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These new Humanities would treat the history of man, the idea, the figure, and 
the notion of “what is proper to man” (and a non-finite series of oppositions by 
which man is determined, in particular the traditional opposition of the life form 
called human and of the life-form called animal). 

—Derrida, The Future of the Profession or The University Without Conditions 
 
 

When the body is revealed as a construct, subject to radical change and 
redefinition, bodies of knowledge are similarly apt to be seen as constructs, no 
more inevitable than the organic form that images them. 

—N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman 
 
 
The space of the in-between is the locus for social, cultural, and natural 
transformations: it is not simply a convenient space for movements and 
realignments but in fact is the only place—the place around identities, between 
identities—where becoming and openness to futurity, outstrips the conservational 
impetus to retain cohesion and unity.  

—Elizabeth Grosz, Architecture from the Outside 
 
 
This stuff is simulacra of simulacra of simulacra. A diluted tincture of Ralph 
Lauren, who had himself diluted the glory days of Brooks Brothers, who 
themselves had stepped on the product of Jermyn Street and Savile Row, 
flavoring their ready-to-wear with liberal lashings of polo knit and regimental 
stripes. But Tommy Hilfiger is the null point, the black hole. 

—William Gibson, Pattern Recognition 
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PREFACE 

WILLIAM HEDBERG 
 
 
 

Several years ago the University at Albany began to sponsor a series of 
programs designed to encourage and support interdisciplinary scholarship and 
dialogue on topics in the humanities and the arts.  Under a “theme semester” 
banner these campus-wide initiatives feature a variety of activities including 
special courses, invited speakers, exhibitions, performances, film, tours, 
symposia, and conferences.  The most successful programs are not entirely free-
standing, but incorporate contributions offered by the University’s many 
academic departments and our arts centers, museum, and libraries, as well as 
related programs offered by other regional cultural and educational institutions.  
Using this formula our entire campus and surrounding community have enjoyed 
extended explorations on Irish Literature, Shakespeare, the City of Albany’s 
Historical Heritage, Writing in all its forms, and on the Humanities and 
Technology. 

This last effort, on Humanities and Technology, was a particularly rich and 
stimulating experience.  Over two semesters faculty, students, and guests 
produced and participated in an eclectic mixture of opportunities to consider the 
humanities and the arts in the context of recent developments in science and 
technology.  The University at Albany’s investments in nanoscience and nano-
scale engineering and in biotechnology and the life sciences provided impetus 
for the conversation and visible examples of this transformational and rapid 
change.  Some of the by-products of this experience were used to create the 
chapters of this book. 

The entire project was coordinated and led through what has become known 
as the Center for Humanities, Art and Technoscience, a center of the College of 
Arts and Sciences (CHATS) that seeks to foster serious multidisciplinary 
scholarship and learning for the campus, New York’s capital region, and 
beyond.  CHATS is particularly hospitable to discourse about the impact of 
scientific and technological discovery on individuals and society.  While a large 
number of individuals contributed this broad effort, all would acknowledge that 
Dr. Mary Valentis, a Founding Director of the Center, provided the necessary 
critical energy, organization, and guidance for shaping the intellectual content of 
the initial programs and certainly for this book. 
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Just as we found stimulation and satisfaction in creating this collection of 
experiences, we take delight in sharing a significant portion of the work with 
others interested in these topics.  And we look forward to keeping the 
conversation going. 
 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 

A MIGRATORY SPIRIT 

MARY VALENTIS 

 
 
 
–Met him what? he asked. 
–Here, she said. What does that mean? 
He leaned downward and read near her polished thumbnail. 
–Metempsychosis? 
–Yes. Who’s he when he’s at home? 
–Metempsychosis, he said, frowning. It’s Greek: from the Greek. That means the 
transmigration of souls. 
–O, rocks! she said. Tell us in plain words. 

