[image: image1.jpg]A Dada Centennial Celebration
AApI‘ 13, 2016 NFORD

ERSITY

Philosopher Jonathon Keats

Composer Luciano Chessa

Cellist Theresa Wong

Kinetic sculptor Kal Spelletich

Pavle Levi (Stanford CREEES)

John Law (Cofounder, Burning Man Festival)
Fabrice Florin (Apple, Wikimedia, etc)

Cultural historian Piero Scaruffi

Robert Edgar (Computer scientist and artist
Art/science collective "The L.A.S.T. Ensemble*
Cultural historian Cosana Eram

Maria Makela (California College of the Arts)
Thomas Haakenson (California College of the Arts)
Jinxia Niu (Lingyin Temple, Hangzhou, China)
Stanford's CCRMA

Boris Magrini (Swiss art historian and curator)





"From Dada to Data"

piero scaruffi

for the Data Centennial Symposium at Stanford Univ (13 April 2016)

Dada, a movement that originated with the founding in 1916 of Hugo Ball's and Emmy Hennings' Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, was arguably the most revolutionary artistic movement of the 20th century and the beginning of an era of unorthodox, provocative, anti-aesthetic art forms.

Dada valued the irrational, the vulgar, the childish, the offensive, chaos, nonsense, as well as plain stupidity, as legitimate, and even superior, forms of human expression.

It is not a coincidence that Dada was born in the middle of World War I, one of history's most ridiculous carnages. No historian can fully explain why that war was fought, and still that war went one to kill millions of people. Dada was born one year after Einstein's General Relativity, and a few years after Niels Bohr's description of the atom launched Quantum Mechanics. Dada was born three years after Ford installed the first assembly line. In other words, to a neutral observer the boom in scientific and industrial rationality had led to the folly of World War I. Dada looked at human nature and human history, and saw only madness. In a sense, Dada was and remains the best representation yet of what the human race is all about; including Dada itself ("The real dadas are against Dada", Tristan Tzara).

Dada also happened the year before the founding of the Soviet Union and three years before Hitler joined what would become the Nazist Party. The Soviet Union and Nazist Germany would go on to become the biggest killing machines of all times. All in the name of hyper-rationality.

Dada also closed an era of exponential progress, an era that had seen the invention of the car, the airplane, the radio, the record, cinema, etc, as well as of electrical appliances, office machines and skyscrapers. This was the age of the machine. The world was being colonized at incredible speed by machines. This was the age of thermodynamics, of electromagnetism, of quantum mechanics, of the atom and of Einstein: what you see with your eyes is not reality, and reality your eyes cannot see.

For a long time the discussion about the rational and the irrational was about Science and Religion, or Science and Common Sense. To a large extent Science was and still is winning, but Dada showed that there is a third way. There is a third way besides, and beyond, sense and common sense.

At the same time the arts were debating the dualism of Reality versus Imagination, and, again, Dada showed that there is a third way. Ultimately, Dada showed that there is a third sense beyond the dualism of Life and Death. This was the age of many new artistic and literary movements: impressionism, cubism, futurism...

We just celebrated the 100 years of General Relativity and we just found the gravitational waves that were postulated 100 years ago. I recommend Ganoch Gutfreund's recent book "The Road to Relativity" (2015) and the Einstein Archive Online www.alberteinstein.info I find it grotesque that German scientists were engaging in civilized correspondence about curved spacetime, black holes and gravitational waves while hundreds of thousands of their compatriotes were being killed in the trenches. There is virtually no hint that a massive armed conflict was underway throughout Europe, from Russia to France.

That third sense keeps surfacing in Western society, and, not surprisingly, in discourses of crisis. In fact, one could even argue that it is Nonsense, and not Science, that truly characterizes Western civilization of the last century. The West had James Joyce's "Ulysses" and John Cage's "4'33". The West had Frank Zappa and Jackson Pollock. The West had Chris Burden shooting himself and Marina Abramovic letting the audience manipulate her body. While the rest of the world was increasingly adopting a "serious" stance towards technology and business (as fostered by the West), the West reacted against its own history by indulging in Nonsense and elevating it to philosophy, sociology, art and a way of life.

Today, Dada's spirit is well alive even in Silicon Valley: if you think that "disruptive creativity" and "going viral" are emblematic of today's high-tech world, look back and you'll see that those practices were very much at the core of Dada's way of life.

Dada went global thanks to World War I: intellectuals from all over the world moved to neutral Switzerland to avoid the carnage of World War I. Then they returned to their countries and evangelized them. Dada accidentally invented the first globalized cultural movement.

Dada is also very much informing the spirit of 21st-century futurists, engineers, popular writers, television presenters, and even business folks, who make grotesquely meaningless statements about the present and the future. Yes, futurists are grotesque like Dada, although they, in theory, sit at the very opposite of the spectrum from Dada. We are used to taking seriously statements such as: "Google's self-driving car passes 1,000,000 accident-free kms and can now avoid cyclists", "The USA spends $610 billion in defense" more than China, Russia, India and Western Europe combined, "There are approximately 270 million firearms in the USA" roughly one per inhabitant, including babies, "Apple, the world's largest company by market capitalization, is worth 23 times more than the amount asked by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations to end world hunger, Think carefully and you'll notice how Dadaesque they sound. We live not in the age of progress but in the age of the meaningless.

And don't get me started on Artificial Intelligence: humans are using machines to play chess and to find sexual partners. I am not sure what it means that a few days ago, April 2016, for the first time i invited a robot to give a talk at Stanford University (a talk about the status of robotics).

Pablo Picasso was obviously wrong when he said "Computers are useless: they can only give you answers." Or maybe he was right?
When i listen to today's prophets of the Singularity (of the super-intelligent machine), i feel that ancient superstitions (better known as "religions") were actually realistic by comparison. At least they admitted that everything has to end sooner or later.
The spirit of Silicon Valley was largely shaped NOT by multinational corporations, NOT by venture capitalists, NOT by government agencies, but by the counterculture of the Bay Area that was the grandchild of Dada. There are countless ways that the Dada spirit has contaminated the Silicon Valley spirit. For example, Saturday, May 14, 2016, at 14:00 there's hackathon at Noisebridge in San Francisco titled "Stupid Shit No One Needs & Terrible Ideas Hackathon" Work diligently on projects that make no sense at all."

History proved that Dada was on to something. Its mission is not complete yet. We now live in an age of hyperspecialists, and Dada was the epitome of antidisciplinary thinking and acting. We now live in the age of the machine, the age in which individuals are increasingly reduced to files (to be continuously archived, monitored and commercialized), and Dada was the epitome of humanism, of that quality of being human that machines just can't master. One century later Dada still remains the antidote to everything that threatens to drain human society of humanity.

A few words about tonight's program. We have more than ten presenters. They will give very short presentations or performances that try to explain (?) the original spirit of Dada as well as provide a bridge (or chasm) to today's world, one century later. You can ask questions at any time, but, in a sense, they were the ones asking the questions, and the world still has to find the answers.

Check out the Dada World Fair, San Francisco, November 2016, http://www.dadaworldfair.net
piero scaruffi 
www.scaruffi.com
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