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Four histories of intermedia

Intermedia has many pasts, several definitions and at least two futures. In
this essay we seek to address four histories, three directions, and some
interesting futures. While the histories of intermedia are multilayered and
complex, the history of the word “intermedia” is relatively simple. Higgins
used the word to describe the tendency of an increasing number of
interesting artists to cross the boundaries of recognized media or to fuse
the boundaries of art with media that had not previously been considered
art forms. When asked how he happened to create the term “intermedia,”



Higgins once noted that Samuel Taylor Coleridge had used the term over a
century and a half before he rediscovered it. Higgins was too modest.
Coleridge used the term “intermedium” once—apparently once only—
to refer to a specific issue in the work of Edmund Spenser. Coleridge used
the word “intermedium” in “Lecture Three: ‘On Spenser” in a way that
resembled Higgins’s use of the term “intermedia” Nevertheless, Coleridge
used a word different in meaning and in form, referring to a specific
point lodged between two kinds of meaning in the use of an art medium.
Coleridge’s word “intermedium” was a singular term, an adjectival noun.
(Friedman 1999: 158; 2018: 13—14) In contrast, Higgins’s word “intermedia”
refers to a tendency in the arts that became a range of art forms and a way
to approach the arts.
Higgins said that he might have read the Coleridge essay in his years
at Yale or Columbia, taking it in subconsciously. This may be true. Even so,
Higgins coined a new word in the term “intermedia,” giving it the current
form and contemporary meaning it holds to this day (Friedman 1998b).

The first history

This history of intermedia is about the artists who began to develop
intermedia projects in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It is a history that is
linked with the history of concept art. The early version of concept art was
first defined by Henry Flynt in his essays on concept art from the late 1950s
through 1961 and published in a seminal essay in An Anthology (Flynt 1963:
unpaged):

When using the term concept art, we are not referring to the
better known conceptual art developed in the mid-6es by Joseph
Kosuth. Conceptual art in the way Kosuth has sought to develop
it, is a form of art about art, in which ideas about art as a
form of philosophizing, become the art itself. An example such
art can be appreciated in Kosuth’s work, One and Three Chairs
exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The work
includes a wood folding chair. To the left is a photograph of
the chair and to the right a dictionary definition of the term

chair.
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As the artist himself explains:

The art I call conceptual is such because it is based on an
inquiry into the nature of art. .. Thus, it is .. a working

out, a thinking out, of all the implications of all aspects

of the concept ‘art.’ .. Fundamental to this idea of art is the
understanding of the linguistic nature of all art propositions,
be they past or present, and regardless of the elements used

in their construction.

The earlier form of concept art was different from the later conceptual
art exemplified in Kosuth’s work in a significant dimension. Concept
art, in Flynt’s definition, was an art form of which the primary element is
ideas, as the primary element of music is sound. In later years, it became
clear that Flynt did not intend his definition quite as he stated it. Flynt’s
idea of concept art was something specific and arcane, an argument with
pre-Socratic Greek mathematics. In the meantime, George Maciunas, a
co-founder of Fluxus along with Higgins, had seized on the term, applying
it to the work of a diverse and interesting group of artists. (Flynt was
horrified when Maciunas applied his coinage to these artists and their
work. Nevertheless, he did not clarify what he meant by what he wrote
until the 1990s.) Higgins, in turn, built on the ideas and practices of these
artists to shape his concept of intermedia.

Higgins’s (1966a) essay served as a focal point for artists and thinkers
developing the ideas and issues he described. Higgins was not alone
for around the same time, John Brockman began using the term for the
Expanded Cinema festivals he organized at Filmmakers’ Cinematheque
in New York. While Higgins’s essays promulgated the term among artists
and scholars, Brockman’s work helped bring the term to wider use among
filmmakers, surfacing to address the larger public with in a New York
Times article that appeared shortly after Higgins’s essay was published
(Lester 1966).

From this perspective, intermedia is an art that lies on the edge of
boundaries between forms and media. Intermedia also exist between
art forms and non-art forms. It is sometimes difficult to imagine an
intermedia form before it is created, but many can be imagined in theory.