—Joyce, Ulysses 
 
Molly and Leopold Bloom’s conversation about the meaning of the word 

“metempsychosis” in the Calypso chapter of Ulysses provides a gloss on current 
conversations about the state of the culture, its archives, and the supposed 
degradation of its knowledges. As a reader, Molly Bloom is a postmodernist. 
She wants her answers undressed, “in plain words.” Yet in her earthy pun on 
“rocks” and her (or Joyce’s) obvious pleasure with the word’s recycled Homeric 
resonances, Molly has it both ways. For his part, Leopold (even his name 
contains the word “old” and “Leo” that could stand for Leonardo) represents the 
tradition, and, in particular, the philosophical, aesthetic, and humanistic 
disciplines with their emphasis on phonetics (“met him what?”) and Greek 
origins.  

While the Blooms’ fictive exchange foregrounds the gap between mass and 
high culture, between vulgar and elite dead languages, between a “polished 
thumbnail” and polished speech, their mutual focus on the figure of 
metempsychosis proffers a future “body” for knowledges and various 
disciplinary languages that materialize through transmigration—the transfer of 
the “soul” from a dead body to another living form after death. Ulysses offers a 
series of transmigrations—an ancient Greek hero morphs into a Hebraic 
Irishman and the Blooms’ dead son metaphorically embodies himself in Stephen 
Daedalus. The novel itself points towards the transmigrations or homelessness 
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of the humanistic disciplines, their nomadic wanderings and movements into 
new territories and spaces.  

Many scholars bemoan the “death” of the humanities or decry scientific and 
technological advances as if they cancel out the future of the humanistic 
disciplines. These prognosticators, however, misread these developments as 
tragedy rather than opportunity. As theorists’ posit new futures and call for an 
end to historically grounded, or discipline-based, so-called silo approaches to 
knowledges, a de facto reorganization of disciplinary boundaries and a 
migratory spirit have spontaneously infused the humanities with new life.  

These transmigrations, instead of diffusing the disciplinary terrain, have 
strengthened and broadened existing fields. They are provoking re-mappings of 
intellectual topography, and, ironically, have brought about more rather than 
less integration. Activated by such massive cultural shifts as the turn from print 
to visual culture; the technological revolution and its virtual sublimes; the 
acceleration of scientific advances; the rise and incorporation of mass or popular 
culture and the possibilities of replication, the humanities are producing 
integrated knowledges, what we are calling new TechKnowledgies, that 
interface the humanities, the arts, the social and hard sciences with digital 
technologies and research emerging at the borders of all these fields. The essays, 
art, and the technology play presented in TechKnowledgies: New Imaginaries 
and Transmigrations in the Humanities, Arts, and TechnoSciences personify the 
metempsychosis of the humanities from an “expired” set of disciplines into 
living, newly embodied forms. 

Since the Middle Ages, when scholars estranged the humanities from the 
sciences and omitted the mechanical arts from the classical liberal arts 
curriculum altogether, the three cultures—humanities and arts, science, and 
technology--have been in conflict. Throughout history, these artificial divisions 
expressed themselves in the twin towers of medieval education constructed on 
Greek and Roman models (the trivium of grammar, rhetoric, and logic, and the 
quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music) and on the more 
recent designation in 1955, C.P Snow’s “two cultures” of the humanities and 
sciences which repeats the medieval bifurcation. 

 “The most recent manifestation of the conflicts,” according to George 
Bugliarello, chancellor and former president (1973-1994) of Polytechnic 
University in New York, ‘is the current postmodernist ‘science wars’ and the 
reaction they have engendered’ (Gross & Levitt 1994; Koertge 1998; Ross 
1996; Segerstrale 2000). Bugliarello, like the American humanist Ralph Waldo 
Emerson (who also understood the intimate relation between poetry and the 
natural environment) calls for a new trivium and a new quadrivium, a system 
that would integrate the humanities, arts, sciences, with what he calls 
“engineering” or technology “to provide every educated person with a basic 
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understanding of the endeavors and instruments that help us address our world 
and shape a new morality….”  

