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ABSTRACT

Jean Baudrillard juxtaposed Death Valley and Las Vegas as “mental frontiers” for theorizing

the territories being generated as electronic media permeate the architecture of the city and the structure of society. Inspired by the poetic parallels between Death Valley and the Des Carrieres Incinerateur (the site for the art event), this talk will explore the conceptual frontiers of the natural ecology of the desert and the cultural ecology of art and architecture. Drawing from Baudrillard

and Sartre, this talk will theorize the desert and digitalization as existential destinies for

being and nothingness in the information age.

THE DESERT AND DIGITAL DESTINY

Death Valley and Las Vegas are inseparable; you have to accept everything at once, an unchanging timelessness and the wildest instantaneity. — Jean Baudrillard
The choice of the “desert” theme for the 6E MANIFESTATION INTERNATIONALE VIDÉO ET ART ÉLECTRONIQUE is described at the website as follows:

The desert is a source of rich symbolism and meaning for humanity. For Champ Libre this theme which fascinates us through the wealth of its imaginary breadth, is above all a space for philosophical and artistic inspiration. Fire and regeneration are the two main elements that contributed to the choice of the incinerator as a location to artistically treat the theme of the desert during the event presented by Champ Libre. The incinerator is an industrial and futurist allegory that carries a memory of burned, incinerated matter reduced to cinders and dust. (…) 


This abandoned building can be likened to an image of a desert both from its exterior, and its interior with its large volumes of empty spaces. (…) 


Finally, for Champ Libre the desert is not only defined by the archetypical image of sand and infinite expanse, but also in a broader sense as a potential reading of the visible and the invisible contained within the literal meaning of the word desert: uninhabited place, water desert, sand desert, snow desert, interior desert, lunar desert, desertification of the world, virtual desert, desert of the senses. 


Inspired by the metaphorical wealth of the juxtaposition of these concepts in relation to the symbolism of the DESERT, the current project is a poetic proposition that seeks to spread a fluctuating artistic program where the chosen theme serves as the sensible vector and prism through which contemporary artists working in the field of art and new technologies will express themselves.

In these poetic passages, Champ Libre points toward a deep philosophical parallel in the desert and digital destiny. In the conceptual images of Death Valley and Des Carrieres Incinerateur, the parallels seem obvious for a multimedia artistic event, poetically themed around the desert and hosted inside a former incinerator — sun and fire, sand and ashes, emptiness and abandonment, natural desert and urban desert, the premodern and the postmodern. While these parallels are obvious, they can obscure a deeper parallel, one that is poetic and paradoxical, while revealing the human experience of being and nothingness in the information age. 

Jean Baudrillard wrote that Death Valley and Las Vegas were inseparable, the simultaneous coexistence of an “unchanging timelessness” and the “wildest instantaneity.”
 This meant that Death Valley and Las Vegas are monuments of affinity and destiny, in simultaneous coexistence, not as mere oppositions, but rather as mirrors of the existential conditions for digital destiny. In seeing this parallel, Baudrillard pointed toward a wide and deep truth, for the desert and digitalization have long shared a destiny being experienced around the world, but distilled into condensed forms in Death Valley and Las Vegas — past and future,  matter and media, actuality and virtuality, natural light and artificial light, open spaces and pure circulation, artifacts of ancient civilization and archetype of postmodern civilization. It is as if the empirical and virtual worlds, can be found, side-by-side, as a bizarre ecological parallel in the American desert. 
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Death Valley and Las Vegas are microcosms of two worlds, one utterly natural and the other fully mediated. Las Vegas and Des Carrieres are not the same in their parallels with Death Valley, though they share in some of the postmodern philosophical and artistic conditions. 


In a 2002 conference held at The University of Paris VI-La Villette School of Architecture, Jean Baudrillard and radical architect Jean Nouvel participated in a joint dialogue and explicitly called for new kinds of aesthetic theory and architectural practice. Seeing both peril and promise in the existing cultural conditions, Baudrillard and Nouvel eschewed any totalizing plan for a utopian model. Rather, they embraced a concept from chaos theory, calling for new utopian “singularities” that can create “holes, interstices, voids et cetera” in the dominant artistic and cultural systems.
 Apparently, no current aesthetic standards or architectural formulas apply to these new conditions. For Baudrillard and Nouvel, there is only the aesthetic object-in-itself and the pure architectural event in resisting universality, globalization, and the masses in their embrace of the Disneyfication of the world.
 From within these voids and singularities, cultural resistance and regeneration is effected in creating a transition point for new artistic forms and practices. 

