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In the same way as, according to the “law” named after the computer engineer
Gordon E. Moore, the processing power of microchips was for a long time doubling
every two years, we are expected to constantly change the tools with which we
interact with a world that is growing increasingly ungraspable, intangible, virtual,
and ultimately unreal. Existing systems need to be updated, apps downloaded, or yet
another streaming service subscribed to.
 

Robert Campin, Joseph in His Carpenter’s Workshop 

(detail from the right wing of the so-called Mérode Alterpiece), ca. 1427-32

(The Cloisters, New York) 

Sure, the design of a hammer has not changed much for centuries. But think about
the ways that words and language have been recorded. Two millennia of chiseling,
scratching, and writing on stone, clay, wax, papyrus, vellum, and finally, for the last
five hundred years, on paper. Then, in the late nineteenth century, the typewriter
came along.
 

Rasmus Malling-Hansen, Skrivekugle, invented ca. 1867

Some enterprising thinkers adopted the instrument early on, most notably Nietzsche,
who was given a Skrivekugle (also known as Hansen writing ball) by his sister
Elisabeth in February 1882, less than a decade after the introduction of the first
commercial typewriters in 1874.

The machines gradually became easier to handle, more sophisticated, electrified. It
was assuring, though, that once the transition was made, one could at least focus on
what one was typing (while improving one’s typing skills along the way) for a solid
century. In the late 1970s, another major change took place when personal
computers became widely available. From then on, texts were created on word
processing programs: first WordStar or WordPerfect, then Microsoft Word, Pages, or
Google Docs. For a while, at least the keyboard had remained unchallenged until the
invention of touch screens. Now one is expected to type on screens, large and small
(writes someone who clung onto his blackberry for as long as possible).
 

More and more features were added under the pretense of making our work easier.
In reality, however, one was expected to constantly relearn new programs that came
fitted with new gimmicks since, after all, the ever-increasing processing power
needed to be put to use.

Needless to say, this created a backlash, chronicled by such books as David Sax’s The
Revenge of Analog: Real Things and Why They Matter (2016), to name just one.
Personally, I strongly believe that every cultural technique that becomes obsolete
ultimately returns—as art. Be it the precious writer who insists on writing his novels
in longhand, the indie rock band that releases albums solely on vinyl, or the cool
young kid walking around with an analog camera.
 

… the change in the clientele of the few remaining record stores showed that obsolete things can become cool again

(but that was before the pandemic) …

There was a time when carrying a camera merely meant that one wanted to take
photos—to capture the memory of special moments or sights. This function has now
been taken over by our cell phones and the presence of an analog camera already
signals artistic intent. 

As someone with a certain sympathy for such retrograde tendencies, I was very
surprised when I stumbled into a photography exhibition at the Philadelphia
Museum of Art the other day that presents an astonishing array of works by someone
who strived to bridge this alleged gap between old and new.
 

Richard Benson, Scottish Engine, Puerto Rico, 1980, gelatin silver print

Hiding behind the expansive Jasper Johns survey and a presentation of the socially
engaged and engaging art of Emma Emos, Richard Benson: The World is Smarter
Than You Are is a veritable sleeper of a show. Organized by the museum’s
photography curator Peter Barberie, it demonstrates how this artist always remained
open to new technologies while nonetheless adhering to a belief in the experience of
art that makes him appear emphatically conservative in today’s art world.

Richard Benson (1943–2017) was a photographer, printer, and teacher whose
book The Printed Image is one of the most fundamental (and accessible)
investigations of “all aspects of a single ancient process: that of creating fixed visual
forms in multiple copies.”
 

Benson’s approach is accordingly broad. Among the book’s first images are the
imprints of hands on the cave of Audèche, France, dating from ca. 30,000 BCE.
 

The last illustrations show bar codes. Considering that the book was published in
2008, this manifests an uncanny prescience given that, in our ongoing pandemic
times, the QR code has become the entry ticket for much of our participation in any
form of public life—more so in Europe than in the US, but even here one often won’t
be able to learn about a restaurant’s menu without scanning some laminated little
square with one’s cellphone.