 Jacques Derrida’s notions about tomorrow’s Humanities also grow out of a 
concern for morality, particularly in the areas of human rights and crimes 
against humanity. In seven prescriptives laid out in “The Future of the 
Profession,” he would have the humanities refocus on the “history, idea, and 
figure of the human” rather than reorder previous educational systems. Before 
his death, Derrida theorized the future of the humanities as a Utopian, 
“unconditional university” that would operate by the rules of literary fiction and 
the performative capabilities of professors; that is, those who profess, contest, 
and cosmopoliticize their “faith” in the right to say, question, and hope (in a 
move towards the messianic and the event) for a humanities to come. This last 
prescriptive ruptures and undoes the idea of a “coming” in its religious sense, 
reactivating the humanities as an ethical, democratic space within and beyond 
the university. Only in this space can resistance take place. 

TechKnowledgies: New Imaginaries and Transmigrations in the Humanities, 
Arts, and TechnoSciences is a diverse collection of essays, a recently produced 
technology play, art, and installations that represent, and at times resist, the 
ways science and technology can interact with the arts and the humanities to 
produce new imaginaries and disciplinary transmigrations that gesture towards a 
“university” of tomorrow. The contents are drawn from the work of the 
University at Albany’s Center for Humanities, Arts, and TechnoSciences 
(CHATS), two international conferences, the Technology Play Project, an 
experiment the NY Times Magazine called “one of the most innovative ideas of 
2003.” This volume is intended as a global forum for humanists, artists, 
technologists, mathematicians, and scientists to break new ground in the 
humanities by showing the possibilities for research and integrative cultural 
productions in these emerging fields of inquiry.  

TechKnowledgies is informed by the desire to reconceptualize and contest 
disciplinary spaces or territories. To migrate is to move, fly, swim, or walk to 
another region, another biome, in order to find more food, to breed or to search 
out more temperate climates. The collection’s “ecology,” therefore, is 
crossdisciplinary and organized by the trope of space rather than subject matter. 
These spaces or sections are designed to activate transmigrations and movement 
from scarcity to abundance and to maximize the theoretical networks that 
underpin the wide array of subject areas covered here. Each section imagines 
spaces, or, to borrow from artist Tony Robbin, whose work is included here in 
the section on virtual and material spaces: we envision the book’s architecture as 
“many spaces in the same place at the same time—the geometry of four spatial 
dimensions projected into three-dimensional space.”  
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These spaces within spaces include: 
Virtual and Material Spaces sets up the collection’s multi-spatial dialectic 

and the transports between material or actual spaces and the “cloud of virtuals” 
that surround them. In Judith Johnson’s Liebermann Catalog, a multi-media 
family saga delineated in poetry, prose, and CD-ROM, the artist’s life is enacted 
restrospectively so as to engage the spectator in an Artaudian ritual of 
simultaneous proffering and curtailment. The exchange takes place in “liminal 
space” or on the computer screen as threshold marker of these borderlines. Mary 
Valentis unfolds virtual and material spaces as perplicated or folded imaginaries 
that attach themselves to and become embodied in cities, architectures, fictional, 
and filmic worlds. These collective and projected fantasies, repressions, and 
capital productions generate a multiplicity of virtual and asymmetrical forces 
that are inscribed as architextualities and release themselves interchangeably on 
and in cities, fictional environments, philosophies, aesthetic consciousness,’ and 
texts. Alex Reid’s discussion of Derrida’s figuration, the ghost, provides an 
entry into his reading of new media and its relation to (and demarcation of) the 
“virtual-technological” which produces simulacra of reality and the 
“philosophical virtual,” a space of indeterminacy that “addresses the production 
of materiality itself.” Like Derrida, Reid advocates encounters or experiential 
commerce with new media’s hauntings that generate ghosts through its 
incorporation of its own otherness and uncanny, virtualized effects.  

