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Are Artists the New Interpreters of
Scientific Innovation?
By GISELA WILLIAMSSEPT. 12, 2017
WHEN WE THINK OF ARTIST residencies today, we think of the MacDowell Colony, in
the woods of New Hampshire, and of the Skowhegan School, in Maine. There’s
the Rome Prize fellowship, at the city’s American Academy, and Donald Judd’s Chinati
Foundation, in Marfa. To be an artist in residence means removing yourself from the
noise and obligations of regular life, and instead getting to concentrate on your creative
life, often in a beautiful locale.
But once, an artist residency meant something very different: being embedded squarely
within regular life, an experience meant both to inspire artists and to infuse what were
seen as artless environments with creativity. In 1966, an artist named Barbara Steveni
and her husband, John Latham, the influential British conceptual artist, started the
Artist Placement Group, or A.P.G., in London, the goal of which was to embed artists in
industrial and government organizations, to allow them to both learn about and to have
a voice in the world of business and science — and then, when possible, organize
exhibitions of work inspired by those experiences. Latham himself spent time at the
Scottish Office in Edinburgh researching industrial waste heaps called ‘‘bings’’ that were
created by distilling oil from shale, and the artist David Hall made 10 short films, called
‘‘TV Interruptions,’’ that were broadcast uncredited on Scottish Television and are now
regarded as landmarks of British video art. The project, which was renamed
Organization and Imagination, or O+I, in 1989, was considered groundbreaking and
important enough that the Tate bought the A.P.G. archives in 2004.
Meanwhile, in the U.S., two visionaries were also campaigning for a greater
collaborative relationship between modern art and science: Gyorgy Kepes, who founded
the Center for Advanced Visual Studies at M.I.T. in 1967, and the artist Robert
Rauschenberg, who, around the same time, co-founded E.A.T. (Experiments in Art and
Technology) with the engineers Billy Kluver and Fred Waldhauer and artist Robert
Whitman, to initiate and support collaborations between artists and scientists. (Their
most publicized project was a series of installations, including a water-vapor sculpture

by Fujiko Nakaya and physicist Thomas Mee, made for the dome at the 1970 world’s
fair, Expo ’70, in Osaka, Japan.) Two years later, NASA invited Rauschenberg to witness
the launch of Apollo 11, the first manned voyage to the moon — an experience that
resulted in ‘‘Stoned Moon,’’ a remarkable series of lithographic prints.
This kind of residency eventually fell out of favor for the luxury-summer-camp variety.
But in the last few years, there’s been a resurgence of interest in the idea of inviting
artists to observe, learn and work within mainstream government agencies and
institutions, among entrepreneurs and scientists as well as among the artists
themselves. In this innovation-hungry age of TED Talks and Silicon Valley, every
company seems to be launching an experimental lab that is meant to foster innovation
through the cross-fertilization of ideas in a variety of disciplines, including the creative
arts. Two years ago, the art collector Dasha Zhukova donated a million dollars to M.I.T.
to create an artist residency there in her name. At the same time, the work of artists like
Thomas Struth, Vija Celmins, Tom Sachs and Olafur Eliasson is driven and influenced
by the rapid pace of discoveries in scientific fields from artificial intelligence to
astrophysics. The photographer and architect Hiroshi Sugimoto has repeatedly explored
the relationship between image and evolving technology, including in his Lightning
Fields series, for which he used a 400,000-volt Van de Graaff generator to apply an
electrical charge directly onto film.
Gerfried Stocker, the artistic director of Ars Electronica, a think tank that started a
festival celebrating arts and sciences in Linz, Austria, in 1979, believes that artists have
become ‘‘cultural missionaries’’ in a time of ‘‘intensive transformation driven by new
technology.’’ It’s crucial, he says, ‘‘that humanistic voices address the ethical and moral
questions created by this transformation.’’ Ars Electronica helped institutions like the
European Organization for Nuclear Research (known as CERN, its acronym in French),
as well as the European Southern Observatory, when they recently founded their own
artist residencies. With the assistance of Ars, CERN — which is based in Switzerland and
is home to both the Large Hadron Collider and the world’s largest particle physics
research facility — initiated Collide, its flagship art residency program, in 2011. Monica
Bello, the head of Arts@CERN, explains, ‘‘The objective at CERN is to understand the
fundamental structure of the universe. This is extremely compelling to artists, as they
are often interested in studying matter itself.’’
CERN HAS SINCE HOSTED about a dozen international artists through Collide,
including Julius von Bismarck, a German artist who creates installations, often
humorous, that are typically inspired by science, nature and technology. At CERN, he
staged several interventions, including locking 30 physicists underground and asking
what they saw in the dark, pushing them to describe physical matter that couldn’t be
seen. More recently, CERN has partnered with FACT, the Foundation for Art and
Creative Technology in Liverpool, England, which helps to produce as well as to provide
a space to show the work inspired by the CERN residencies.
‘‘Science is too important to leave to the scientists,’’ says Mike Stubbs, director of FACT.
‘‘Science has kind of become a new church, but it’s clear now that technology has not
been applied to everyone in society to their benefit. We need voices from the arts and

