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their effort continues to have an effect, albeit in a slightly disguised 
form. Yet, it is still unclear what this approach is able to achieve and 
what it is good for. Obviously, it is good for something but not for cre-
ativity, I believe. One can fake creativity with it, and one can also 
deceive oneself and take the fake for the real thing. 
TE:    Yes, reading such a product generated by means of probability 
may give you similar esthetic experiences as reading a text written by 
a person. Yet, this is a consequence of the esthetic attitude with which 
the reader approaches and unfolds the text, and not a consequence 
of the text surface as such or of properties of the generating process. 
OW:  Once we have a chess program like Deep Blue, chess ceases to be 
an intellectual challenge. It will certainly continue as a sport, but there 
will be no further thought about how humans play chess, I guess. 
Obviously, Deep Blue proves that surface processes suffice to bring 
somebody who knows how to play chess to attribute depth to the 
machine. Kasparov, for example, the world’s best chess player at that 
time, who nevertheless lost to Deep Blue, believed that his own 
thought was deep, and he also attributed “depth” to some moves by 
the machine. He thus was convinced that the machine was literally 
thinking, even though he knew how it worked technically. Nonethe-
less, he was inclined to say: “Yes, the machine does exactly what I do.” 
And yet it doesn’t. 
 
 
The stream of consciousness 
 
TE:    There is probably a similarity to automatic or algorithmic text and 
art production. What about the text der vogel singt by Konrad Bayer? 
Is it true that you did its mathematical blueprint? 
OW:  Yes. Bayer asked me to do it after he had sketched out what he 
wanted. But it is clear that the quasi mechanically created text was 
only a rough draft, to which Bayer then added the highlights. His basic 
idea was definitely a constellation in the astronomical sense. His 
vision of the machine was connected to Ramon Lull and Giordano 