 Expanding Human Structures and Spaces, Part two, plays on N. Katherine 
Hayles’ notion of expanding technologies such as cloning, artificial intelligence, 
and prostheses, applications that extend the human, and have, in fact, ushered in 
the “posthuman” era. Bioethicist Glenn McGee in “Making Genetic Families” 
surveys the “brave new world” of genomic families and its sites of multiple 
births, designer babies, donor anonymity, and sperm banks. Those 
technologically engendered offspring and single, non-blood related parents 
require, according to McGee, “new family stories” eons apart from the June 
Cleaver model. Breast pump technology allows women to extend their 
participation in the workplace, while providing children with the recently tested 
benefits of mother’s milk over manufactured formula. However, according to 
Maia Boswell Penc, not only has breast pump technology been inadequately 
assessed, under-utilized, and primitive in design, but the fault lines of its 
availability crack open along ethnic, classist, and racist parameters. Goutam 
Paul takes up the issue of AI or artificial intelligence and compares artificially 
simulated intelligence with what Paul calls “the mystery” of consciousness. His 
essay systematically relates the history, disciplinary orientation, and mastery of 
consciousness; readers will come to understand the Turing test, the difference 
between natural and artificial consciousness, why consciousness supersedes AI, 
and the frontiers of the science that would attempt to duplicate consciousness or 
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an essence that exceeds matter.  
Performance Spaces: The Event, the Body, the Virus creates a region by and 

around the body. In this section visual technologies, performance art, gender and 
racial narratives, and entropied objects shape and structure these discourses on 
mainstream and avant garde cultures. Janell Hobson’s essay reads and 
contextualizes the televisual and subsequently digitized image known as Janet 
Jackson’s wardrobe malfunction as exemplar of black women’s bodies, their 
self-representations, and the perpetuation of hyper-sexual, primitive images in 
photography, television, and the Internet. The second half of Hobson’s 
discussion posits alternative images and narratives by women of color artists 
who critique and perform the racial and gender issues raised by Janet in 
cyberspace. Matthew Pateman demonstrates how David Bowie’s transmutations 
or radical image shifts embody current theoretical debates about identity 
formation as well as a deliberate philosophical and aesthetic journey. Through 
an excursus that leads from Butler, Baba, and Lyotard, to the videos themselves, 
Pateman traces Bowie’s self-creations only to conclude that, for Bowie, identity 
is simultaneously fragmentary, discontinuous and homogenous. Raymond 
Malewitz explores entropy in Sam Shepards”s 4-H Club through characters and 
their interactions with material objects. He chooses the coffee cup as his 
objective correlative, a prosaic object that serves to demonstrate both physical 
entropy (the breaking of the vessel) and informational entropy. The 
informational entropic is a condition that occurs when an object becomes 
dislocated from the language strands that name it. Finally in this space, Jason 
Farman reads the virus as a nexus of significations including the performance-
art virus in Biennale.py and The Lovers, the bodily virus such as AIDS as both a 
world-threatening invasion and what Paula Treichler calls “an epidemic of 
meanings or signification,” and of course the computer virus which, like the 
body and performance, can be read as texts of informatics.  

Simulations Staged surveillance, fabricated images, what artist Danny 
Goodwin describes as “the fragile and hermetic relationship amongst the object 
of surveillance, the observer, and the mediating technology” are presented in 
amBush, Goodwin’s photographic simulations and surveillance assemblage of 
the Bush administration. The essay by Elizabeth Throesch penetrates the 
geometries of the fourth dimension via a reading of the works of Charles 
Edward Hinton. Although neglected by literary criticism, Hinton was 
responsible for popularizing the fourth dimension; his was spatial in nature and 
based on Kantian philosophy. Readers of Hinton’s science romances experience 
the fourth dimension as textual games played out within a theatre of shifting 
observations. Robert Squillance surveys the Media Project at NYC and 
identifies how the “presentation of cultural artifacts” in cyberspace may alter the 
“internal mapping of cultural history. In contrast to books, CD tracks, or slides, 
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virtual space presents certain sequential limitations, depends on individual 
memory systems; there are pitfalls and opportunities in cyberspatial learning. 

Cinemagraphic Imaginaries William Rainbolt’s essay looks at anxieties 
generated by the documentary film and the impossibility of its “capturing” what 
really happens. Andrew Jarecki’s Capturing the Friedmans, a controversial 
reality film dealing with textbook dysfunctionality, induces epistephilia (the 
need to know) in viewers, while the DVD release and its information overload 
plunges the viewer into Jamesonian schizophrenia. Murderousness, the battle 
between director and actors, and the “crime” of the viewer who thinks she 
knows too much are ideas structuring Matthew Pangborn’s readings of 
Hitchcock. His essay focuses on three familiar topoi in The Man Who Knew Too 
Much, North by Northwest, and The Birds to argue, based on image encryptions, 
that these films allegorize the memory systems and technology of film or 
mechanical reproduction, and point towards the inevitability of the posthuman. 
Laurie Jacobson raises the notion of the “virtual soul” and the networks of 
technicity where that possibility resides. For Jacobson, “the soul, with its 
inherent virtuality, transmigrates from one technicity to another, to “become a 
means of transcendence for the subject.” Her investigation threads though 
Japanese anime, Worthworth’s poetics, the Emersonian sublime, and Tom 
Cohen’s encounter with a non-inscriptive site where “historical intervention and 
the virtual” arise.  