Benson, who taught at the Yale School of Art, always looked for new ways to make
photographic images and was especially interested in how the standards of their
reproduction could be improved. The Philadelphia show explores both of these quests
and the way in which they were often intertwined. Benson was keenly aware of the
degrees to which photography’s technology shapes the way it represents the world.
William Ivins had already examined the presence of a graphic syntax for traditional
print media. Benson expanded this inquiry into the field of photography. At first, this
is surprising since what seems characteristic of the latter is the very lack of an
obvious syntax: there are no visual structures, lines, or grids that translate the world
as we see it into a graphic and hence reproducible form.
 

Richard Benson, Barbara, 1967, vintage platinum-palladium print paired with a pigment inkjet print from 2005

Yet Benson looked closer. He was searching for ways to control and manipulate how
photography realizes images. He mastered all available darkroom processes to create
platinum and gelatin silver prints only to come up against limitations in their
reproduction. He saw a solution in the refinement of offset lithography before
turning to inkjet printing and branching even further out into printing with color.
 

Richard Benson,  Georgia , 2007, pigment print

Ultimately, he managed to control virtually all technical aspects of the printed image:
the selection of ink colors as well as the tonalities of the paper. There is neither the
room here, nor do I have the specialist knowledge, to elaborate on the many
astounding aspects of Benson’s art and technical acumen. For this, one will have to
see the exhibition (through January 23, 2022) or at least explore the beautifully
produced catalogue accompanying it.
 

What I would like to briefly focus on is what the show calls Benson’s “deeply held
democratic tendencies” which underlie his openness to new technologies. Sure,
perfect platinum prints or carefully calibrated offset lithographs are not cheap; the
same is true for the exquisite photo books that were produced under Benson’s
guidance, but their prices are justified by the high production costs.
 

Pierre Apraxine, with plates by Richard Benson and notes by Lee Marks, Photographs from the Collection of the

Gilman Paper Company, printed by Stamperia Valdonega, Verona, for The White Oak Press,  Redwood City,

California, 1985

Once the calibration is completed, however, once the presses are rolling and the inks
are flowing from the jets, it is possible to print images to a consistently high standard
and make them available to a wider public.

One can imagine artists like Dürer as well as Goltzius, Goya, or Manet approving of
such an instrumentalization of up-to-date techniques. The results are, after all, of a
visual quality that is not so different from what Dürer and Goltzius achieved when
perfecting engraving, Goya when making imaginative use of aquatint, and both Goya
and Manet when exploring the new technique of lithography. 
 

Richard Benson, Wildwood, New Jersey , date unknown, offset lithograph 

Yet despite Benson’s embrace of new technologies, he held on to the making of
physical objects. Compare this to those NFTs that are currently presented as art’s
new frontier. Virtually every discussion about them focusses on their guaranteed
uniqueness generated through a blockchain code, implying that such uniqueness
would be capable of resurrecting the aura artworks have supposedly lost through
reproduction. All that non-fungible tokens create, however, is not aura but
fetishization. Instead of referring to Walter Benjamin’s ubiquitously quoted 1935
essay The Artwork in the Age of its Technical Reproducibility, we should read an
earlier text by the German philosopher-critic titled Capitalism as Religion (1921). It
describes capitalism’s need for scarcity and the resulting efforts to continuously
create a shortage of supply. The NFT craze is only the latest and, I believe, most
absurd attempt to frame art solely as commodity—to the point that there is not even
a commodity left to hold on to any longer.
 

Richard Benson, Apples for John [Szarkowski], 2007, pigment print

What also seems to have been totally lost in this desperate process of
commodification is the art itself. Whereas Benson was trying to achieve the highest
visual quality and multiply it for a wider public, the current market has scant interest
in such old fashioned things as “visual quality.” Instead, it offers virtual uniqueness
as an auratic promise for images whose banality is hardly fathomable. And while the
servers that maintain the blockchains continue to consume masses of energy, nobody
seems to care any longer what it is that they are actually getting. Or maybe Beeple’s
Everydays: the First 5000 Days truly is today’s Mona Lisa and I am just not seeing
it …  
 

Mike Winkelmann, Everydays: The First 5000 Days, completed February 21, 2021, digital collage (detail)
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