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Art and culture; recreation and entertainment are quite different things, but they are so related 

that they are often spoken of in the same breath. And indeed, it is difficult to determine where art 

ends and recreation or entertainment begin, and exactly how these all fit into what is nebulously 

referred to as culture. They do share certain similarities, however, most fundamentally that these 

activities are expressions of impulses which have no other outlet, and often are pursued entirely 

for the pleasure of doing them and not for practical gain. It is this impracticality that causes their 

value to be contentious.  

 

The role of these kinds of pursuits has varied considerably throughout history and in different 

cultures, and is variously regarded by different individuals now. Many people consider ballet, 

poetry, opera, or classical music to be useless, pretentious frills, without which society could 

well function. Others may think that football, soccer, auto racing, golf, chess, or basketball are 

complete wastes of time. Still others view watching movies and TV, as escapes from reality - 

fantasy not worthy of responsible adults. That one person's passion is another person's trivial 

pastime is a measure of the egocentric perspectives of most of us. All of these activities are, from 

the practical standpoint, equally useless: None directly provides air, food, water, safety, shelter 

from the elements, clothing, medical care, or any of the other goods and services needed for 

sustaining life. However, for the enjoyment of life they are indispensable. Their value lay in the 

exercise of mental and physical abilities which may not be called upon in the absolutely 

necessary operations of life that do provide the basics. This is their value to those who actively 

participate, and to those who watch or listen, any and all are forms of interested relaxation - 

entertainment.  

 

Their existence serves to stimulate responses within us that cannot better be stimulated through 

other activities, and in that sense they expand our capabilities. This is one of the essential 

ingredients for the advancement of humanity; that we successfully learn to provide for our needs 

at one level, are then freed to devote more of our time to other pursuits, and in so doing 

transform the world to another level of existence. Principles of law, government, economics, 

science, medicine, philosophy, religion, and virtually every other body of thought could not have 

developed until basic needs of life were met to a degree that allowed sufficient leisure for idle 

thought. It is the degree to which a society has fulfilled its most basic operations, permitting a 

greater portion of time by more of its members to be devoted these nonessential activities, that 

some consider a measure of the success or sophistication of a society.   

 

 

 



It is the sum of these activities and the manner in which they manifest themselves that constitute 

a great part of what is commonly described as culture. Of course these are not the only measures 

by any means, for culture manifests itself in virtually every human endeavor, from religious 

beliefs to political organizations to product design. 

 

Let's take a look at some of the major divisions of the arts and briefly comment on their place in 

the scheme of things, and consider what developments the future may hold. Let's start with 

Literature. I believe I can state, with reasonable confidence that some form of literature exists in 

the culture of all peoples capable of communication and symbolic representation of thoughts. All 

known civilizations have literary traditions that were borne out of the need, not only for self-

expression - to tell a story - but also to pass on information; to tell others what happened, and in 

that sense, early literature was inseparable from history, and to some extent, still provides 

insights into the historical periods during which material was written. Stories vary in merit, of 

course, based on the talent of the storyteller, and it is this distinction of excellence that is part of 

the criteria for literature. Our literature consists chiefly of written records, documenting 

essentially private personal commentaries. There are jointly authored books, of course, but even 

these usually are written with but a single voice. For multiple voices to appear, each with distinct 

and definable characters, but in an objective rather than subjective context, we turn to drama. 

However, other forms of literary expression are possible, and perhaps some will develop, due in 

part from our technological advances in communications: Narrative writing could be a collective 

process in which conversation and ideas are presented as discourse among several people with no 

dominant writer's voice. This form of writing is usually used for interviews and journalistic 

reporting, but it is conceivable that a hybrid form, something between a play and a novel could 

be effective - one in which all characters contribute subjective narrative.  

 

Another possibility, rarely exploited, is that literature can be interactive, just as video games and 

sports are. The reader (participant?) may interact with the story, altering it with their responses, 

making the act of reading a collaboration with the author(s), in effect, making the readers part 

authors. Reading (or participating) in the story would become part of a continual creation in 

which the outcome was affected by those who had partaken of the experience, leaving their 

lasting mark on the constantly changing product. About the only thing we have in contemporary 

society that approaches this additive process is graffiti. Serious literary works are highly 

egocentric and protected from alteration. But computer technology that can allow contribution, 

not just consumption, by all who use it might spin off all kinds of participatory and 

interdisciplinary hybrid genres. Chat rooms, now mostly a novelty, could develop into more 

meaningful, continually changing documents.     