Digital Sciences and Spaces moves into the space of digital or information 
science, its territories, unique issues, and constructions. Gertraud Koch 
scrutinizes how computer science and AI specifically formulate the body using 
its organic and technological forms. Instead of the technomorph, a construct of 
disembodiment, Koch suggests that the cybody a “hybrid creature of organic 
and techno bodies, has already arrived along with the collapsed boundaries 
between nature and culture, human and machine even in the discourse. Wang 
and Pontes’ essay historicizes Information Science as a discipline to determine 
whether or not the field can truly be called a science. Because of its “in-between 
status, that is between the social and natural sciences, the question of 
Information Science remains open-ended and hard to quantify. These 
researchers come down on the side of IS as a science because it “utilizes 
empirical methods to generate data that can be quantitatively analyzed through 
statistical methods.” Paul Cesarini prognosticates the horizons of digital rights 
management (DRM) by envisioning a future for faculty and students living with 
Microsoft’s Palladium, a digital architecture designed to “wall off data, secure 
communications, and to identify their systems and those of business partners.” 
This elaborate security system that has received much critique forecasts how 
certain DRM technologies threaten creativity and academic freedom. 

Capturing Place, Locating Time The museum is a space, perhaps a shrine 
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where time, place, and the event are captured and exhibited; this section 
“museums” both the 1950’s and the current age of computers and the seductive 
site of commodification. Using Japan as his case study, Toshihiro Higuchi 
deconstructs the binaries of the atom and the doctrines attached to nuclear power 
in the 1950’s. His essay examines that decade’s notions of the nuclear taboo, the 
worship of the military atom, and what he calls “the gospel of the peaceful 
atom” to show how these seemingly contrary doctrines actually promoted and 
balanced each other. Michael Jonik theorizes the Cold War legacy, its stockpiles 
of hazardous waste as non-events within a continuous, discursive space of 
history. The essay engages the trope of waste, its embeddings in an ongoing 
catastrophic imaginary, and finally advocates for dealing with the repression of 
wastes, “whether political or radioactive” by envisioning an alternative future. 
Tara Needham reads Starbucks “faux factory” as a contemporary museum with 
a performative interior design and architecture. In Needham’s deconstruction 
that includes graphic examples, not only are the beams literally exposed, but 
they expose an intention to displace origins and seduce through a series of 
mixed messages: a staged, proletariatized interior while proffering an elite, 
corporate cup of coffee.  

Inside the Textual Web focuses on play and gaming spaces within the web 
that don’t provide escape from certain pedagogical and gender issues. Matthew 
S.S. Johnson views the new “playspaces” of online gaming projects and 
communities as affording new directions for humanities scholars and writing 
teachers, particularly in areas such as authorship and textual ownership. His 
exemplum is the Morrowind, an online gaming community that supports 
individual writers and extends the imagined universe into a workspace complete 
with critique, schedule, and timelines. The collection’s final essay by Honghong 
Tinn takes Ursula LeGuin’s vision of a gender-free society as her starting point 
to investigate Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs) in 
Taiwan. These games with their attempts at gender-free or gender-shifting 
avatars have attracted the interest of feminist scholars who, like LeQuin, 
envision this utopian possibility. The essay concludes that these games and their 
shape-shifters are not there yet given the commercialist backgrounds of the 
creators and sophisticated technology that blocks experimentation with gender 
role playing.  

