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INTRODUCTION

“What a strange chaos is this wide atmosphere we breathe! Every atom, impressed with good and
with ill, retains at once the motions which philosophers and sages have imparted to it, mixed and
combined in ten thousand ways with all that is worthless and base. The air itself is one vast library,
on whose pages are for ever written all that man has ever said or woman whispered. There, in their
mutable but unerring characters, mixed with the earliest, as well as with the latest sighs of
mortality, stand forever recorded, vows unredeemed, promises unfulfilled, perpetuating in the
united movements of each particle, the testimony of man's changeful will.”1
- Charles Babbage

As Hurricane Sandy approached New York City in late October, 2012, the fate of some
1,500 mini DVs, CD-ROMs, and other storage devices archived in Chelsea were not even a blip
on the radar. But with the storm came a storm surge, walls of water several feet high that nearly
wiped clean the archives of Eyebeam Art + Technology.2 Eyebeam, a nonprofit exhibition space
and center for digital experimentation, also serves as a storehouse for documents of new media
art. Its collection ranges from now-defunct media like VHS cassettes to hard drives containing
documents of the organization’s transition to the digital realm.3 Although these media are often
seen as more secure than, for example, paper, the toxic saltwater brought by the storm had
1

Babbage, a pioneer of early information theory, claimed in his Ninth Bridgewater Treatise that air had the innate
ability to archive all the vibrations that passed through its atoms, and therefore that it recorded all human speech
ever uttered. Unscrambling those vibrations to access that speech, in effect finding a way to archive the sounds that
would have been automatically preserved by the air itself, depended on the creation of a highly complicated
mathematical system that even Babbage could not invent. In Charles Babbage, The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise: A
Fragment. (London:John Murray, 1838): 111-112
2

“Eyebeam Resurfaces: The Future of the Digital Archive” Accessed April 1, 2013. http://eyebeam.org/events/
eyebeam-resurfaces-the-future-of-the-digital-archive
3

“About Eyebeam” Accessed April 1, 2013. http://eyebeam.org/about
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destructive potential for Eyebeam’s new media archive; only after weeks of recovery and decontamination efforts were conservators able to salvage some of the works and prepare them for
an eventual transfer to new digital servers. Jonathan Minard, a resident at Eyebeam, cautioned
others to learn from Eyebeam’s experience: “we hope Eyebeam’s recovery will offer a lesson for
other institutions, to secure their archives before the event of a natural disaster or gradual
obsolescence renders their media inaccessible.”4
Nontraditional media present unexpected challenges to safe storage and successful
preservation, especially when those media constitute works of art, themselves contingent on
aesthetic fidelity and expected to consist of original materials. Natural disaster, while perhaps
more violent than most of the processes that lead media such as these to disappear, provides an
apt lens through which to consider the problems inherent in preserving artworks with fragile or
fleeting media. New media art -- art that uses technology produced since the advent of video as
its medium5 --

is especially susceptible to processes of obsolescence and decay that will

determine our ability to access and view the works in question in the coming decades. Because
new media art includes digital art, issues of rapidly obsolescing technology are even more
pressing. A storage device that functions one year may be all but extinct by the end of the next.
A floppy disk can successfully preserve its contents only if we have access to a functioning
floppy disk drive and a computer to which it can connect. And chances are, we don’t.

4

“Hurricane Sandy Highlights the Problem of Digital Archives.” November 20, 2012. http://hyperallergic.com/
60598/eyebeam-hurricane-sandy-flooding/
5

Mark Tribe, a new media artist and historian, says “We locate New Media art as a subset of two broader categories:
Art and Technology and Media art. Art and Technology refers to practices, such as Electronic art, Robotic art, and
Genomic art, that involve technologies which are new but not necessarily media-related. Media art includes Video
art, Transmission art, and Experimental Film -- art forms that incorporate media technologies which by the 1990s
were no longer new. New Media art is thus the intersection of these two domains.” in
“Defining New Media Art.” Accessed April 1, 2013. https://wiki.brown.edu/confluence/display/MarkTribe/New
+Media+Art#NewMediaArt-DefiningNewMediaart
2
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Among the most fragile and challenging of these media is Internet art. Works of Internet
art use the Internet as their medium. They can be composed of unique websites designed by the
artist, of series of exchanges in the form of emails or instant messages, or of interventions on
existing websites. 6 Internet artworks are often variable: they change over time, often as a result
of viewer participation.7 Internet artists code to create new content, but they frequently
appropriate existing websites and services as elements of their works. These works are therefore
dependent on both the interfaces that facilitate running and viewing as well as the continued
operation of the websites or software they appropriate. Should these obsolesce, the works they
house would become inaccessible and lost to future viewers. Although Internet art in and of itself
poses a number of interesting concerns for curators and critics, the seeming imminence of its
disappearance and the question of how it might be rescued from this fate has come to constitute a
significant portion of the current discourse on the medium. The issues brought to the fore by
Internet art -- issues of access, collaboration, democratization, and variability -- are magnified
when considering how attempting to preserve the work could affect those qualities.
Discourse specifically focused on preservation compares Internet art to other subsets of
new media art, and, more often than not, to a group of works described as “variable media art.”8
Variable media art encompasses works with materials that change, or, in some cases, are works
that change because they lack materials; installations with replaceable materials, performance
pieces, and works of video or other electronic media art are types of variable media art, as are
other works that prompt participatory experiences for their viewers. Eyebeam’s experimental
6

