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INTERMEDIA 

by Dick Higgins 

Much of the best work 'being produced today see,m1s 
to fan between media

t 
This i;s no accid,ent. The concept

of the s,eparati,on ,between media arose i n1 the re.nais ... 
sance,. The idea that a painting is made of p,aint on 
canvas �or that a s,culpture s,hould n,ot be painted seems 
chara.cteristi·c of the kind of social thou,ght-categoriz­
rng and· dividing society into nobility with its v.arjo,us 
subd'ivisions, untitled ge,ntry, artisans, se,rfs and JandJess 
workers-whi,ch w,e call the feudal ,conception of the, 
Great Chain of B,eing. This essentially m,ec'hanistfc ap ... 
proach continued to be, reJevant through,out th,,e first 
two ind1ustriaJ revolutions, just concluded, and into, 
the present era of a:utom.ation

,, 
which co,n1 stitutes, in 

fact, a th1i rd i n1d
1 ustrial revo r ution. 

H'owever, th,e social probf'ems that characterize our 
ti me, a,s opposed to•the political ones, no longer allow 
a compartmenitalized approac 1h. We are ,approac,h1ing 
the dawn of a classless society, to which separation into 
rigid categories is absolutely irre.levant. This shift does 
not reJat,e-more t,o Ea.st than West or vice-vers,a. Castro 
works in the cane fields. New York's Mayor Lindsay 
walks to, work during the subway strike. The million ... 
af res eat threir lunches at Ho,rn and Hardart's. This sort 
of populism is a growing tendency rather than a shrink-
rng one. 

We sense this in viewing art which seems to belong 
un1ne,cessarily rigidlly to one or another form. We view 
paintings. W�h,at are they, after aU? Expensive, hand­
made objects, intended to ornament th1e walls of th1e 
r:ich or, through their (or thejr g,overnment's) ,munjfJ­
cence, to, be s'h·are,d with the large num,bers ,of peopre 
,and give the,m a, sense of grandeur. But th,ey do not 
aUow of any sense of dialogue. 

Pop art? How could it play a part in the art of the 
futu,re? It is b,land. It is pure. rt uses elements of com­
mon life without commient, and so, by acceptin1g the 
.misery of this life and its aridity so mutely, it cond'ones
them. ,P'op and Op are both dead,, h,owever, be,cause
th·ey confi n,e th,emselves, th rough the, m1ed ia wh: i ch they
e·mpJoy, to th1,e o[,der functions of art, of decorating and
suggesting grand·e!u',r, whatever their detailed1 co·n1tent
or their artists' intentj,ons. None of the inge,nio !us the,o­
riies of t 1he Mr. lva1n Ge!doway co,,mbine can preve.nt
them from be:ing corossally borin1g ,and irrelevant. Mi­
lord runs his Mad Avenue gallery, in which he displays 
his pretty wares. He i's protected' b'y a h,andful of rude 
footmen who seem to feel th,at this is the way Life will 
always b,e. At ,his beck and call ,is Sir Fretful Callo,us, a 
moderately w,eU-informed high priest, wh10 apparently 
despises the Flame he is supp,osed to tend and there-
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fore prefers anything which titillates him. However, 
Milord needs his services, since he, poor thing, hasn't 
the time or the energy to contribute more than his 
name and perhaps his dollars; getting information and 
finding out what's going on are simply toooooo ex­
hausting. So, well protected and advised, he goes bliss­
fully through the streets in proper Louis XIV style. 

This scene is not just characteristic of the painting 
world as an institution, however. It is absolutely natural 
to (and inevitable in) the concept of the pure medium, 
the painting or precious object of any kind. That is the 
way such objects are marketed since that is the world 
to which they belong and to which they relate. The 
sensE: of "I am the state," however, will shortly be re­
placed by "After me the deluge," and, in fact, if the 
High Art world were better informed, it would realize 
that the deluge has already begun. 

Who knows when it began? There is no reason for 
us to go into history in any detail. Part of the reason 
that Duchamp's objects are fascinating while Picasso's 
voice is fading is that the Duchamp pieces are truly be­
tween media, between sculpture and something else, 
while Picasso is readily classifiable as a painted orna­
ment. Similarly, by invading the land between collage 
and photography, the German John Heartfield pro­
duced what are probably the greatest graphics of our 
century, surely the most powerful political art that 
has been done to date. 