sociocultural disciplines to provoke important debates.’’ As the artist Thomas Struth
says, ‘‘My feeling is that somehow, since the 1980s, politics are always running behind
the development of technology, and it’s very hard to create a legal framework to control
what’s happening. Maybe artists are looked to because of their freedom and critical
analysis, and because in general they are not corrupted. Someone brings up the selfdriving car and within no time, someone yells, ‘Hurrah, the self-driving car!’ It’s like,
who needs it? What about more public transport?’’
At the same time, institutions like CERN need artists to translate their findings to a
larger audience. ‘‘Often experiments are invisible,’’ says Stubbs. ‘‘They just exist as pure
data.’’ Agencies like CERN benefit when well-known and respected artists emphasize the
importance of their work and explain it in an accessible visual medium. Stubbs takes it
even further: ‘‘I think it’s absolutely essential that artists are part of the process not just
in terms of visualizing information but how we understand scientific culture.’’ It’s also
worth remembering that the cultural divide between art and science is a relatively new
one; for much of human history, the two fields were not oppositional, but collaborative.
This relationship reached its apotheosis in the Renaissance era, whose most famous
artist — Leonardo da Vinci — was also a scientist. Art was aligned with religion, but it
also explored the natural and physical world. In the Victorian era, however, the two
worlds diverged into what the British physicist C. P. Snow called ‘‘the two cultures’’;
these projects, and the people involved in them, aim to correct this schism. ‘‘Artists are
no longer concerned with creating artwork that reflects or interprets reality; rather, they
want to be active agents in creating it,’’ says Stocker, of Ars Electronica. ‘‘That means
that artists need to have an even deeper understanding of the mechanics behind science
and technology.’’
THE SEARCH FOR that understanding has been a kind of revelation for the
contemporary figures involved in these new partnerships. A few months ago, when the
artist Olafur Eliasson was in Montreal, he visited Buckminster Fuller’s 20-story geodesic
dome, built for the 1967 world’s fair. ‘‘It gave me a great boost of creativity,’’ he says.
‘‘That was a time when there was a strong confidence that technology and creativity
would shape the future.’’ Three years ago, Eliasson was awarded a several-weeks-long
residency at M.I.T. He used the time to work on a project called ‘‘Little Sun,’’ a portable
solar lamp that he designed with the engineer Frederik Ottesen, which is sold at high
cost in wealthy countries so that it can be sold cheaply in poor ones. According to
Eliasson, the lamp is meant to raise the question, ‘‘how can we create an affordable
global energy system that factors in human emotion, creativity and desire?’’ His work,
he says, often grapples with ‘‘how to tell people that they are not consumers of the
world, they are co-producers of the world.’’
Struth, who will be showing large-scale studies of recent work at the Marian Goodman
Gallery in New York in November, has made his own artist residencies in science-related
businesses and agencies over the years just by asking. Earlier this year, he spent several
days in Houston taking photos at NASA. Struth says that despite the fact that he is
extremely skeptical and critical of certain technological developments and the way
they’re used, he enjoys working with scientific researchers: ‘‘They tend to be very open.