In 1967, Ken Friedman built on the idea of Higgins’s Intermedial
Object #1 to create a matrix of possible intermedia. This matrix was an
elaborated inventory listing media forms. It permitted one to create
different kinds of matrices, combinations, or permutations suggesting
groupings or configurations of media. In different configurations,
Friedman (1967) used it to generate conceptual possibilities for new



intermedia forms. These were often expressed as percentage possibilities,
describing, for example, an intermedia form comprised of 10% music, 25%
architecture, 12% drawing, 18% shoemaking, 30% painting and 5% smell.

The combinatorial approach developed using matrices made it possible
to imagine many kinds of intermedia forms. One artist might combine
aspects of typesetting, cooking, pyrotechnics, and farming. Another might
embrace baking, sculpture, sewing, and perfumery. Some intermedia were
thought experiments that were never realized. Others led to concrete
results. A study of the past shows just how astonishing the possibilities
might be. For example, the great culinary pageants of the medieval times
can be regarded as intermedia that later became an art form in their own
right. Thus, the court pageant—with its staged theatrical representations
of huge sea battles celebrated in the flooded hall of a palace featuring
music and dance in accompaniment, or the masked balls that were also
allegorical pilgrim journeys—are now appreciated as historical examples
of performance art (Di Felice 1980: 25—27).

Many contemporary art forms arguably emerged from intermedia to
become new and distinct media in their own right. These include such
media as artist’s books, stamp art, mail art and video. And so did social
sculpture, concept art and conceptual art, along with concrete poetry and
poesie visive.

When different forms merge, we see an intermedia form. The success
of intermedia is seen in the coherence of mergers (or the convergence)
that gives rise to new forms. The Art and Architecture Thesaurus (Getty
2018) points out how the most successful intermedia forms eventually
cease to be intermedia, developing characteristics of their own to become
established media with names, histories, and contexts of their own.

By the late 1960s, the intermedia tradition had begun to develop a
literature. Higgins’s own Something Else Press published many books
and pamphlets in this literature (see: Frank 1983). John Cage (1961, 1969)
was also a major contributor to the intermedia literature. The took on
life in Europe with intermedia festivals and books (Goetze, Staeck, and
Gerling 1969). Around the world, George Maciunas and others produced a
major stream of artifacts, multiples, books, and projects under the Fluxus
imprint (see Hendricks 1982, 1983a, 1983b, 1989; Milman 1992; Phillpot and
Hendricks 1988).

The second history

The second history of intermedia began soon after the publication of
Dick Higgins’s “Intermedia” essay. This history began to move intermedia
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from a small community of experimental artists into a larger frame of art
and social life. The first vehicle for this involved the American university
system and the first two intermedia courses. The first flowered and
vanished. The second went on to become a central forum of diffusion for
the intermedia idea.

The first intermedia class began in 1967 when Ken Friedman organized
and taught an intermedia course at the San Francisco State University
Experimental College. In the fall of 1967, the sFsu Department of Radio,
Television, and Film offered the course for credit as the first course
specifically titled intermedia ever to be offered in a college or university.
While the experimental course system at San Francisco State University
offered a marvelous opportunity to work with new ideas and themes, these
courses were not part of the regular curriculum. There were few resources
and no salary for teaching. Despite its success, Friedman’s intermedia
course soon vanished.

The real history of intermedia in higher education began at the
University of lowa when the School of Art and Art History brought Hans
Breder to its faculty. Breder launched the Iowa intermedia program in
1968, where it flourished under his direction until he retired in 2000. This
was the first intermedia program to offer a complete curriculum up to and
including the MFA.

Breder’s intermedia program was an arena in which to explore what
Breder termed “the liminal spaces” between the arts (Breder 1995). The
arts, for Breder and his students, included visual art, music, film, dance,
theater, and poetry. Later, this concept of a liminal space was expanded
into a larger collaboration with the liberal arts, including comparative
literature, anthropology, psychology, and communication studies. Breder
and his students explored spaces between media approaches that crossed
the boundaries between artistic and scholarly practices, hybridizing
and exploiting media, genres, and the social and political universes
they represented. Over the years since, intermedia has become a rich
field of artistic practice and scholarly inquiry, and there are now many
degree programs in intermedia and intermedia studies. There are several
departments dedicated to intermedia in universities and art schools as well
as thousands of intermedia classes in traditional programs. There is also an
International Society for Intermedial Studies. Some of these programs are
not located in the arts, but in such fields as information science, computer
studies, and even the social sciences.