The ready-made or found object, in a sense an in-
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termedium since it was not intended to conform to the 
pure medium, usually suggests this, and therefore sug­
gests a location in the field between the general area of 
art media and those of life media. However, at this time, 
the locations of this sort are relatively unexplored, as 

• 
compared with media between the arts. I cannot, for 
example, name work which has consciously been 
placed in the intermedium between painting and 
shoes. The closest thing would seem to be the sculp­
ture of Claes Oldenburg, which falls between sculpture 
and hamburgers or Eskimo Pies, yet it is not the sources 
of these images which his sculpture resembles so much 
as the images themselves. An Oldenburg Eskimo Pie 
may look something like an Eskimo Pie, yet it is neither 
ed(ble nor cold. There is still a great deal to be done in 
this direction in the way of opening up aesthetically 
rewarding possibilities. 

In the middle 1950's many painters began to realize 
the fundamental irrelevance of Abstract Expressionism, 
which was the dominant mode at the time. Such 
painters as Allan Kaprow and Robert Rauschenberg in 
the United States and Wolf Vostell in Germany turned 
to collage or, in the latter's case, de-collage in the 
sense of making work by.adding or removing, replacing 
and substituting or altering components of a visual 
work. They began to include increasingly incongruous 
objects in their work. Rauschenberg called his con­
structions ''combines" and went so far as to place a 
stuffed goat-spattered with paint and with a rubber 
tire around its neck-onto one. Kaprow, more philo­
sophical and restless, meditated on the relationship of 
the spectator and the work. He put mirrors into his 
things so the spectator could feel included in them. 
That wasn't physical enough, so he made enveloping 
collages which surrounded the spectator. These he 
called "environments." Finally, in the Spring of 1958, 
he began to include live people as part of the collage, 
and this he called a "happening." 

The proscenium theater is the outgrowth of seven­
teenth century ideals of social order. Yet there is re­
markably little structural difference between the 
dramas of D' Avenant and those of Edward Albee, 
certainly nothing comparable to the difference in pump 
construction or means of mass transportation. It would 
seem that the technological and social implications of 
the first two industrial revolutions have been evaded 
completely. The drama is still mechanistically divided: 
there are performers, production people, a separate 
audience and an explicit script. Once started, like 
Frankenstein's monster, the course of affairs is un­
alterable, perhaps damned by its inability to reflect 
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its surroundings. With our populistic mentality today, 
it is difficult to attach importance-other than what we 
have been taught to attach-to this traditional theater. 
Nor do minor innovations do more than provide dinner 
conversation: this theater is round instead of square, 
in that one the stage revolves, here the play is relatively 
senseless and whimsical (Pinter is, after all, our modern 
J. M. Barrie-unless the honor belongs more properly 
to Beckett). Every year fewer attend the professional 
Broadway theaters. The shows get sillier and sillier, 
showing the producers' estimate of our mentality (or 
is it their own that is revealed?). Even the best of the 
traditional theater is no longer found on Broadway but 
at the Judson Memorial Church, some miles away. Yet 

• ·-·our theater schools grind· out thousands on thousands 
of performing and production personnel, for whom 
jobs will simply not exist in twenty years. Can we blame 
the unions? Or rents and real estate taxes? Of course .. 
not. The subsidized productions, sponsored at such 
museums as New York's Lincoln Center, are not build­
ing up a new audience so .much as re-cultivating an 
old one, since the medium of such drama seems weird 
and artificial in our new social milieu. We need more 
portability and flexibility, and this the traditional the­
ater cannot provide. It was made for Versailles and for 
the sedentary Milords, not for motorized life-demons, 
who travel six hundred miles a week. Versailles no 
longer speaks very loudly to us, since we think at 
eighty-five miles an hour. 