Pulitzer Prize winning novelist William Kennedy’s “In the System,” a 
technology play that has only been “performed” on machines supplied by Apple 
Computer in an installation constructed by Capital Repertory Theatre is 
reprinted here in its entirety.* Kennedy’s technology play, produced and 
directed by Maggie Mancinelli, is a stunning departure from his many novels 
that include Ironweed and Roscoe. "In the System" is played on a television, 
telephones, a large screen Macintosh computer and digital video streaming on 
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multiple screens that coordinate from one computer monitor. The Kennedy 
script is based on a Breeder’s Cup betting scandal and imagines two computer 
geeks planning to hack into the system and change the actual bets once the horse 
race is run. The play crosswires a 911 call about a deer that's crashed through a 
car window with conversations involving an Internet porn “star” and the 
intricacies of Boolian logic to produce a layered critique of postmodern 
multiplicities. The collection also includes the work of internationally known 
sculptor, Edward Mayer, the four-dimensional art of Tony Robbin, and 
Penelope Benson-Wright’s assemblages that incorporate the insides of discarded 
computers to construct a mechanical aesthetic. Her pieces are constructed by 
transforming the technological refuse of “cyber” society’s success—the 
hardware of trashed computers into meaningful images that “reference the 
cyber-spiritual role computers have assumed in our lives.” 

The diversity and richness of this collection derive from the migratory spirit 
of our contributors and the generosity of the following individuals who have 
supported this enterprise from its beginnings to the present. We would like to 
especially acknowledge the intellectual contributions and wise counsel of 
William Hedberg and Joan Wick Pelletier, the support of Steven North, JoAnn 
Carson, Janet Riker, Corinna Schaming, and Michael Messitt, and the 
kindnesses of Suzanne Lance, Erica Yablonsky-Gibbons for her assistance with 
the photographs, Edward Orloff, Geoffrey Williams, Regina Klym, Elizabeth 
Lauenstein, and Connie Barrett.  

 
* Copyright 2003 William Kennedy, reprinted with the permission of the Wylie 
Agency, Inc. 
 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part I 
 

VIRTUAL AND MATERIAL SPACES 
 



WHAT IS IS WHEN THERE’S NO THERE THERE: 
THE LIEBERMANN CATALOG AS LIMINAL SPACE 

JUDITH E. JOHNSON 
 
 
 

When Antonin Artaud’s famous scream1 came running down the halls in 
which his mind staged its revolt, it changed the relationship of art and reality. 
European art had taken a stand against the violence endemic to its rationalism at 
least since the times of the Greeks. That violent civilization, which had 
worshipped reason, separated the mind from the body precisely because it feared 
its own violence. In a turn away from the magical poetics at the root of tragedy, 
the Aristotelian model severed the representation from the thing, and deified 
mimesis as its mode. The original violence of tragedy purged violence by 
exhausting the violence that burns in the human imagination and emotions. The 
trouble with mimesis, as Artaud’s performance convincingly demonstrated, is 
that the imitation of a magical act whose violence purges violence does not after 
all purge violence. Because mimesis separates the representation from the act, it 
can no longer exhaust the imagination. Artaud was the prophet of a theater, and, 
by extension, a poetics, magical and performative in nature, that would 
obliterate mimesis, and substitute for it actions of such immediacy that they 
would exhaust the senses.2 In so doing, he restored the ruptured magical 
connections between desire and act, dissolving the shadow that Eliot, in “The 
Hollow Men,” said always falls between the imagination and the reality. 
Magical poetics does not work by traditional representation; magical words and 
acts do not represent, imitate, or symbolize some event or presence outside 
themselves. They are themselves the event and the presence. The now of art 
takes over. Art, of course, may carry with it magical meanings not pointed to 
either connotatively or denotatively by words; these meanings are linked to the 
words by events and actions that join them, not by the signifying transparence of 
language. Indeed, to make language function magically, it must regain its 
opacity, refuse transparency, and live in its own instant.  

From Artaud’s restoration of the active immediate to art, language, and 
theater, a huge range of contemporary theater took its life. Examples are the 
Andrei Serban production for LaMama of The Trojan Women, which followed 
Artaud’s prescription of surrounding the audience with actions and events of 
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which they had to be part themselves, jockeying for position in order to see, 
rather than remaining placidly and passively in immobile theater seating. Judith 
Malina and Julian Beck of The Living Theater took a similar approach; such 
works as The Brig and The Connection were pure Artaud, along with a golden 
age of other such productions as They Put Handcuffs on the Flowers, Marat / 
Sade, Insulting the Audience, and a production I saw in Brussels of Kaddish 
staged on nets over the audience’s heads. 