Jon Ippolito, “10 Myths of Internet Art,” Leonardo 35 (2002): 486

7

Michael Rush, New Media in Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 2005); 211

8 Alain

Depocas, ed. Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media Approach, ed. (New York: Guggenheim
Museum Publications, 2003)
3
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new media collection consists largely of works we would consider variable. The problems
inherent in preserving works of new media art like those in Eyebeam’s archive extend beyond
the damage caused by hurricanes: not only must conservators safeguard these works against
physical destruction and obsolescence, but they must also try to capture in a preservable form the
ontologically complicated processes that account for the works’ variability.

This thesis seeks to explore, though not necessarily to answer, a single, complicated
question that prompts an infinity of even more complicated ones: how do you prevent, or better
yet, preempt, the disappearance of a work when its medium is already disappearing? The floppy
disk begat the CD-ROM; the CD-ROM begat the flash drive; the flash drive begat the cloud.
Each of these progeny forced its progenitor into technological irrelevance. Such is the narrative
of technological obsolescence we have become accustomed to, the narrative that has thrown
digital archival storage into an existential uproar, a strange chaos. What this neglects, however, is
the very thing that sets Internet art apart from digital photography, digital video, and other forms
of contemporary new media art: it is not stored, it is accessed. From this distinction, we can
begin to understand why seeking an answer to that single question -- how do we preserve
Internet art? -- is not so much a point of departure for extended intellectual inquiry as it is a
decision to cast oneself, headfirst, down the rabbit hole. Getting to the bottom of it is
complicated, but provides the only chance of truly understanding what makes preserving Internet
art so vexing.
When I began this project, I imagined that I would compare Internet art to the so-called
“variable media art” that preceded it. The ephemerality of relational aesthetics and the

4
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immateriality of conceptual art matched those characteristics in Internet art so perfectly that
comparison seemed inevitable. It was. The more I read, the clearer it became that, with the
exception of technical treatises on digital document preservation procedures, conservators and
curators almost unanimously grouped Internet art and variable media art together.9 Internet art
was discussed as a subset of variable media art; after all, Internet art varied, didn’t it? The
prescriptions for preserving variable media art were the same for Internet art, save the digital
storage processes (and those would not be of much help in saving an installation of Felix
Gonzalez-Torres’s candy anyway). I take issue with these suggestions -- the practices for
successfully preserving variable media art that have been shifted on to Internet art by association
-- for although they are radical in their disavowal of the priority of “authentic” materials and the
flexibility they provide for re-presenting a work, they remain highly traditional in ways that
contradict Internet art’s ontological mission. The Internet has always been immaterial, so
preserving materials never was -- never could be! -- a significant concern. Instead, four
characteristics largely unaddressed in variable media preservation suggestions define Internet art,
and thus should take precedence in our re-conceptualization of preservation: display outside of
museums, the lack of an authentic original, real-time functionality, and collaborative authorship.
The notion that there should be an authentic original, that we might expect the viewer to
experience the work in person and in live time brings us to a single work of critical analysis that
9

