sponsors’ naivety about
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most avant-garde and important creative achievements. The status of this
(and subsequent) Acts as legislation should not be used to divert attention
away from the fact that what intellectual property laws seek to embody is not
a repressive instinct, but nothing less than a straightforward, common-
sense, self-evident (in the sense that this term was used by Benjamin
Franklin), and essentially liberating ethical principle, without whose active
recognition art as we know it could not exist. The single most important point
to remember is that this principle is valid irrespective of whether or not it
happens to be reflected in formal law. In the context of the current state of
rapid technological evolution, one should not forget to consider the present
and future ramifications of the fact that it is only because of Hogarth’s
enlightened, pioneering self-interest, and his foresight, tenacity and
pugnacity, that it is possible for artforms like painting, drawing, photography
and film-making to even exist as viable professions.
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