They have certain similarities with artists because they are working on something they
don’t know or can’t see.’’
Then there’s the conceptual artist Jorge Mañes Rubio, who in 2016 began a residency at
the European Space Agency. The agency had announced plans to create an international
moon village: ‘‘There was no budget but it was an important call to space agencies and
private companies. Mars is far too distant of a goal, so the moon seemed like the next
step,’’ explains Rubio, whose works are often about re-engaging neglected places and
cultures.
After spending time with the ESA’s Advanced Concepts Team, which is based in the
Netherlands, Rubio decided he would build a moon temple. Despite the team’s
discomfort with the idea — they worried it was too religious and new-age for their
purposes — he proceeded, spending months with experts to learn about the moon’s
geology and the practicalities of living in an atmosphere with one-sixth the gravity of
Earth’s. Rubio ended up designing a structure that could be 3D-printed from moon dust,
giving it a utopian-adobe look. But the best part of the project might have been both his
and his new collaborators’ understanding that science, contrary to popular belief, is not
immune to the thrill of romance, the pull of magical thinking. ‘‘There was a lot of friction
about building a temple,’’ Rubio recalled, ‘‘but then someone said, ‘Actually I like this
idea. What if we just build this temple and leave? Maybe we decide not to stay and we
just create a beautiful space to celebrate the earth’s relationship with the moon.’ ’’
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John Latham at Serpentine Gallery: Heirs to
an agent of transformation
A World View: John Latham
Serpentine Gallery, W2 3/5
Speak
Serpentine Sackler Gallery, W2 3/5
John Latham’s art is difficult to grasp, partly because he didn’t want it to exist in
conventional terms. For him, objects were only a conduit for deeper thought; his ideas
represent an alternative theory of the universe in response to a too-rational world.
He proposed a cosmology defined by time not space, which makes putting together a
show of his work difficult. Much of what you see is only an arcane residue or
document.
His one-second drawings, an example of what he called a “least event”, are made
with a one-second spray of black paint onto canvas. His roller blind paintings,
presented as conventional abstracts here, were originally blinds over windows,
sometimes only partially glimpsed.
Books are attached to canvases, singed and overpainted, cut or torn and suspended
in glass or plaster. This looks like violence, but it’s more esoteric, about reenvisioning language and knowledge. He wanted to change the artist’s role in society:
his work in the Scottish landscape as part of the Artist Placement Group, which he

co-founded, appropriates bings of coal waste as a figurative sculpture. Artists, for
him, were agents of transformation.
This partly explains Latham’s enduring influence, the basis of Speak. It’s a
hotchpotch of a show, with four artists of differing tempers and style emphasising how
broadly Latham’s ideas can be interpreted.
The responses range from oblique reference to homage. Cally Spooner has created a
kind of self-portrait across time: a graph which plots her metabolic rate, her artistic
status and the fluctuations in the pound against the euro on the wall around the
space.
Tania Bruguera’s contribution is an interview about her APG-like social art and call for
others to take action, while Laure Prouvost creates a sensorily rich and whimsical
sound, light and sculptural installation, subverting language, as Latham did.
Latham’s words are material for Douglas Gordon. His statements are printed and
reversed in a text wall — reversal is at the core of both artists’ work. Gordon finds a
playfulness in Latham, with billiard and ping-pong tables evoking his theories in the
forms of games. A video of the young Gordon talking to Latham, again mirrored on
another monitor, is a portrait of the thoughts of both artists, embodying the show’s
spirit.
Until May 21 (020 7402 6075, serpentinegalleries.org)
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A World View: John Latham; Speak
review – a time-bending experience
Time it right, and you could enter straight into the most dizzying spectacle – a million
coloured circles hurtling towards you on screen. Discs flash and whirl in the darkness,
accompanied by what might be the sound of distant rioting but is actually a circular
saw. The furious buzz is perfectly attuned to the constant strobe. It feels like a cross
between a mind game and an apocalyptic countdown.
John Latham’s Speak (1962) was screened by Pink Floyd at an early Roundhouse gig.
The band even wrote a soundtrack, which the artist rejected, preferring his own taperecorded saw. To experience this famous work in the 21st century is to feel the
elasticity of time, for it is both a period piece of the early 60s and an eye-popping
shock – forever young, cool and now.
Latham (1921-2006) is probably best known for getting his students at St Martins to
chew up a library copy of Clement Greenberg’s detested Art and Culture and spit it
out. (Their mastications, fermented and preserved in vials, belong to the Museum of
Modern Art in New York.) Latham lost his job for failing to return the book in readable
condition, and gained his evergreen reputation as an establishment goad. Even at his
death, he was at loggerheads with Tate Britain for withdrawing from display a work that
embedded copies of the Bible, Torah and Qur’an in chunks of glass. He saw their
action as pusillanimous.
Latham himself was never afraid to offend. When he built – and then burned – a tower
of encyclopedias, the historic resonances were clear, all the way back to Savonarola.
Books were both ideas and objects to him, and he even spoke of using them as
alternatives to paint. They stood, too, as instances of history, moments of time and
culture briefly embodied. And time was Latham’s true subject – his perpetual medium
and obsession.