Perhaps the best example of the ubiquity of this practice is in Permanence through Change: The Variable Media
Approach., in which representatives of the Guggenheim Museum, Walker Art Center, Rhizome.org, Pacific Film
Archive, Franklin Furnace Archives, and Performance Art Festival + Archives discuss issues in preservation as they
pertain either to variable media art or Internet art. The two media are closely linked throughout 130+ page
document. in Depocas, Permanence Through Change
Jon Ippolito, one of the foremost authorities in digital curation and preservation practice devotes a full
chapter of of the six that compose his book At The Edge of Art, to preservation. in Jon Ippolito and Joline Blaise, At
The Edge of Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 2006)
Likewise, a forthcoming book from Ippolito and Richard Rinehart, Re-Collection: New Media and Social
Memory will focus almost entirely on issues of preservation in new media and digital art. “Re-Collection: New
Media and Social Memory.” Accessed April 1, 2013. http://re-collection.net/
5
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has defined our understanding of authenticity and originality for decades. Walter Benjamin’s
1936 “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” grapples with the loss of
authenticity via the destruction of a phenomenological entity he describes as “aura;” this loss
stems from the automatism of photography. The things we consider art change from objects
imbued with some ritual significance, some link to the past, some pure, historical use-value, to
images, deceptive in their mis-representation of reality, that can be (and have been) co-opted in
order to conform to a (fascist) ideological program. Authenticity, as Benjamin writes about it, is a
combination of experiential and ideological purity. Benjamin believes these factors manifest
themselves in the very materials of the art object. The original maintains a fidelity to the viewer’s
experience of its original context; the photographic copy eschews fidelity in favor of its ease of
dissemination.
Contemporary preservation practice rests on Benjamin’s contention that the
mechanically reproduced work of art loses its aura and falls victim to ideological objectives: in
so doing, the work risks inauthenticity, both in the experience it provides its viewer and in its
function within a larger ideological system. The works that Internet art are associated with retain
medium-specific elements; they value display materials from a work’s first exhibition, they
prioritize an ‘original’ performance, they ascribe value to the unadulterated display of an
individual artist’s aesthetic tendencies, and they are exhibited within a gallery or museum. These
traits allow curators and conservators to legitimately assert the existence of some ‘authentic’
work that can be experienced and preserved. Internet art, however, demonstrates none of these
characteristics. I argue that current suggested practices for preserving Internet art and the
frequent comparisons made between Internet art, variable media art, and performance ignore

6
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those characteristics most central to Internet art’s eponymous medium: its place outside the walls
of the traditional museum, its ability to exist in infinite iterations with no ‘original’ taking
priority, its unusual relationship to time, and the ways in which it shatters expectations of single
authorship.That is to say, Internet art cannot fall victim to the ideological and phenomenological
inauthenticity with which Benjamin concerns himself. As such, it escapes Benjamin’s framework
and therefore eludes preservation, not because of the technical difficulties it presents, but rather
because it lacks any threat of being preserved ‘inauthentically’.
Throughout the next four chapters, I pick apart the current state of Internet art and
variable media art preservation and the problems therein. In Chapter 1, I consider a series of case
studies that museum professionals have presented in discussions of the analogous status of
Internet art and variable media art. Using variable media works by Nam June Paik and Felix
Gonzalez-Torres, I analyze similarities between the two media and draw a number of
distinctions; most notably, I examine the ways in which Internet art’s location beyond the
museum’s walls differentiates it from its variable predecessors.This chapter also includes an
expanded analysis of Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction as it
applies to contemporary preservation practice. Chapter 2 focuses specifically on the technical
processes currently suggested for preserving Internet art. In this chapter, I describe the “vices”
that conservators consider most problematic for the future memory of Internet art, as well as the
distinctions between a work’s functionality and its “look and feel” as they apply to digital works.
I also broach two concepts essential to understanding Internet art -- the relationship between the
work and its interface and, subsequently, the lack of an original for any work of Internet art.
Together, these chapters present the current state of the problem, both in terms of what

7
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conservators have identified as problematic and of the recognized shortcomings of their
suggested solutions.
Using the first two chapters as a springboard, Chapters 3 and 4 question the most basic
assumptions underlying current suggested practices: how a work functions temporally and who
makes it. Chapter 3 reconsiders the idea of the work of art as a performance. I look to critical
theory regarding the documentation of performance art and to the philosophy of music’s
treatment of scores and transcriptions in order to evaluate the validity of documenting live events
as a preservation practice. Chapter 3 also examines the “Variable Media Questionnaire,” a scorelike documentary practice that has been widely accepted as an approach to preserving variable
media works. I attempt to show that the comparison between Internet art and performance is
tenuous at best, for the two media function differently in relation to time. Chapter 4 tackles what
I consider the most fundamental distinction between Internet art and variable media art: the
authorship of the work in question. I use post-structuralist criticism to survey changing
conceptions of the artist / viewer, author / reader in contemporary art, and I reflect on the ways in
which Internet culture and remixing have further altered our expectations of what it is to be an
author. This look at the roles of authorship and interactivity in the work of Internet art
corroborates the idea that even “radical” preservation techniques rest on an assumption of single
authorship. Looking at the collaborative, open-access interactions the Internet facilitates will
help to show that ultimately, the places where suggested practices and the realities of the Internet
as a medium / culture disconnect elucidate the real problems of preserving Internet art; once we
recognize those problems -- the four major factors identified throughout these four chapters -- we
can choose to work towards realizing a realistic, established preservation paradigm, or, more

8
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radically, we can accept that preservation as it exists in museums is fundamentally at odds with
Internet art.

