Tate Modern’s Electric Dreams reveals how 1960s art-tech pioneers anticipated today’s AI creativity debates
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In the rapidly evolving landscape of contemporary art, a retrospective look at past innovations can illuminate current debates surrounding technology, creativity, and authorship. The ongoing exhibition at Tate Modern, titled Electric Dreams: Art and Technology Before the Internet, encapsulates this exploration by showcasing seminal works from the 1950s to the early 1990s, where artists ingeniously wed technology and creativity.
At the heart of this movement is the pioneering initiative called Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), established in the 1960s. This collaboration between artists and engineers at Bell Telephone Laboratories brought together innovative minds like Robert Rauschenberg, John Cage, and Lucinda Childs, working alongside engineers to create transformative art. According to Julia Martin, who spoke at a 2013 conference, the essence of this collaboration lay not in blurring the lines between art and engineering but in valuing the synergy between the two disciplines. “The fundamental thing is what the artist wants to do, and then, finding the technology to make it possible,” she elaborated, underscoring the seamless partnership necessary for artistic innovation.
Among the iconic results of this collaboration were performances held during 9 Evenings: Theatre and Engineering in 1966, where artists employed groundbreaking technology such as closed-circuit television and Doppler sonar, marking significant advancements in the use of tech within performance art. This historical context is crucial today, especially as discussions about the impact of artificial intelligence on creativity intensify. The lessons gleaned from past collaborations reveal both the promise and challenges of integrating new technologies into artistic practice.
Valentina Ravaglia, the curator of Electric Dreams, emphasises the necessity of reflecting on how automation has influenced creativity over time. She articulates that artists have been engaging with automation since the dawn of human expression, from prehistoric stencils to contemporary digital artwork. This historical perspective is vital for understanding today’s debates regarding authorship and copyright in an age dominated by algorithmic creativity.
The exhibition also sheds light on various movements, such as New Tendencies and Arte Programmata, which sought to democratise art using scientific methodologies. Artists like Japan’s Hiroshi Kawano and Croatia's Vladimir Bonačić were instrumental in paving the way for computer-assisted art. In highlighting these figures, Ravaglia aims to address a gap in contemporary discourse, noting that many innovators remain underappreciated, despite their significant contributions to what we now consider the digital age.
As the art world grapples with the implications of AI and algorithmic frameworks, Ravaglia points out parallels with historical concerns: “If we look back, we cannot help but notice that the concerns we have today about the impact of automatization on creativity and work in general echo those of the past.” This reflective approach is crucial, particularly in light of the growing fear that automation will displace creative professionals.
While acknowledging the challenges posed by AI, Ravaglia asserts that the issue often lies not within technology itself but in how it is wielded by individuals and corporations. She urges a re-examination of the current narrative that blames technology for the disruption it causes. Instead, understanding the potential for collaboration between creatives and technologists is essential for navigating this paradigm shift.
Electric Dreams not only celebrates past innovations but also serves as a clarion call for contemporary artists and technologists to engage in meaningful dialogues. As the exhibition unfolds at Tate Modern, it reminds us of the enduring relationship between art and technology and the importance of historical awareness in addressing the complexities of today’s creative landscape. Through this lens, visitors are invited to reconsider how the integration of technology can be harnessed to both challenge and enrich artistic expression in the 21st century.
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