The Serpentine’s long-awaited survey includes time-based paintings – pigment flicked
at the canvas, the cartoon splats a measure of the rapidity with which the action took
place – and several of his one-second drawings from the 1950s. Latham used a spray
gun to shoot a second’s worth of black paint at a white substrate. The result is a
perfect record of the event, of ejected particles moving through space, and a kind of
constellation in reverse – black stars in white outer space.
Latham claimed to have made spray-gun paintings before anyone else.
Books are balled up in papier-mache orbs and suspended from the ceiling like new
planets, or ancient fossils in rock. They are glued to canvases and painted black with
their leaves spread open: crowds of flapping ravens trapped in a cliff. Six copies of a
guide to vanished species are surgically halved and wedged into glass armatures, each
containing traces of some other idea – electric wires, lightbulbs, primitive sculptures.
Time is caught by the wing.
Latham lived in Flat Time House in Peckham, south London (where another pair of
gigantic books – interleaved so they can never be read – still hangs in the window). His
theories about time are so nebulous as to be beyond my grasp, and indeed that of
several catalogue contributors, including Richard Hamilton, who confessed he had no
clear idea what his friend was talking about. Latham seems to have believed that time
consisted of a series of events, that space was not the measure of the universe but
time, and that the chief characteristic of all art was “its extensions in time”.
This is certainly the prevailing theme at the Serpentine Gallery. There are paintings
where the high-chrome stripes simply fade away – here and then gone – or explode as
if shot by a bullet. Silk-screened words arrive and then vanish, shifting from the present
to the past. Canvas is twisted up like a curtain, knotted to one side as if to let in new
light; or hangs, spattered and torn from its frame, like some poor deflated flag. Each
work speaks of the moment of its making, but also of the past and future.
Latham was a hardcore conceptualist, and some of his work is as tough to look at as it
is to comprehend. “THE MYSTERIOUS BEING KNOWN AS GOD is an atemporal
score, with a probable time-base in the region of 1019 seconds.” What does this mean
(lettered large on the wall) if it means anything at all? Latham insisted that his art
consisted of events and not images. Yet the film in which the pages of the
Encyclopedia Britannica rush past at warp speed is extraordinarily expressive in visual
terms, not least for being such an antique artefact in itself by now. What it shows is an
Ozymandian vision of time: whole civilisations passing rapidly away.
Latham’s continuing influence on younger artists is apparent in Speak, an anthology of
homages at the Serpentine Sackler Gallery that features a great variety of works, from

