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As where a great deal of the artworks we examined in the first half of the quarter made some attempt at social critique, there’s little trace of subversion in the more modern efforts we’ve touched upon. Of course this is not the only criteria by which to judge art, but there’s something tame or even limp about a lot of the works presented by Lucille Bullivant in Responsive Architecture. Media Art is all the more problematic as a descriptor if it is to present the contrarian efforts of Heartfield, Klein or Debord alongside some of these architectural installations, the likes of which might not raise an eyebrow if exhibited in a public shopping mall.

That said, I think a lot of the pieces in Responsive Architecture are “cool.” But at the same time, I feel like the reason art criticism exists is so that people can scoff at what other people think is “cool.” Jumping ahead a few weeks, perhaps this has to do with what the author of “Generation Flash” identifies as the current generation of artists’ lack of interest in “media critique.” Manovich claims that we are concerned, instead, with “software critique,” and points to the act of programming as one of the few means of creating truly “original” content in what he calls a “remix culture.” At the heart of so many of the works presented by Bullivant in Responsive Architecture is a general enthusiasm for the implications of our technology, the possibilities of programmatic artwork as one of the few remaining territories in art that is truly not well-trodden. Perhaps the absence of social critique from these works as to do with this desire to break free of historical baggage, to start fresh. I certainly can identify this desire in the work of a lot of my peers, but its often difficult to determine where the line between deliberate apathy and laziness lies. 

I think the greatest fault of modern art historians and critics is this need to inscribe narrative or lineage in history where one does not exist. I think revolutionaries like Heartfield and Debord laid the groundwork for critical efforts in twentieth century art. Coincidentally, many of these critical artists used technology in their work. I’m not sure if that lineage extends to a lot of the modern efforts that we’ve branded as “media art.” Perhaps the tools are the same, but the message is certainly not continuous if the message exists at all. It’s not for a lack of social upheaval that the majority of today’s media art does little to “rock the boat.” So many of the societal conditions that media artists in the mid to late 20th century sought to address have not changed.