To understand the deepest parallels between Death Valley and Des Carrieres, and to see how the Champ Libre event at Des Carrieres fulfills Baudrillard’s idea of singularities and holes for art and architecture, we should briefly turn to Jean-Paul Sartre and Marshall McLuhan, whose ideas combine to provide a good model to illustrate how digital media function as a mode of existence for experiencing the world. 

BEING AND NOTHINGNESS IN THE INFORMATION AGE

We see nothingness making the world iridescent, casting a shimmer over things. — Jean-Paul Sartre 

Jean-Paul Sartre viewed all human culture as mediating between two realms — existence and consciousness. Negotiating these two realms is fundamental to human destiny in the information age, where the experience of existence is through media, information, and simulation. 

Existence and consciousness are distinct from each other, yet this does not mean these two realms are separate. Rather, human consciousness exists as part of existence, and is capable of apprehending existence. Existence is everything, all of the universe, the entirety of being. Sartre theorized existence as “being in itself,” the universe as it is, completely full and existing prior to human consciousness, and before we ascribe various myths, models, and meanings. This existence is utterly indifferent to the fate of humanity.
 Death Valley is an example of “being in itself,” for it is pure existence, full and complete, available for direct experience by humans. 

In contrast, consciousness is “being for itself,” always lacking something and seeking to complete itself. Humans are “being for itself,” always striving to overcome a lack or a nothingness, by filling it with being. To lack or be incomplete is to not have something (of being), or to have a nothing that needs to be filled with something (of being). Thus, a lack or incompleteness is a nothingness in contrast to being, in contrast to something that exists. In other words, without some kind of lack, there is no reason to evolve, no reason to engage in any action directed toward survival in the future.

Consciousness is also nothingness, an existential condition facing all humans, from which emerge subjective desire and individual freedom. Through consciousness, we experience existence, with consciousness always existing “behind” our perceptions and experiences of the world.
 For human consciousness to be aware of an object, consciousness must not be that object, much like seeing is separate from what is seen. Since all things are potential objects of consciousness, consciousness must be a non-thing, or a nothingness.
 In effect, existence has surrounded us with a world of being, yet we must act to fill the inherent nothingnesses in our own existences — to improve ourselves and the world by filling nothingness with being. Sartre famously declared that there was “no exit” from these conditions, that we are condemned to be free, to make of the world what we choose, individually and collectively.

In specific instances, these nothingnesses are the voids and holes that make possible the singularities of resistance and regeneration. Philosophically, this is why the Des Carrieres Incinerateur was so seductive in its appeal for this artistic event, with the aim of filling the emptiness inside with electronic art, with the desert as serving a symbol for the void and possible singularity.
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Sartre concluded that such nothingnesses represent discontinuities in causality, without which human existence would be purely deterministic and freedom would be an illusion. Existence provides a landscape of events, and freedom emerges when we are confronting a discontinuity in existence, a nothingness in being.
 Art and media are crucial here, for they emerge from nothingness to realize a product essential to human beings in their quest for being.

Sartre believed humans are always negotiating these existential conditions — existence and cosciousnes, being and nothingness — through desires and actions based on visions of the future. Of course, humans rarely confront existence directly, instead choosing to experience the world through a shared culture, as manifested in the arts, philosophies, sciences, technologies, cultural norms, and social systems. Culture is an overall mode of existence, and central to creating culture and envisioning the future has been technology, in all its forms, from agrarian (premodern) to industrial (modern) to information (postmodern). Art is crucial to imagining and interrogating these technological futures, which is why the incinerator is the perfect “futurist” site for this event. Des Carrieres stood as a discontinuity in the urban landscape, a void and nothingness to be exploited.

As Marshall McLuhan realized, all art and media technologies are extensions of human perception. Poems and spoken words are extensions of thought. Novels and written words are an extension of the spoken word. The painting and the camera are both extensions of the eye, the radio an extension of the ear and voice, television an extension of camera and radio. The computer and internet are extensions of the brain and the nervous system, while the ever-expanding realm of cyberspace is an extension of human consciousness. Extending from consciousness throughout culture, the vast array of media technologies have created a mode of existence that is largely virtual, where the world is experienced not directly, but indirectly, via mediated representations of the world. 