 

We do have other kinds of artistic endeavors that meld the talents of many into a single outcome: 

symphonic orchestra performances, opera productions, and theatrical movies are three examples. 

However even with these, which may include the talents of hundreds (or thousands, in the case 

of films), the vision is clearly from a single perspective, and all participating individuals 

contribute only that which supports the single view.  

 

 

 

 



There is a paradox here; our culture, which gives considerable authority to the individual, 

requires sublimation in joint ventures, while some other cultures, that are more collective and 

mutual in more of their operations, allow more equality in joint projects without the need for a 

central controlling authority, liberating the act of creation.       

 

One last observation about matters of letters . . . It is almost too obvious to state that technology 

strongly influences the nature of art. But consider that the development of written language itself 

arose, in large part, because there was no other means of recording the thoughts of individuals or 

the conversations of many. Undoubtedly, the earliest symbols were simple lines or marking in 

the soil that developed into the products of our modern word processors (ironic that microchips 

are little more that purified sand). But if a means of directly recording the voice, as we now have, 

had existed in primitive times, there would have been little need for graphic representation of 

words or ideas. Perhaps alphabets never would have developed. Even now, we may be heading 

towards a future in which written words will be far fewer and recorded or synthesized voices 

more common. The incredible rise in popularity of books on tape is some indicator of things that 

may be to come. There are obvious advantages: they are cheaper to reproduce (although not 

cheaper to produce initially - using human readers - but with improving synthesized voices, that 

too may change), they can be listened to anywhere in the room, while doing other things - even 

driving in a car, and are a boon to those whose eyesight is poor, or for those who cannot read. If 

this medium of communicating words ever dominates, will it mean the end of literature as a 

written discipline? Will graphic representation be used mostly for depiction of images, such as 

those now used in multilingual environments? Will it be the end of literacy as we have so long 

defined it? Would that even be such a bad thing? For written text is only a convenience, and if 

something more convenient comes along, why not use it?     

 

Even without this kind of revolution, the possibility now exists for the development of 

verbal/literary creations by direct acoustic means without the intermediate graphic symbols of 

writing. Collective discussions - improvisations of a sort - falling somewhere in between parlor 

games, theater, and debates, with broad rules governing their progress, could exist as a 

consumable form of literature. We have a musical art form - jazz - that operates exactly this way. 

Such an arrangement for literary creations may function on many levels: as literature, 

entertainment, public commentary, news, and personal emotional therapy. While this may seem 

strange, given our history of the written word, certain fairly new forms of entertainment within 

our media culture are functionally similar: audience participation/call-in radio and TV talk 

shows, while sensationalist in nature, nevertheless do represent a sampling of the attitudes and 

values of those participating. They apparently function as emotional and intellectual outlets for 

many who seem to have few other means of expression open to them.  

Furthermore, they are useful indicators of the attitudes of at least that segment of the population 

that takes part, and may resonate through a larger audience. And although the topics discussed 

are chosen by the producers to be as provocative as possible, and little of enduring value is ever 

created in the melee, one can imagine that if planned and coordinated to a higher level of 

discourse, much useful thought might be distilled.  

 

 

 

 



One arena, controlled by strict rules of presentation, on which we rely to forge meaningful 

conclusions and establish lasting precedent from collective efforts, is the trial procedure of our 

legal system.   

 

Music serves many functions in modern society, ranging from elaborate presentations that are 

given undivided attention, to popular music, listened to obliquely on car, office and home radios 

to "elevator music" which is not really intended to be listened to at all, but simply serves as 

atmosphere in business offices and restaurants. Music may be thought of as a rather continuous 

contributor to the decor or ambience of an environment, in which case the aspect of form, so 

important to art music created as an aural edifice - a single creation with a beginning, middle and 

conclusion, is not important. In many respects, eastern musics follow this philosophy, but that 

has not been our tradition in western Eurocentric art music. It has been, in part, the advent of 

recording, with the abundance of available music at any place at any time, that has  led to its 

relegation to sonic decor status in many circumstances.   