Nor must Artaud’s poetics be limited to theater. Digital media are singularly 
suited to a magical poetics in which the text becomes material and interposes its 
living event between the reader and whatever signified she might hope to find it 
pointing to outside itself. This is the intellectual framework within which I 
constructed the digital version of the novel I’ve been reworking from its 1970’s 
conceptual art / installation / Theater of Cruelty / performance art origins. 
 

Street 1 
 

The Liebermann Catalog is an interactive prose-poem-novel in multi-media 
CD-ROM format. This family saga interweaves the lives of its members through 
the posthumous retrospective exhibit and catalogue raisonné of the works of 
Fred (originally Friedrich) Liebermann, a conceptual artist. In a virtual art 
gallery the reader/ spectator walks through the eight rooms of Liebermann’s art, 
that correspond to eight chapters of his life (his “Meat Period,” his “Glass 
Period,” etc.). 
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Gallery 1 

 
The retrospective offers information contained in biographical posters, a battery 
of art criticism by the curator and others, journals and letters of the artist and his 
family, references to other works of imaginary scholarship and to the history of 
the times, an exhaustive tour of what Rilke called “the unlived life of which we 
die.”3 Actually, we are not in a gallery at all, but, it becomes apparent, in the 
mind of Fred Liebermann, re-imagining his life in the terminal stages of 
dementia, in a nursing home where he refuses to engage in the art therapy 
offered him. 

The novel is based on and draws upon videotaped documentations of its 
earlier realizations as performance and conceptual art installations, shown 
between 1970 and 1995. The Catalog engages, self-reflexively, with virtuality 
as both theme and method. Liebermann, in his “real” life, yielding to family 
pressure, committed himself neither to the woman who filled his heart nor to the 
art that filled his mind. And because Liebermann was a conceptual artist, he in 
fact made none of the works in the virtual retrospective. What he made, or 
thought of making, were the ideas for these works, their titles and descriptions, 
each of which functions not as a metaphor for an event in his life or even for the 
effect it produced in his emotions and psyche, but as the sole Artaudian act that 
embodies those events.  
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Stress Patterns 1 

 
The works themselves, as the titles and descriptions present them, function 

both as an anthology of conceptual art theory and practice, as a parody-critique, 
and as tribute to the thinking behind that movement.  

Competing narrations are present on the walls of the virtual gallery, in 
addition to that of Liebermann himself, as contained both in the art and in his 
journal commenting on it:  
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Gallery 2 

 
one is the “cookbook raisonné” of his sister, Aurelia, who while remaining 
vigorously contemptuous of the artist and of his work, lived a life as “unlived” 
as her brother’s. Another is a set of memoirs by the artist’s friend, Judge Ira 
Muldoon, whom Aurelia loved in their youth, and whose marriage proposal she 
refused because she underestimated his capacity for future success. He became, 
however, a successful gangland lawyer, then a judge, and ultimately the virtual 
or imaginary patron of Fred’s art. Still another narrative is in the collection of 
erotic game cards created for Fred by Sophia “Rosie” Roselimo, his secretary, 
whom he secretly married but never dared to acknowledge, and with whom he 
never dared to live openly in marriage, for fear of his sister’s wrath. Their 
marriage was therefore “virtual” as well.  

Recorded voices of the two Liebermanns and of their siblings as both adults 
and children echo through the gallery as we tour it. Childhood taunts and 
quarrels materialize suddenly from loudspeakers. In addition, the warring voices 
of art historians, journalists, and critics, debate whether it was really the artist, 
Fred Liebermann, who made none of the works on exhibit in the gallery, or 
whether it was not, instead, as feminists insist, his sister Aurelia who, in the 
time honored fashion of a woman overwhelmed first by family responsibility 
and later by breast cancer, made none of the works on exhibit. Alternate 






