From Pandora’s Box to Black Box
1956: Panofsky – Barthes – Bateson
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“The theory of art is the description of the origin of artworks.”

Alfred Andersch, Die Blindheit des Kunstwerks (The Blindness of Art) (1956)

Not only the arts but also other social and media-related contexts are currently concerned with the question of how the communication of communication as a special, aesthetic manner of speaking functions or more specifically: how communication works as an ambivalent and paradoxical aesthetic form of expression. Presuming that modern communication reveals as much as it hides, there is an obvious reference to Pandora’s Box. This complex dual symbol is the perfect embodiment of evil and hope, and of knowledge and the compulsion to gain further insights. The historian Olaf Breidbach recently used the following rhetorical question in order to express this concept: “What do we know of the world apart from the image that we have of it?” Those who communicate today cannot ignore Pandora’s Box. By definition the technologies used for communication are undefined. In this context, Stephan Heidenreich talks about “empty technologies”. The data selected and the memory used for storing make no difference to the communicated meaning. Today news and knowledge, that is liable to inspire others, develop by means of the communication of this information’s forms. This is where changes can be seen.  
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(image source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandora%27s_Box_%28film%29
poster advertising the 1929 silent film, “Pandora’s Box” by G.W. Pabst)

“No myth is more familiar than that of Pandora, none perhaps has been so completely misunderstood. Pandora is the first woman, the beautiful mischief; she opens a forbidden box, out comes every evil that flesh is heir to; hope only remains. The box of Pandora is proverbial, and that is the more remarkable as she never had a box at all.” This quotation from an essay by Jane Harrison, which was published in 1900, can be found at the beginning of Dora and Erwin Panofsky’s slender volume Pandora’s Box. It appeared in 1956 as number LII of the Bollingen Series. In 1992 it was published in German with an instructive epilogue by Peter Krumme.
Dora and Erwin Panofsky reconstructed the semantic changes that Pandora’s Box underwent from the Middle Ages to Classic Modernism. This symbol is the perfect embodiment of a cognitive medium: the mythical duplication of an understanding that is the result of the communication between legend and (pictorial) tradition, and between the use and reflection of a hidden knowledge of the unknown. Seen from a historical point of view, 1956 proved to be a very productive and inspiring year for the arts.
In September 1956 Roland Barthes concluded his essay Der Mythos heute (Myth Today) by systematically defining the communicative paradox of a mythical manner of speaking: “The signifier of myth presents itself in an ambiguous way: it is at the same time meaning and form, full on one side and empty on the other. (…) In the meaning, a signification is already built, and could very well be self-sufficient if myth did not take hold of it and did not turn it suddenly into an empty, parasitical form. The meaning is already complete …When it becomes form, the meaning leaves its contingency behind; it empties itself, it becomes impoverished, history evaporates, only the letter remains. (…) Its form is empty but present, its meaning absent but full.” Communication functions because “that which is a sign (…) in the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the second.” According to Barthes, the myth “(shifts) the formal system of the first significations sideways.” The “language-object”, as Barthes calls language, is developed from the “metalanguage” of myth. At the same time, the signifier of myth creates “a second language, in which one speaks about the first.”
 Barthes is, in fact, describing a “distinction” between two language systems which is paradoxical in itself because it is “connecting”. He arrives at this definition by reconstructing the different functionality of these systems as a signifier of myth on the one hand and as a signifier of language on the other hand.
The best way to communicate successfully today is to invent a new format. In a format, different forms of content are interrelated in disturbing relationships thus generating a certain short-lived effect of novelty. The disadvantage of a self-chosen format is obvious. After a certain amount of time, any format ages – and must be replaced by a new one. Above all, communication today means being replaceable.
Communication is the formally empty transmission of form and format with a view to further developments. Communication means avoiding the threat of communicative stagnation at all costs – and reflecting the changes in a language which has become communicative. Successful communication inspires more imaginable possibilities and alternatives than communication which merely controls itself. The form used for communication increasingly determines the content which is defined by its contextuality.
This leads to the question of how a previous disclosure is replaced by a communicable form. After being replaced by the current context, the meaning now shows which elements were chosen and how. This results in a change in previous reflections. Today the context is the myth of a current form. While one part of a distinction remains undefined, the other is defined in such a way that current successive communication is possible.
Confusion gives rise to a further series of observations which correspond with previous occurrences in a non-functional way thus keeping the space between the context and its current update open. Every kind of confusion creates a gap between the present and the perception of subsequent moments. Observation shows that it is possible to manoeuvre between several options in a non-functional, in other words, in a confusing way, and that it is necessary to accept the resulting fictions in this situation. 
This kind of communication defines the leeway that develops as the result of “the assumption of an under-defined world”, to use Dirk Baecker’s words. At the same time, the constraints that arise when choosing from the abundance of possible vacant spaces must be taken into account. Communication works by enabling a “double bind” – it forces us to express the way in which things could continue without having to determine the contents.
It is possible to publish texts, to communicate ideas and also to express the boredom felt in these pointless times. Communication means observing the way in which one deals with freedom of choice.
Communication functions and it provides us with the choice of actively anticipating its fictionalisation. However, the following statement applies particularly to communication: “because I cannot look into the future I have to make a decision” (Norbert Bolz, Die ungeliebte Freiheit (Unloved Freedom), Munich 2010) – and I know that my decision will be replaceable if other means of communication options are still available. Today communication increasingly means knowing how to continue in a new way and also knowing how to apply this knowledge.
The approach towards personal and unfamiliar, and chosen and experienced communication also intensifies especially when the available options contradict one another. This can result in unforeseeable structural paradoxes.

Gregory Bateson also published his famous essay Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia in 1956. In this text Bateson examined the consequences resulting from the case of a schizophrenic who could not distinguish between literal and metaphorical speech. In other words: the schizophrenic experienced reality without being able to distinguish between communication and metacommunication. In his subsequent studies, Bateson developed his so-called Double Bind Theory. Similar to Panofsky’s Pandora’s Box, this theory leads to two directions of an applied aesthetic form of communication. The result is an insight into the new power of fictionalisation and the old narcissism of apparently boundless creativity, and also the ability to develop and maintain an image of freedom by transferring the form of communication to a fiction, in other words, to a formal model of an as if.
When something reminds us of something else which does not yet exist, we experiment with new possibilities. As if – communication manifests itself as a place in which the memory of Pandora’s Box constantly seems to reconnect with the activating metaphor of the Black Box. Assuming that, as Peter Sloterdijk once said, the intellectual history of incomprehension is embodied in the Black Box and that Pandora’s Box was a kind of pre-modern prototype, then it is possible to attempt a more extensive examination of the contents of these two boxes.
First and foremost, communication would consist of the freedom of combining the art of organising selected information with a historical sphere of fiction in such a way that knowledge could develop into a new form of self-application. New would mean a form of communication that would make itself known in this way, that would pretend not to be fiction at all. However, that is another story.
The fact that Paul Radin’s extensive examination The Trickster appeared in 1956 of all years seems to confirm that a kind of birth of communication emanating from the spirit of its ambiguity occurred during this year. The Trickster is a creature of transformation which changes its positions, a medium between gods and mortals which transmutes and surprises, enchants and deludes, sees through things and deflects – in other words – communicates.
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