 

Like literature, there seems to be some kind of sonic expression in every culture. Rhythm is the 

most fundamental element of music. Melody, harmony, and timbrel variety are certainly 

important contributors to a full musical experience, however rhythm alone can be complex and 

satisfying. Various forms of folk music and even contemporary popular music have little of the 

harmonic richness, melodic interest, or timbrel variety of cultivated concert music, yet seem to 

provide completely satisfying experiences for many. It is often assumed that the earliest musical 

expressions among primitive humans were the beatings on something common in the 

environment - a log, animal carcass, the ground - with something equally common: stick, bone, 

or hand. And of course, musical vocalizations also are only the slightest extension of emotional 

cries, whether joyful or mournful, so it=s anybody=s guess how and when the two merged.  

 

Also like literature, written music is a recent development in what must have been for long 

periods before, an aural tradition. Again, the technology that came first was used - writing and 

printing. There is an obvious parallel between speech and writing, and music and musical 

notation: both are graphic representations of sounds. The technology that impacts one will, to 

some extent, impact the other.  

 

We are accustomed to most of our music being a product of ensembles.  But in a different world, 

the uninterrupted playing of a single individual either improvising or performing planned works 

may come to be the highest form of musical art. Already, synthesizers and samplers have 

"downsized" the number of musicians required for orchestral sounds in many film scores, much 

television advertising, and even elevator music. Will this be the end of large orchestras for art 

music?   

 

Perhaps, but not in the foreseeable future. However, the economics are undeniable, and even 

with combinations of public funding and private sources, maintaining large musical 

organizations is a struggle. Certainly, for the routine programming of original music, the day of 

the large ensemble has passed. To remain economically viable, most municipal orchestras have 

had to become sonic museums@ that program only the music of the past, with which the majority 

of their audiences are familiar.  

 



This supplanting of the many by the power afforded, through technology, to the individual is not 

new. Witness the revolution that took place in the performance practices in churches throughout 

Europe as pipe organs progressed in power and sophistication, and allowed a single player to 

create majestic music that previously required massive choirs and instrumental accompanists.  

The piano too, revolutionized music, particularly in the everyday environment. It was to the 19th 

century what the radio and stereo have been to the 20th - a means of bringing music into the 

home.  

 

What will be the revolution of the 21st century? At this point, it appears as though the trend 

toward music created solely by individuals through electronic/digital means will increase in 

sophistication and potential until it rivals the quality of that produced collectively. However, the 

Internet will increasingly link individuals, permitting collaborative efforts, and afford individuals 

and groups new means of distributing their works. So just as new collaborative forms of 

literature may arise, so too may the collective creation of music be transformed. Add to this mix, 

the infusion of cultural influences from around the world that most western musicians are little 

familiar with, but with which they will become increasingly aware, the power of computer 

programs to assist in the compositional process, and the future looks interesting indeed. This 

"democracy" that technology affords may not elevate the quality, however. Look at the precedent 

established by the electric guitar and rock and roll . . .     

    

One of the major distinctions between arts such as literature, drama, music and dance, and those 

such as painting and sculpture, is that the latter exist in a static state while the former take place 

over time; they are temporal arts which rely on anticipation and memory for the sense of form 

they create. Various written symbols can serve to preserve the instructions for recreating the 

event, and newer technologies such as film, audio and video recording, and digital computer 

technologies can preserve the actual event. But painting and sculpture are lasting records in 

themselves. They require no further technology (except perhaps to prevent decay and 

deterioration) for them to remain a lasting part of the cultural environment. In this sense, both are 

more akin to building and architecture than are the other arts. For this reason, much of what we 

understand about vanished cultures is learned from their physical artifacts.   

 

Sculpture for its own sake is closely related to more applied arts involved in the design of 

functional, everyday items. Painting too shares a functional aspect, for before video cameras and 

photographic processes, drawing, painting, and printmaking were the only means of 

documenting visual images. In more primitive societies, the functional aspects of these arts were 

indistinguishable from the aesthetic.  

As technology progressed and other methods supplanted these arts for functional purposes, they 

grew more abstract and were liberated to become pure expressions of thought and feeling, with 

no need to be representational.  

 

Paradoxically, the photo imaging processes that replaced painting and engraving as means of 

accurately representing real images are being subverted to serve artistic impulses.  The need for 

creative people to add something of their own expressions is strong, and so we have seen just, in 

the last hundred years of photographic processes, the extraordinary range of artistic statements 

made through a medium that is fundamentally realistic, and that has the power to be almost 

completely representational. And the newer imaging processes that use computer digital 



technology have even greater potential for manipulation; to generate images that seem 

completely representational, but in fact, are not.  Look at the examples of extraordinarily realistic 

- looking scenes of recent movies that depict events that never took place. And this is being done 

with techniques that are barely decades old, if that! We can imagine that decades or centuries in 

the future, with increasingly sophisticated advances in virtual reality, the distinctions of reality 

and synthesized experience may become difficult to determine for some purposes.   