The third history of intermedia

This leads to the third history of intermedia. This history locates
intermedia in a social, technological, and historical context, and it reveals
some possible reasons to explain why and how intermedia emerged at this
time in human history.

In this sense, intermedia is a consequence of post-industrial society
and the knowledge economy to which it gave rise. In discussing the
morphology of economic growth, Australian economist Colin Clark (1940:
337—373) classified economies as primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary
economies extract wealth from nature, secondary economies transform
extracted material through manufacturing, and tertiary economies
engage in services. Two more economists undertook pioneering work in
the economic and political economics of information, Canadian Harold
Innis (1950, 1951) and American Fritz Machlup (1962, 1979). Others—
such as Marshall McLuhan (1962, 1964, 19673, 1967b; also McLuhan and
Watson 1970)—contributed to the ideas and theories that would set the
information society in focus.

Sociologist Daniel Bell (1976: Ixxxv) built on the work of these thinkers
to describe three kinds of society. Pre-industrial society extracts resources,
industrial society fabricates goods, and post-industrial society processes
information. Artist Nam June Paik (1976) contributed to the theory of
the media in the post-industrial society. Today, such thinkers such as
Manuel Castells (1996a, 1996b, 1996¢) and Saskia Sassen (1991, 1994, 1996,
1998) have developed this inquiry further. Ken Friedman examined the
relationship between these issues and intermedia in a lengthy series of
articles (1998a, 1998¢, 1998d, 1998e¢, 1998f, Friedman 2002, Friedman 2003a,
Friedman 2003b, Friedman 2003c, Friedman 2004, Friedman 20053,
Friedman 2005b).

Technological change—and sociocultural reactions to that change—
brought about what is now labeled the information society. This term is
shorthand for a rich and complex stream of issues that affect working
life, culture, and most facets of human interaction and behavior in the
developed (or post-industrial) nations.

These influences have had many effects. One effect has been the
blurring of the boundaries between different kinds of media. In the
telecommunication, information technology, and entertainment industries,
the phenomenon of digital convergence is driving this blurring of borders.
In the arts, this involves both digital convergence and the human response
to a world being shaped by convergent media. In a philosophical sense, the
translation of media to digital form shifts the balance between media. This
paradoxically leads to a new emphasis on media that cannot take digital
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form such as a live chamber concert or a stage performance. We can
record these and digitize the recordings, but we cannot digitize the live
experience. These multivalent trends become visible in the way that new
media—and intermedia—affect old media. They also affect the world in
which all mediated human interaction takes place.

The fourth history of intermedia

This is a history that taking a communications perspective seeks to extend
back in time and forward into the future. A medium, simply put, is a

tool for delivering information. Merriam-Webster’s defines a medium as,
among other thing,

.2 : a means of effecting or conveying something: as a (1) : a
substance regarded as the means of transmission of a force or
effect (2) : a surrounding or enveloping substance ... b pl usu
media (1) : a channel or system of communication, information

or entertainment—compare—-mass medium (2) : a publication or

broadcast that carries advertising (3) : a mode of artistic
expression or communication (4) : something (as a magnetic
disk) on which information may be stored. .. (Merriam-Webster

1993: 738; see also SOED 1993: 1731).

The first media were vehicles for communication. The oldest natural
media are voice and language. Written media developed reasonably soon
afterward in evolutionary terms. They emerged first as painted symbols on
walls, much later as abstract marks on rocks or sticks, later still as alphabets
or ideograms on clay tablets and papyrus. The fact that there are many
media has always meant the possibility of intermedia. Intermedia has been
with us since the dawn of time, with or without the explicit designation.
The history of intermedia began with the birth of human communication.

In 1984, A.]. N. Judge undertook a large-scale survey of all possible
media for a study on information and understanding (Judge 1984). In 1998,
for a European Union project undertaken in collaboration with Judge,
Friedman (1998¢, 1998f) built on the earlier media matrices to extend the
survey with a research request sent to over 20,000 scholars, artists, critics,
and theorists around the world. The final inventory was a list of roughly
1,600 possible communications media from the abacus and abbreviations
to the zarzuela and ‘“zines.