word pieces to impromptu ping pong and billiard games to an interview with John
Latham filmed by Douglas Gordon in 1999; the catalogue transcription is full of
Gordon’s illuminating insights, connecting Latham’s one-second drawings, for
instance, with the black page in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.
Cally Spooner presents a wittily ludic wall drawing, in which separate lines trace her
person (at chin height) against the rise and fall of the pound and the development of
her own career according to the market website artfacts.net; as if time, or indeed life,
were susceptible to such meaningless measurements. And the Cuban artist Tania
Bruguera, reflecting on how representative art came to be distorted by Castro’s
regime, explains in an absorbing film how she came to an artistic language of political
gestures in the true spirit of Latham.
But most startling is Turner prize winner Laure Prouvost’s darkened chamber of glass
objects, each glowing in a sudden coloured spotlight on its plinth, and each a
commemoration of something vital to our daily existence: a glass of water, cheap but
precious; an egg frying in a pan; a scarlet human heart. Elevated by the process of
being blown in Venetian glass, they are accompanied by an abrupt son et lumière
conveying the alterations of time.
Prouvost was once Latham’s studio assistant, and this is in part a remembrance of
their life together, from the fruit they ate to the teabags drying on the radiator. But
every object is more than itself. The installation is both a private story and a public
narrative describing our human experiences in twinkling emblems; it is both moving
and stunning.
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On John Latham’s Films
by Nathan Dunne

The former house and studio of British conceptual artist John Latham is tucked
away among a row of sleepy terrace houses on Bellenden Road in South London.
Known as Flat Time House, after Latham’s idiosyncratic theory of time, the façade
has been replaced with a giant cantilevered book-sculpture called How the Univoice
is Still Unheard. Since the artist’s death in 2006, Flat Time House has been
transformed into a dynamic gallery space for younger artists with a curatorial
program focused on Latham’s theoretical ideas and their continued relevance. On a
recent visit I discovered the artist’s films, which form a key part of his work
produced in the 1960s and early ’70s. Although Latham is known predominantly for
his paintings and sculpture, these films are some of his most fertile experiments
with form, utilizing paper cutouts, stop-motion animation, and sound-collages.
After the Second World War, having witnessed the sinking of the Bismarck during his
Navy service, Latham studied at Chelsea College of Art and began experimenting with
spray-paint on canvas. His amateur interest—and misunderstanding—of theoretical
physics, led him to develop an antithetical cosmology that rejected space in favor of
time. Latham’s rejection of space as the primacy of art was also a rejection of Clement
Greenberg’s Art and Culture, a text that had been introduced into the British art school
curriculum following the Coldstream Report of 1960, with a view to making art schools
more “academic.” His personal dislike of Greenberg was also due to the notoriously
pontifical art critic having dismissed his work as “patly cubist.”
While teaching at St. Martins College in 1966, Latham devised a performance that would
become his most famous sculpture. He invited half a dozen guests to his house and had
them chew pages of Art and Culture, which he had borrowed from the college library.
The pages were then spat into a glass container and converted into a liquid. Latham was
soon sent an overdue notice for the book that he returned to the library in a glass phial
with a label that read: “the essence of Greenberg.” He was dismissed from his teaching
post the following day; the work was later bought by the Museum of Modern Art.
Throughout his life Latham published numerous papers attempting to elucidate his
theory of Flat Time, such as “Time-Base and Determination in Events,” (1976) and
“Event Structure” (1981). But for all his emphasis on time, it is language that emerges as

the most powerful driver of his work. As in the performance of Art and Culture, where
language is reduced to an object, Latham’s films during this period are obsessed with
the way language is manipulated for power and authority. In Speak (1962), pieces of
colored paper are layered over one another in a psychedelic assault. As the strobe
increases it’s as though the viewer is being pulled into a void bruised by rainbows. The
ten-minute film was first projected during early performances of Pink Floyd at a church
hall known as The Tabernacle in Notting Hill Gate. However, when the film was
prepared for an exhibition, Latham created his own soundtrack, placing a microphone
on the floor to pick up the rhythm of a circular saw that he was using to cut up books.
The result is a blistering white noise that never lets up, a bottled scream where language
is suppressed beneath the frenetic sequence of light.
Talk Mr Bard (1961) also features stop-motion colors, but with a more nuanced
approach to language. Samples of radio and television broadcasts run into one
another among a sputtering of French and Mandarin that quickly begin to drown
in static. As the audio becomes incomprehensible, two words flash up: “FISH” and
“BARD.” “FISH” emphasizes the circular form of the cutouts as a blinking fish-eye
that is unable to fix on language. The eye is always slippery, losing words before
they form sentences. “BARD” is an obvious reference to Shakespeare: Latham is
taunting the playwright’s status at the center of the Western literary canon. The
challenge is for language to overcome the babble of voices and fix on meaning
through the veil of colors. Latham is suggesting that as Shakespeare tries to speak
his words become images.