Art and media technologies are deployed to help fill nothingnesses, not with being, but with representations of being. As such, art and media are vessels of nothingness, conditioned as modes of perception and existence. To aid in our experience of existence, humans deploy media technologies in hopes of filling the media with the world, seeking the equivalence between representation and reality, or between the map and the territory. Existence is the world, the reality, or the territory, while subjective experience deploys the media to model the world, to represent reality, to map the territory. Of course, seeking equivalences between existence and experience is no guarantor of success, as the relations between media and world (or map and territory) are complex and dependent on many factors, from technology to ideology. In deploying art and media, humans also seek to project patterns upon the world and bestow those patterns with meaning, both sacred and profane, as illustrated by the petroglyphs in Death Valley and the themed hotels in Las Vegas.
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In culture of the information age, media technologies have been deployed around the world, thus existence is experienced as ensemble of mediated possibilities or probabilities, a landscape of mediated events, within which we must act. Because of the expanding realms of the internet, cyberspace, and theme parks, the trajectory of future digital technology is toward filling the media with the world, to take all of being and represent it within the nothingness of media. Las Vegas is a microcosm of the fully mediated world, where the media is a mode of existence. To help us understand this condition, electronic and digital artists must explore these realms, which is why this event in Des Carrieres is so important. 

Death Valley and Las Vegas signify dual destinies for the world, existential ecologies of being and nothingness in the information age. Existentially, we are always negotiating with nothingness, the moment of “now” between past and future. Culturally, we are astride a vast nothingness between Death Valley and Las Vegas, which signify the retreating territories of a natural world and the expanding maps of the virtual world. Though not empty, Death Valley is experienced as a vast nothingness, a remote and desolate landscape, a natural otherworld far removed from the cultural world. Las Vegas is also a vast nothingness, for its architecture of simulation is an extension of media technology — a vessel of nothingness conditioned as a mode of perception, always seeking to fill nothingness with the representations of being. 

It is easy to dismiss Las Vegas without understanding what is happening the middle of the American desert. To see Las Vegas as kitsch or gambling mecca is to overlook the deeper patterns. With its glowing pixelated architecture, Las Vegas was the televised city of the 1950s, for its rise as a tourist destination mirrored the rise of television as a media destination. When tourists went to “Vegas,” they entered the pixelated world of television. Over the past decade, Las Vegas has mirrored the rise of cyberspace and virtual reality, with its themed hotels functioning as real virtualities, or simulated worlds cloned for 40 million tourists. Las Vegas is the city of simulation, the hologram for the hyperreal, the media world that is exploding and expanding all around us. Las Vegas is an icon for the digitalization of culture, in the drive toward making the world into its representation, discarding the original for its copy and clone. 
For Baudrillard, Death Valley and Las Vegas signified the bifurcation between matter and media, the splitting of reality and its representation, which are central to the existential conditions of postmodern hyperreality. Viewing Death Valley and Las Vegas a signifying a split or a divide should not be surprising, for both places are deeply connected with divides, splits, separations, and nothingnesses. Geologically speaking, Death Valley is located in a very violent area of Earth, for the valley is the product of tectonic forces which are literally pulling apart the Earth’s crust. Situated on a massive fault, Death Valley is where the geological depths generate new surfaces over billions of years.
 Paradoxically, Death Valley is also about birth, for it is where new territories are generated via tectonics, not unlike Des Carrieres, where new territories are regenerated via technology.

DEATH VALLEY AND DES CARRIERES

But it’s possible that true radicality is the radicality of nothingness. Is there a radical space that is also a void? — Jean Baudrillard

 At any moment, we are astride a nothingness between past and future, a gap to be filled, and it is up to us to fill it, or not. For Sartre, there is “no exit” from these existential conditions, yet, in this fate resides the dizzying “vertigo” of all human possibility as we hurl ourselves toward the future.
 To me, Des Carrieres is a deeply existential project, a microcosm of postmodern cultural possibility.

As we know, the Des Carrieres Incinerateur once was the most modern in North America, burning garbage to generate steam for heating itself, as if the end product of modernity was to circulate as energy in a furnace. From refuse to regeneration, Des Carrieres is now postmodern, using light instead of fire, from flaming destruction to electronic representation. Standing alone in the urban desert, the twin smokestacks stood like binary digits — the 1s turned “on” — serving as beacons for a new mode of being within its walls. Des Carrieres was a nothingness waiting to be filled, not with pure being, but with the representations of being created by art via media technology. Perhaps the labyrinthine interior of the cube is an unfinished fractal, a singularity extending from the spiral ramp, making possible cultural regeneration in new and novel ways. Singularities are rarely known until after they occur, when the effects are felt and the system has transformed.