In the other direction, starting from the idea of thea­
ter itself, others such as myself declared war on the 
script as a set of sequential events. Improvisation was 
no help: performers merely acted in imitation of a 
script. So I began to work as if time and sequence 
could be utterly suspended, not by ignoring them 
(which would simply be illogical) but by systematically 

- -- - • repla-drrg· therrr --as-structura1 elements- with change. 
Lack of change would cause my pieces to stop. In 1958 
I wrote a piece, Stacked Deck, in which any event can 
take place at any time, as long as its cue appears. The 
cues are produced by colored lights. Since the colored 
lights could be used wherever they were put and 
audience reactions were also cuing situations, the 
performer-audience separation was removed and a 
happening situation was established, though less 
visually-oriented in its use of its environment and 

imagery. At the same time, Al Hansen moved into the 
area from graphic notation experiments, and Nam June 
Paik and Benjamin Patterson (both in Germany at the 
time) moved in from varieties of music in which spe­
cifically musical events were frequently replaced by 
non-musical actions. 

Thus the happening developed as an intermedium, 
an uncharted land that lies between collage, music and 
the theater. It is not goverened by rules; each work 
determines its own medium and form according to its 
needs. The concept itself is better understood by what 
it is not, rather than what it is. Approaching it, we are 
pioneers again, and shall continue to be so as long as 
there's plenty of elbow room and no neighbors around 
for a few miles. Of course a concept like this is very 
disturbing to those whose mentality is compartmen­
talized. Time, Life and the High Priests have been an­
nouncing the death of happenings regularly since the 
movement gained momentum in the late fifties, but 
this says more about the accuracy of their information 
than about the liveliness of the movement. 

We have noted the intermedia in the theater and 
in the visual arts, the happening and certain varieties 
of physical constructions. For reasons of space we 
cannot take up here the intermedia between other 
areas. However, I would like to suggest that the use 
of inte.rmedia is more or less universal throughout the 
fine arts, since continuity rather than categorization 
is the hallmark of our new mentality. There are parallels 
to the happening in music, for example, in the work 
of such composers as Philip Corner and John Cage, 
who explore the 1ntermedia between music and phil­
osophy, or Joe Jones, whose self-playing musical in­
struments fall into the intermedium between music 
and sculpture. The constructed poems of Emmett 
Williams and Robert Filliou certainly constitute an 
intermedium between poetry and sculpture. Is it pos­
sible to speak of the use of intermedia as a huge and 
inclusive movement of which Dada, Futurism and Sur­
realism are early phases preceding the huge ground­
swell that is taking place now? Or is it more reasonable 
to regard the use of intermedia instead of traditional 
compartments as an inevitable and irreversible histori­
cal innovation, more comparable, for example, to the 
development of instrumental music than, for example, 
to the development of Romanticism? 

The views expressed in signed articles appearing in this newsletter are not necessarily those of the publisher, who therefore assumes no responsibility whatever 
regarding them. 
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Newscard #10 

From time to time, when articles come our way that seem to justify it, we will replace our 
newscards with a Something Else Newsletter, of which this is the first. There will 
be no advance scheduling on this and no paid subscriptions, although we will 
accept advance orders. We cannot accept responsibility for unsolicited manu­
scripts, nor will these be returned unless accompanied by a stamped, self-addressed 
envelope. However, we hope you will enjoy our Newsletter, and we will welcome 
any comments on how we can improve it. 

Emmett Williams will arrive in the States in the middle of February. Readers of these newscards 
and of Spoerri's Anecdoted Topography may be anxious to meet him. If so, please 
send in your name, address and telephone number. These will be listed in an address 

-- - ~--·. . .. 

book which will be given to him on his arrival. 

In the Spring we are going to open the Something Else Gallery to show work which falls between 
media, which is by amateurs, or which otherwise would normally be considered un­
showable. Our first show will be of art-objects by poets and composers. The Gallery 
expects to present a program of five shows-each lasting a week and a half-and then 
go on an indefinite vacation, until such time as it seems necessary to open again. 

Situation: a man, a famous artist, alone in his Paris room, about to clean up the breakfast table. Idly he begins to think about the 
histories of the objecrs, the dishes on the table ... Then less idly ... Excited by the project, he draws a map of the table, and begins to 
compose the history of each object-who gave it to him, what it means to him ... To his histories he appends delightful footnotes, 
additional histories, digressions. His friends write footnotes, then the translator, the illustrator, until there is built up a fantastically vivid 
self-portrait of a man and his friends and his city-
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IBJY IO>ANDIEIL SIPOIERRD 

. 
TRANSLATED AND ENLARGED BY EMMETT WILLIAMS 

$5.00 from Something Else Press, Inc. or from your regular book dealer 
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