 

In contemporary life, arts of all kinds are mostly associated with secular enterprise, individual or 

corporate. But this was not always so - and may not be in the future. History has witnessed shifts 

in power and influence from individual rulers, to religious individuals and institutions, to 

collective governmental structures, to democratic republics. These changes in the vestment of 

social control is by no means linear, with a clear direction of 'progress" that cannot return to 

some prior arrangements or some combinations of them. Just within our own country in the last 

several decades, we have seen governmental authority diminish and that of private sector 

institutions increase. We may well see a rise in dominance of religious institutions, and the arts 

then would serve those tenets, and not be deflected by the commercial pressures that so influence 

the arts today. Any of the arts might achieve an extra dimension of social importance by being 

allied with religion or even some other concentrations of power and authority.  Artists may be 

considered something like priests or shamans, with supernatural significance associated with 

artistic vision. It is thought that the early cave drawings of Cro-Magnon people arose out of a 

need to visualize successful hunting expeditions (if this is the case, then they predated the 

visualization techniques used by contemporary sports psychologists), give thanks to the gods, or 

for some other spiritual or superstitious purpose. Visual arts have long been a vital part of 

religious tradition and even today musical expressions of holy ideals are an integral part of many 

religious rites. It may be that these associations will become more intimate in the future.   

 

Physical outlets and expressions are no less important than mental ones, and there are many areas 

in which these seemingly different kinds of activities share similar features. Play and games have 

always been a part of every culture and this need seems to be a trait that is not only human, but 

one that is held by many other animals as well.  

 

 

 

There is almost always some competitive element to games and sporting activities and this not 

surprising, since in the primitive sense, this kind of play serves to develop skills that directly bear 

on survival: Hunting, combat, pursuit, escape, endurance, agility, concentration, heightened 

awareness, are all mental states and physical aptitudes that have practical uses in more primitive 

cultures. Like art, these were once more closely associated with practical everyday actions than 

is now the case. In a sense, sporting and recreational activities are vestigial; they keep active, 

abilities which have little actual use in contemporary society. Social development often precedes 

biological adaptation, however, and so in many ways we remain biologically better suited to a 

less civilized and more active circumstance than many of us actually experience. In this respect, 

sports and athletic recreation serve a vital function: to keep our bodies in tune and provide an 

escape from stresses that have no outlets in civilized society.    

 

 



Will forms of physical recreation continue to reflect more primitive activities? Perhaps not, for it 

seems that in matters of personal fitness and body development, the regimens now followed by 

many exercise enthusiasts are driven more by health concerns and cosmetic fashion, than by the 

urge to duplicate activities once used in functional primitive activities. The engineering of a 

bewildering array of highly specialized exercise devices has become a pseudo science in itself. In 

past times, physical appearance was strongly influenced by one=s profession: The kind of 

muscular development, the pattern of tanning, the location of calluses all were clues, to the 

observant, of a person's trade. Contemporary urbanites now can select their muscular exercise to 

suit their particular personal health or appearance goals, not the other way around.  

 

But this is the case only with personal exercise. When it comes to the entertainment value of 

athletic activity, it seems that the revival of primitive abilities on athletic playing fields is still an 

important part of the sports spectacle.  However, our events are becoming tamer. Our appetite for 

savage behavior, at least as demonstrated by live participants, is losing favor. Few of us would 

like to witness the kind of brutality that was the mainstay of the Roman Circuses. Even boxing, 

which by its very nature is solely combative, with no pretense to any kind of game or objective, 

is much less brutal than 100 years ago. We still have a need to vicariously experience pursuit, 

flight from danger, combat, and victory. But these needs are increasing met by the fantasy of 

film and the illusions that can be created, not by witnessing actual conflict.  Perhaps in the future, 

and the not too distant future, entertainment and exercise can be joined in cinematic/virtual 

reality experiences in which the spectator can participate. This would be a logical melding, since 

these two industries - spectator sports and film and television - are the two major pastimes of the 

publics of most major industrialized societies.     

 

Whatever developments in art, culture, recreation, and entertainment await us; whatever else 

they may be or become, they probably will continue to be, at least to some degree, vestiges of the 

past which are physiologically and psychologically useful, and serve to maintain emotional 

bonds with our past selves.  

 
 