The inventory involves an approach exploring the kinds of possibilities
that Herbert Blumer labels sensitizing concepts, first steps that open an



idea for exploration (Blumer 1969: 2—21, 140—150; see also Baugh 1990;
van den Hoonard 1997). This is a heuristic procedure, and the inventory
was gathered without regard to possible challenges to the ontological
and epistemological status of any specific proposed medium. Rather, all
proposals were gathered for later development and consideration.

This method represents a quasi-systematic application of Lenat’s (1983:
352—354) approach to heuristics, in which heuristic methods enable the
development of new domains of knowledge. Within these domains, new
heuristics are needed together with new representations. While Lenat’s
work addresses the problem of knowledge acquisition in information
systems, Friedman’s approach was a generative process. It is admittedly
naive, and the inventory raised problems that could not be readily resolved
other than by positing definitions.

Nevertheless, the inventory and the matrices that flow from it in a
generative process raised useful and challenging issues. These concern
the nature, status, and possibilities of each medium—and, in some cases,
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the question of how it may function as a medium. These issues involve

the past, present, and future of intermedia. The history of the past has yet
to be explored in full. This fourth history is fascinating, and it leads to a
future history that has yet to be imagined. It is a history can be explored by
examining three directions that intermedia may take.

Three directions for intermedia

The intermedia concept was visible in three artistic directions of the late
1950s and early 1960s. The first was a technical direction typified by multi-
channel, multi-modal presentations that rarely seemed to take coherent
shape. The second was a simple philosophical direction typified by event
scores and concept art. The third was a fuzzy, boisterous direction typified
by happenings and later traditions in performance art.

The first direction emphasized engagement with technology. This was
an era when artists working with media—including multimedia—often
presented separate and disparate art forms at the same time. This was
often a fruitless approach.

In contrast, some artists explored the boundaries of technology and art
to examine the larger social meaning of information technology in a post-
industrial society. These artists often made good use of intermedia theory.
In a powerful sense, these artists began to explore the generally unrealized
dimensions of digital computer code and information flows. These would
begin to render all media fluid when digital control began to break down
boundaries between separate forms of input, transmission, and output. 37
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This was visible in the electronic music of John Cage and Richard
Maxfield, or the early television experiments of Nam June Paik and Wolf
Vostell. It blossomed in the art and technology programs of the 1960s,
elegantly exemplified by artists such as Jean Dupuy or Newton and Helen
Harrison, and in the video art of the 1970s.

The second direction emphasized simplicity. This was a tradition of
conceptual exploration. Often anchored in Zen Buddhism or philosophy,
this stream was typified by the event structures of George Brecht, the
early concept art of Henry Flynt, and the neo-haiku theater of Mieko
Shiomi and Yoko Ono. In the 1960s, it entered a second phase with George
Maciunas’s publishing program for Fluxus, the radical reductive films
of Paul Sharits and the expanded use of events and scores for objects,
installations, and performances by Dick Higgins, Ben Vautier, Robert
Watts, Milan Knizak, Robert Filliou, Ken Friedman, and others.

The third direction emerged from the ambiguous and often-boisterous
tradition of happenings pioneered by Allan Kaprow, Al Hansen, Claes
Oldenburg, Milan Knizak, and others, including Dick Higgins and Wolf
Vostell among them.

These streams were never as separate as some maintained, and they
never constituted the single forum that others described. Rather, in
overlapping and forming each other, they led to the flowering of new art
forms that typified the 1960s and 1970s. Conceptual art, artists books,
performance art, installation, video, and many other artistic media and
traditions emerged from them.

While it remained possible to separate art forms for scholarship,
historical reflection, or theoretical distinction, Higgins’s vision of
intermedia was that our time often calls for art forms that draw on the
roots of several media, growing into new hybrids.

The conceptual importance of intermedia is its profound yet often
paradoxical relationship to new media. Intermedia is important because it
emphasizes conceptual clarity and categorical ambiguity. The intermedia
concept is powerful because it stretches across the boundaries of all
media, many of them old. Intermedia provide impetus to new media while
offering a balance to the overly technological bent that new media can
sometimes engender.

Intermedia links many forms of media conceptually and require us to
consider them in terms of human effects. This creates a sympathetic yet
challenging position from which to interrogate and conceptualize new
media. It strengthens the development of new media by encouraging us
to think in large cultural terms. Intermedia are not an art of technical
applications, but an art of subtle ideas.