The parallel between Death Valley and Des Carrieres is more than that of a wasteland, a sprawling emptiness in nature to mirror our urban wastelands of culture. In a deeper sense, Death Valley points toward a complexity of existential conditions, many of which are present at Des Carrieres, suggesting more than parallels between sun and fire, sand and ashes, emptiness and abandonment, natural desert and urban desert, premodern and postmodern. Death Valley and Des Carrieres are realms of nothingness, permitting both freedom and regeneration, via the natural and the cultural. 

Situated between the Panamint and Black mountains, Death Valley is indeed a vast nothingness, an empty landscape. Yet, in this nothingness is total being, the pure experience of existence, utterly unmediated. Death Valley is where we experience the fullness of being in the midst of nothingness. Death Valley is both being and nothingness, creating a discontinuity for complete human freedom, in the actions of body against desert, and in the mind, set free to wander the flats and dunes of the valley, contours lying open to the cosmos. In Death Valley, pure subjectivity exists in the utmost proximity to pure being, for it is everywhere, felt in every step on the crunching sand, in every breath of the dry hot air, in every pore releasing sweet sweat, in every squint of the eyes, scanning the landscape. This sense is one reason why Death Valley is experienced as inhuman and lifeless, though it is alive and points toward that which is most human — the confrontation of nothingness with fullness of being.

On the mountain walls that surround Death Valley, one finds ancient petroglyphs and geoglyphs, the haunting artwork of the first peoples to inhabit the desert area. Carved into the desert varnish on rock faces, the petroglyphs include bighorn sheep, lizards, and humans. There is also a range of abstract forms, including zigzags, wavy lines, circles, squares, and various squiggles. The geoglyphs are located on large areas of land upon, upon which patterns of stone were arranged, often in the form of large circles or long serpentine lines stretching for hundreds of feet.
 So, even the earliest people deployed art to seek meaning in the vast landscapes of being and nothingness.

At the Badwater salt flats, where the altitude is –282 feet, the mornings are beautiful, with the sun rising over the Black Mountains. Sunlight reflecting off the white salt is spectacular, as are the kaleidoscope of pastel colors in the mountains. Light and color often seem separated from the sand, dust, and matter of the objects in the valley, as if light and color are hovering just above empirical world, not unlike the feeling in a movie theater, or in Des Carrieres, with the glowing screens and images, and the floating light of pure representation.  
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At night, Death Valley is a natural planetarium. After the sun sets, the moon and stars emerge, far removed from any competing light sources. The flickering stars move across the sky, making it seem that the Earth is at rest and the cosmos is but a pixelated dome revolving around the planet. Lying on one’s back and gazing above, one is treated to a cosmic parade that makes the discoveries of Kepler, Galileo, Copernicus, Newton, and Hubble seem impossible. Surrounded by darkness, the white textured surface of Badwater gently reflects the light of the moon, with the slightly translucent salt crystals combining to give off the visual feel of a vast glowing surface, like a liquid crystal screen glowing in a darkened living room. Walking across Badwater at night, beneath the moon and stars, one feels like they are traversing nature’s own liquid crystal screen, a softly glowing media spectacle born of the Big Bang. 

One of the bizarre things scientists have learned from the Big Bang is that all galaxies are moving away from each other, in all directions, at ever accelerating speeds. What is pushing the galaxies apart? — the voids between the galaxies, where particles and anti-particles come into being and disappear into nothingness, to release the enormous energy that is propelling the galaxies apart. Whether these energies produce new forms of matter remains to be seen.

The power of the cosmic voids reinforces the ideas of Baudrillard and Nouvel, who see in art and architecture the need to create voids and nothingnesses, from which singularities can emerge. Des Carrieres is void, a nothingness, a discontinuity permitting artistic energies to appear and disappear, thus spreading open a fissure or fracture in the mediated cosmos, as symbolized by Las Vegas. The spiral ramp that ends in the labyrinthine cube of Des Carrieres is poetic in its subtle invitation, an invitation to a new galaxy, a spiral galaxy of electronic art shimmering above the desert floors. 
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