Where do we go from here?
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13.8 THE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE HAND

We end with this painting. Made with oil paint on a piece of
board, it is physically indistinguishable from paintings made five
hundred years before. The artist is certainly modern but his mate-
rials and techniques are old; he might have made a photograph of
the scene, and used it in the studio as a memory device, but still
the picture was made by hand, eye, and mind working together. If
we have learned anything in the last few hundred pages it has been
that this old way of working is becoming irrelevant. This picture is
unique — it hangs on my living room wall —and is seen by almost
no one outside my family and friends. The demise of pictures in
single copies is one of the first great innovations of printing, which
has totally undermined the social role of pictures that exist in only
one copy. Photography, even before it linked up with printing,
introduced other great changes: the lens replaced the eye as a dara-
gathering tool and chemical processes replaced the hand in translat-
ing that data to print form. Our survey shows the steady adapration
of photography’s informational power to the printing presses, and
by the end of the last century, the hand had completely disap-
peared from these unified visual processes. It was still in there mess-
ing around until the computer came along, but now we make and
distribute multiple copies of pictures that are never touched by the
ancient hand/eye/mind activity that made this little painting.

The bar code gives us a warning that the hand is only the first part
of the human being to disappear from picture-making. As soon as
the power of pictures made for machines is recognized, the whole
technological infrastructure we live in will change. As I write this,
machines built to understand pictures are still crude; in concentrat-
ing on developing the technology to make pictures for people to
understand, we haven't quite realized that the technology of picture
construction is just the simple, first half of the equation. The sec-
ond half will be sophisticated devices to access and interpret visual
data, and once those become commonplace the human being itself
will start to slip out of the big picture and begin to take on a role
in the background, planning and directing the show but no longer
the central actor on the stage. The devices we make can already go
where we are not allowed, through distances in time and space that
biology simply can’t cope with, and it is just too interesting out
there for this practice to do anything but grow. Before too long,
technological tools will probably even comprehend what is discov-
ered better than we can.

I think we need to take on this new job and enjoy the technological
child that we have been building, and that is so inevitably driving
us and our biological relatives into the background. As we do so we
need to recognize that some pictures, like the painting we see here,
are made for the human being to enjoy, and that they should con-
tinue to be made, to exist solely for our individual pleasure.



Oil on panel. Christopher Benson. New Mexico Landscape. 2005. 11 x 14 in. (28 x 35.6 cm)
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