From simple conceptual ventures that enter the liminal space between
ancient, classical media to the most sophisticated techno-social hybrids,
the concept of intermedia opens significant territories. Even so, nearly any
intermedia space that we can enter lies in one of the three directions that
such artists as Dick Higgins, John Cage, George Brecht, or Jean Dupuy first
explored in the 1960s.

Intermedia, multimedia, new media

An important characteristic that distinguishes intermedia from
multimedia is the melding of aspects of different media into one form. In
addition to recovering the concept of intermedia, it may also be useful to
examine the earliest concepts of multimedia. These were often closer to
Higgins’s idea of intermedia than many of the multimedia concepts that
have held sway in intervening years. Examining these issues will bring us
forward in time to the new, emergent possibilities of multimedia in a world
of digital convergence.

Much multimedia work has focused on using computer technology
to deliver combinations of images and sound. The earlier concept was
more useful, pointing to multimedia as a variety of tools for delivering
information, education, and entertainment in useful and useable forms.

The early idea of multimedia were flexible and involved many kinds of
technology from the simplest to the most advanced (for examples, see:
Albright 1972; Block 1974; Bory 1968; Bush 1945; Cage 1969; Crane and
Stofflett 1984; Di Felice 1980; Friedman and Gugelberger 1976; Glusberg
1971; Judge 1984; Kahn 1999; Masters and Houston 1968; Packer and Jordan
2001; Paik 1964; Paik and Moffett 1995; Porter 1971; Ravicz 1974; Theall
1992; Tofts and McKeich 1998; Tofts 1999; Tofts, Jonson, and Cavallaro
2003; Zurbrugg, 1993, 2004).

One striking feature of early multimedia experiments was a rich variety
of hardware and software. The central issue was engaging a variety of
media to address any number of senses. Multimedia ventures included:
sound technology with phonograph, telephone, tape recorder, radio, public
announcement systems, specially created sound devices, experimental
instruments for contemporary music and standard musical instruments;
visual technology with drawing, printing, printmaking, lithography, silk-
screen, photography, silent motion pictures, and video along with archaic
techniques ranging from printing blocks and stones to modern equivalents
such as rubber stamps and postage stamps; language, poetry, and narrative
through writing, print, and speech as well as early computer formats on
paper or screen.
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Other media engaged other senses. Projects involved taste in the
form of foods and food-like inventions. Artists worked with smell using
perfumes, aromatic materials, and olfactory broadcasts using scented fogs
and sprays. Massage, tactile sculpture, personal-surround environments,
full-body environments, tactile displays, furniture, clothing, and other
haptic devices engaged the sense of touch. Active environments that
moved around the participant and passive environments that required
the participant to move through the environment as well as dance and
choreography engaged the sense of motion and body-awareness.

The era was rich in many kinds of experiments. These can be seen
in Fluxus (Becker and Vostell 1968; Brecht and Filliou 1967; Corner,
Knowles, Patterson, and Schmit 1965; Hendricks 1982, 1983a, 1983b, 1989;
Klintberg 1966; Milman 1992; Phillpot and Hendricks 1988; Spoerri 1966),
Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T) (Kliver 1980, 1983; Tuchman
1971), and such individual artists as Bern Porter (1971).

In addition, many established media were also multimedia forms
that embraced several senses at once, including motion pictures, opera,
video, television broadcast, and more. Until recently, however, the
term multimedia has been almost exclusively associated with advanced
information technology systems. Brockhampton (1994: 363) defines
multimedia as a “computer system that combines audio and video
components to create an interactive application that uses text, sound and
graphics (still, animated and video sequences). For example, a multimedia
database of musical instruments may allow a user not only to search and
retrieve text, about a particular instrument but also to see pictures of it
and hear it play a piece of music”

Even though this view of multimedia is widespread, the original
definition is far more powerful. It is more powerful because it emphasizes
judgment and skill rather than technology; it is more flexible; and it serves
users in appropriate ways rather than addressing every problem with
expensive systems and ever-increasing support costs. This is a powerful
advantage in an era of shrinking budgets. The power of multimedia is not
determined by hardware. It is determined by the ability to use different
applications and effects in appropriate forms for specific purposes.