Wiener_KERN_engl_PRINT.qxp_Layout 1  08.05.23  12:53  Seite 15

just this: to be neutralized by an effort on the viewer’s part. [...] The 
maker is thus superfluous and his intention, if any, non-authoritative.”1 
TE:    Outsourcing texts to blueprints, algorithms, or mathematical 
principles could be viewed as a complementary or the backside of 
this kind of automatic text production, e.g., the “methodical inven-
tionism” of Marc Adrian,2 who applied formal principles to generate 
texts from a stock of words to be manipulated externally. There had 
been similar attempts within the Vienna Group as well. 
OW:  Yes, these came from me. In a simpler form, Gerhard Rühm had 
achieved this already with his permutations, and I with my constella-
tions. So it was obvious to further mathematize and complicate these 
attempts, which showed itself in the guise of texts such as “bissen 
brot” by Gerhard Rühm and Konrad Bayer.3 This is an effective poem, 
I think. Then I realized that one could do similar texts by applying the 
theory and method of Claude Elwood Shannon, who had combined 
words by their probability. Shannon generated letter sequences 
according to probabilities of letters in natural language. At first glance, 
these sequences looked like letter salads. But if you then added the 
next letter of the statistics, it already sounded a bit like English, and 
so on and so forth. Eventually, the sequences became more and more 
like English, although the more English they become, the more banal 
they also get, of course. 
TE:    Had you heard of the German computer scientist Theo Lutz’s sim-
ilar experiments on Konrad Zuse’s Z22 computer at roughly the same 
time? Or of the so called “autopoems” Gerhard Stickel produced on 
an IBM 7090? 
OW:  No, I didn’t know these. 
TE:    He came from the circle around Max Bense. 
OW:  Max Bense annoyed me because of both his clear commitment 
to behaviorism and his belief in cybernetic esthetics, which is basi-
cally an esthetics of probability. I assume that efforts like these also 
had deeper, hitherto misunderstood facets, and a critical intelligentsia 
should scrutinize them and then write a monograph beginning with 
Shannon via Abraham Moles and Max Bense to Helmar Frank, etc. For 
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satisfy me. A true artist, I believe, would have been content with it. I 
was very receptive to moods and affects though. But they just weren’t 
enough; I wanted to know more clearly what we could discover 
behind this wall we tried to break through. In the process, I acquired 
new knowledge without realizing it. I read a lot. So during this phase, 
I took notice of a few authors’ names for the first time — Spinoza, for 
instance. During these years, the first half of the 1950s, the founda-
tions of my thought were laid, not very solidly but at least sketchily. 
For me, the main conflict, as I once wrote, was this: “On the one hand, 
one could cancel out the effect [of making or receiving art] by com-
prehensively explaining the mechanisms involved; this knowledge 
made it possible to contrive and create effects at will, relativizing one’s 
own heightened emotion and making the manipulator proof against 
manipulation. On the other hand, one must intensify the effect of art 
as far as humanly possible [...]. [T]his dichotomy led to wild oscilla-
tions between mentalist philosophy and behaviorism. Naïveté dic-
tated the following compromise. In the 1950s I turned myself into a 
fanatical artist, because I regarded art as the supreme means of gain-
ing knowledge. Art was experimental, because its varying effects on 
others, and above all on myself, could be observed and could thus give 
rise to hypotheses concerning the underlying mechanisms. [...] [I]t 
was possible to have both emotion and insight, and (this was the apo-
theosis of ’self-referentiality,’ the ubiquitous slogan that had by then 
supplanted Hegel’s notion of ’synthesis’) emotion through insight. [...] 
It was not until the 1970s that I realized that [André] Breton’s program 
(not his results) had anticipated one aspect of our work. If Surrealism 
is a ‘pure psychic automatism, whereby one seeks to express, in writ-
ing or by any other means, the true process of thought,’ then in a sense 
I was looking for the same thing. The ’true process of thought’ had as 
far as possible to be documented. However, the art work was not the 
documentation. It was not about the process of ’expressing’ anything 
— indeed, that process was the problematic thing — but about observ-
ing the impression made by the given text [...]. Art as understanding, 
understanding as art. The role of the art work in the art process is now 
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First contacts with music and writing in the 1950s 
 

TE:   The three conversations in this book are supposed to document 
your intellectual development from the late 1950s and early 1960s 
until today. This one deals with your early phase as a poet and as an 
artist. What made you as a young man want to become a musician and 
a poet? Did you only have intrinsically artistic goals — to create inno-
vative poetry, for instance? Did you want to add to the historic devel-
opment of poetry? Or did you also have external goals relating to what 
art and poetry should develop into? 
OW:  If I had an external goal, it was only a metaphysical one. At that 
time I was a quite naïve philosopher of mind. Unraveling the mystery 
of consciousness — this was our ultimate goal. To this end, we hoped 
to gain insights and clues via poetry. I understood the question of con-
sciousness to be beyond the reach of science, and this made me a 
fierce adversary of science right from the start. I invested a lot of time 
convincing myself of the idea that science is nothing but bullshit and 
a huge disaster. 
TE:   To which the alternative would be art? 
OW:  I didn’t formulate my goals that clearly. Rather, I had the vague 
feeling that any possible breakthrough would come through art. 
Somehow we had to penetrate this blurry wall, and we did not really 
wonder much about what would loom behind it. 
TE:   Could you really separate your goals as neatly as you later 
claimed, namely that your work followed two tendencies in parallel 
or maybe against each other — toward the goal of intensifying sensa-
tion and experience through art on the one hand, and toward the goal 
of better understanding the mechanisms of consciousness through 
art and poetry on the other? 
OW:  The latter rather came by itself, so that I didn’t realize it at first. 
At one point it became clear, of course, that I myself belonged to those 
people, whom I attacked with my criticism of science. In the end, I 
too wanted to understand in the sense of what I today call clear under-
standing. I didn’t seek emotional understanding, which simply didn’t 
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