The approach to language in these films was heavily influenced by James
Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. Latham regarded the novel as a work that succeeded in
marrying text and image in a wholly new way: the density of the portmanteau
letters, words, and phrases served to interrupt the temporal act of reading in favor
of multiple image renderings, many of them with roots in at least two languages or
dialects. In his writing on the novel, Latham argues that trying to read according
to a linear pattern misses the point of the work. Joyce’s use of words like
“zeemliangly,” “applecheeks,” and “wordpainter” are meant to arrest the reader’s
eye and become images on the page. By disrupting the temporal experience of
reading, the reader is challenged to re-learn the act according to a new language
where the words, letters, and dialects criss-cross in a dizzying pattern of starts,
stops, and flowing visualfragments.
In Erth (1971), just as in Speak and Talk Mr Bard, Latham embraces this text-asimage play. The film begins with a dot of spray paint that enlarges into a black
screen, a reference to the Big Bang. A soft German voice is then faded over the black
at random intervals. Although it’s difficult to make out the exact words, it sounds
like the voice is counting down the age of the universe. An image of Earth swims
into view only to be replaced by a volume of Encyclopedia Britannica.With singleframe shots of every page in the volumes, the encyclopediais rendered unreadable.

The image becomes increasingly overexposed until the camera zooms in over
images of city-scapes and fields.
In the film’s title, thein “Earth” has been removed to suggest the separation of
individuals from their environment. In contemplating Earth, the viewer is
disconnected from the world without adequate knowledge and connection to the
universe of which he or she is a microcosm. The snatches of voice emphasize this
disconnection as if captured from an astronaut’s faulty transmission. Latham
believed that the encyclopedia was a false repository of knowledge and in rendering
it unreadable he created a cosmology where the objects remain the same but display
endless variation and development. Like Joyce, he was attempting to combine
different elements into a new, unitary form.
Over the last decade, these films have been rediscovered as part of Latham’s major
body of work. Following a screening in 2000, the Lux Centre in London worked
with the artist to produce a DVD and arranged for several films to be included in the
touring exhibition “Shoot Shoot Shoot.” Latham’s art is characterized by its formal
innovation and these films are extraordinary examples of the way he pushed the
limitations of sculpture, sound, and language. His restless experimentation, coupled
with his meticulous attention to detail, meant that his work exhibited formal
ingenuity unmatched in British art of the late twentieth century. This formal and
material innovation is what makes his films so compelling.
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Anatomy of an artwork John Latham’s Sleep
! Less is more
Dissecting the 1955
work by the British
conceptual artist
John Latham

The paint
Spray paint
only became
readily available
commercially in the
late 1940s, so this
work, in which it is
mixed with handpainted emulsion
on board, is an early
example of its use
in contemporary
art. It comes as no
surprise, however:
Latham was always
an innovator and is
regarded as a great
figure of the British
avant garde.
The event
This piece laid the
groundwork for the
artist’s idea of the
“least event”. This
philosophy saw
Latham produce
a whole new
cosmology in which
existence as we
know is made up of
“events”. The least
event is the closest

shown in London
in the mid-1950s,
only to be sold
down the Six Bells
pub on the King’s
Road a decade
later. It only
resurfaced a few
years ago.

the artist can
achieve to nothing.
Tricky stuff, but
it did lead him to
produce a whole
series of paintings
involving spray cans
used for just one
second.

The woman
This not to say
this work is about
nothing. In fact, for
all the painting’s
debt to abstraction
and the artist’s
avant-garde spirit,
here Latham returns

to one of the oldest
subjects in art, the
reclining woman.
The history
This painting has
had a colourful
life. It is one of
15 paintings first

The renaissance
Latham seems
to be having a
moment just now.
Sleep is the
starting point for
Lisson Gallery’s
exhibition of the
artist’s spray works,
while other work
by the artist is
also included in
concurrent shows
at the Henry Moore
Institute, Leeds,
Modern Art Oxford,
and London’s Tate
Britain. OB
John Latham:
Spray Paintings,
Lisson Gallery,
NW1, to 7 May
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