Defining multimedia as “using, involving, or encompassing several
media” (Merriam-Webster’s 1993: 764) involves social, scientific, and
cultural issues as much as it involves technology. Our analysis will argue
for multiple interpretations of multimedia and its uses, an interpretation
that approaches the border to Higgins’s concept of intermedia. Both
approaches enlivened the early, robust art and communication
experiments of the late 1950s and the early 1960s.



Multimedia then and now

Multimedia has existed for centuries. The concept of multimedia is an
intellectual construct distinct from the specific focus on technology
characterizing discussions of multimedia today. There are many more
kinds of multimedia technology than DvD entertainment programs, game
simulations, or infotainment sites on the World Wide Web. Some of these
technologies have existed for centuries.

Consider, for example, drama and pageant. Drama as we known it
today goes back to ancient Greece. Pageantry has an even more unusual
history. In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, pageantry moved
beyond court ceremonial and church ritual to become an event that
surrounded, engaged, and embraced the audience with appeals to every
sense imaginable (Di Felice 1980, 1984). The emblemata of the Middle
Ages were another example of a multimedium. Emblemata were printed
images reproduced with wise sayings or religious quotes. They were
generally made with woodcuts. Emblemata brought images and text to an
illiterate population. They permitted viewers to see a visual representation
of symbolic content along with instructive or religious text presented
in memorable verse form. This helped the illiterate audience to grasp
and remember a text that few could read (Alciati 2004 [1531], Friedman
and Gugelberger 1976). Multimedia have always involved enriched and
multiplied uses of single media.

A medium, simply put, is a tool for delivering information. Merriam-
Webster’s defines a medium as, among other things,

..2: a means of effecting or conveying something: as a (1): a
substance regarded as the means of transmission of a force or
effect (2): a surrounding or enveloping substance ... b pl usu
media (1): a channel or system of communication, information
or entertainment—compare—-mass medium (2): a publication or
broadcast that carries advertising (3): a mode of artistic
expression or communication (4): something (as a magnetic
disk) on which information may be stored. .. (Merriam-Webster’s
1996: 772).

The first media were vehicles of communication. The oldest natural
media are voice and language. Written media developed soon afterward
in evolutionary terms. They emerged first as painted symbols on walls,
much later as abstract marks on rocks or sticks, later still as alphabets
or ideograms on clay tablets and papyrus. Pictorial media are the oldest
media in common use. Paintings, drawings, lithographs, maps, and the like
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survive still. Pictorial media today are primarily used for entertainment,
along with communication and information. They often add entertainment
value to educational or informative products. Text media such as letters
or manuscripts remain the oldest standard medium in active use for
communication, education, and information. Books and newspapers
are the next oldest in active use for communication and education while
entertainment and infotainment have, for most people, been taken

over by pictorial and pictorial-sonic media such as film, television, and
video. Information from news to political campaigns is now delivered as
infotainment for vast audiences who read little and watch much. It also
serves illiterate audiences who do not read at all.

The most widely used media of the twentieth century are vocal and
visual. The telegraph is now a highly specialized but little used medium.
The telephone is perhaps the most used public medium. Both were
developed in the nineteenth century. The far more recent telefax grew out
of these. Photography was also born in the nineteenth century. Motion
pictures came only a few decades later when mechanical ingenuity applied
to photography made film possible. Television and motion pictures are the
contemporary mass media of infotainment, along with their descendants,
video, DVD, and internet streaming. Recent technological developments
have made it so that all these media are converging into ubiquitous mobile
telephony units, such as the iPhone capable of displaying a range of effects
that most people think of as multimedia.

While this view of multimedia is correct as far as it goes, it is mistaken
in broad principle. Multimedia remain what they have always been.
Multimedia are any of the dozens of possible media that can be combined
in hundreds of ways to communicate, to teach, to inform, and to entertain.
The idea of multimedia as a relatively standardized combination of special
effects used primarily by producers of games and entertainment constrains
the larger possibilities of the field to a flat, one-dimensional understanding.
This negates the potential power of the multimedia concept. In practical
terms, thinking of multimedia in this one-dimensional way limits us to the
kinds of multimedia defined by the designers of games and infotainment.

This misunderstanding hampers the production of multimedia for a
host of other possibilities. The demand for special effects occasioned by
this misunderstanding drives budget costs up and use value down on many
multimedia projects that can be realized more effectively with simple
techniques than with complicated technologies. The failure to understand
the genuine character and potential of the multimedia era is a failure to
realize the fullest and best potential of an exciting tool.

Understanding multimedia requires looking beyond special effects
enabled by new technology. Marshall McLuhan’s famous probes into the



meaning of media explored dozens of different media and their meaning
(McLuhan 1962, 1964; 1967; McLuhan and Watson 1970). For McLuhan,

a “medium—while it may be a new technology—is any extension of our
bodies, minds or beings” (Gordon 1997: 43). This emphasis was made clear
in the subtitle of McLuhan’s (1964) most famous book, Understanding
Media: the Extensions of Man.

This distinguishes the useful concept of multimedia in a unified
or holistic program from the notion of multimedia as multiple media
performed simultaneously. This concept was summed up in Higgins’s term,
intermedia. In Higgins’s concept, the term intermedia referred to art forms
that draw on the roots of several media, growing into new hybrids. Like
film or opera, intermedia can be seen whenever several individual media
grow into forms that are effective and convincing media in their own right.
This is also a helpful definition for multimedia.

The qualities that link the intermedia concept to one conception of
multimedia separate the technological approach to multimedia from a
deeper, and more philosophical approach.

By the middle of the 1960s, the term ‘multimedia’ was being applied
to any form of artistic experiment that involved several media used at the
same time. The stereotypical conception of multimedia was the kind of
activity labeled a “multimedia happening” that one could see in art schools
and museums around the world. It is represented by motion picture
clichés of the 1960s as a kind of post-beatnik séance with someone reading
poetry while musicians play drums and saxophones over the rumbling of
audiovisual equipment as dancers move around sculptured and random
objects against a background of film projections or a light show.

This image was reinforced in the public imagination by the light shows
that accompanied rock concerts at such venues as the Fillmore Auditorium
or the Avalon Ballroom in San Francisco or Timothy Leary’s psychedelic
evenings in New York. The comparison is unfair, since these light shows
were, in fact, sophisticated multimedia presentations created by teams of
artists who worked carefully to achieve artistic effects far superior to the
incomprehensible collation of sounds and images seen in the stereotyped
representations of multimedia presentations sometimes depicted in
television and film. The era was typified by both kinds of multimedia
events.

Nevertheless, there is a distinction between multimedia and intermedia.

The generation and birth of new art forms does not always happen with
multimedia. In multimedia, by definition, many things happen at once.
George Maciunas’s expanded arts charts and diagrams explored these
issues in visual form (Hendricks 1982: 270—271, 1989: 329—332, 350;
Schmidt-Burkhardt 2003).
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A bibliographic note

A bibliographic essay developing these themes would begin with these books:
Acland and Buxton 1999; Bailey 1996; Bell 1973, 1999; Beniger 1986; Block
1990; Boorstin 1985, 1998; Boyer 1996; Braudel 1979, 1980, 1992a, 1992b,
1992c; Burke and Ornstein 1997; Cairncross 1998; Castells 1983, 1989, 19964,
1996b, 1996¢, 1999, 2001; Castells and Hall 1994; Chandler 1977, 1994;
Chandler and Cortada 2000; Droege 1998; Drucker 1973, 1990, 1993, 1996
[1959]; Eisenstein 1979; Febvre and Martin 1997; Flichy 1995; Gimpel 1992;
Hobart and Schiffman 1998; Innis 1950, 1951, 1980, 1995; Jensen 1987; Jones
1995, 1997, 1998, 2002; Kahn 1999; Landes 1983; Machlup 1962, 1970, 1978,
1979, 1980, 1982a, 1982b, 1984; Machlup and Mansfield 1983; McLuhan 1962,
1964, 1967a, 1967b; McLuhan and Watson 1970; McNeill 1984; Mokyr 1992;
Needham 1965; Needham, Ling, and de Solla Price 1960; Norman 1993; Ochoa
and Corey 1995; O’Donnell 1998; Peters 1999; Postman 1993; Rifkin 1987;
Robins and Webster 1999; Rosenberg and Birdzell 1986; Sassen 1991, 1994,
1996, 1998; Schumpeter 1981.
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