9

CHAPTER 1
Variable Media Art, Immateriality, and Authenticity

“Entropy requires no maintenance. Entropy has its own poetry: it’s all about delamination,
disintegration, deterioriation, degeneration, decomposition, and doddering decline.” 10
- Bruce Sterling

I. An Introduction to Variable Media Art

Variable media art encompasses a broad range of works that grow, deteriorate, prompt
participation, or otherwise evolve over the course of their exhibition; these include installation
works, performance pieces, and video or digital installations that require a specific technological
interface for viewing.11 Along the spectrum of variable media art exist several subsets of media
that change in response to specific factors; given the scope of this discussion, I will limit the
variable media works here to those that fall into at least one of three broad categories: time-based
media, process-based media, and technology-based media. There are, of course, overlaps
between these categories and there exist works that could be described as all three “types” at
once. The works of Internet art I discuss in Chapter 2 display characteristics associated with all
three of these types. Still, each one of the three presents unique challenges. In some cases this
involves a museum-goer’s willingness to sit through the duration of the work, while in others it

10

Bruce Sterling, “Digital Decay,” in Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media Approach, ed. Alain
Depocas (New York: Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2003): 14
11

“Variable media” and “new media” definitions come from Pip Laurenson, “Authenticity, Change, and Loss” in
Tate Papers 6 (2006): 1 and “Defining New Media Art.” Accessed April 1, 2013. https://wiki.brown.edu/confluence/
display/MarkTribe/New+Media+Art#NewMediaArt-DefiningNewMediaart
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denotes the eventual disappearance of decaying organic matter. Internet art, at least as curators
and conservators typically discuss it, seems to fit neatly into the parameters surrounding variable
media art -- it changes as a result of viewer interaction, can be viewed on multiple interfaces at
the same time, and, because it unfolds and evolves as time passes, we can describe it as timebased.
According to Pip Laurenson, Tate Head of Collection Care and Research, time-based
works “involve a media element that is rendered within a defined space and in a way that has
been specified by the artist. Part of what it means to experience their unfolding over time
according to the temporal logic of the medium as it is played back.”12 Viewing (or, in some
cases, listening to) the work at a specific point along the trajectory of its playback and viewing
the entire work are experientially different, for at some level, time-based media require the
viewer to take in the work’s entirety in order to be fully understood. Works such as these,
Laurenson contends, are experienced in much the same way as performances, and therefore pose
a challenge for conservators concerned with preserving an awareness of the works’ temporal
function.13 This problem stems from the works’ place “on the ontological continuum somewhere
between performance and sculpture.”14 As Laurenson describes, these works are installed in a
gallery, but, like a performance, elapse over time and require viewership over a duration of time
in order to be fully experienced.
The second proposed subset of variable media art, process-based works, shift our
emphasis from the predetermined, situational time over which the work elapses to the time and

12

Pip Laurenson, “Authenticity, Change, and Loss” in Tate Papers 6 (2006): 1

13

Laurenson, “Authenticity,” 4

14

Ibid.
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actions implied by the work’s creation and subsequent viewings. Dan Graham writes of his own
video-based work and the work of his contemporaries that:

a premise of 1960s ‘modernist’ art was to present as immediacy -- as pure
phenomenological consciousness without the contamination of historical or other a priori
meaning. The world could be experienced as pure presence, self-sufficient and without
memory. Each privileged present-time situation was to be totally unique or new. My
video time-delayed installations and performance designs use this ‘modernist’ notion of
phenomenological immediacy, foregrounding an awareness of the presence of the
viewer’s own perceptual process, while at the same moment they critique it by showing
the impossibility of locating a pure present tense. 15

These pieces do not merely elapse over a given period of time -- they evolve and fundamentally
change over that time, and often require viewer participation in order to do so. Much like in
Graham’s description, viewers tend to take on an active presence in these works, whether
through a sudden awareness of their “own perceptual process,” or through their active
intervention in the original state of the work. This participatory element need not be tech-based,
although in the case of the works of Internet art discussed here, digital technology serves as an
essential factor in facilitating participation. While similar to time-based works in some respects,
process-based works take on a distinctive character because of the ways in which they relate to
the viewer; while time-based works elapse over a predetermined period, process-based works
evolve as a result of viewer or artist’s interventions throughout the course of their exhibition (and
sometimes after the exhibition has finished). The work is fundamentally different at different
stages of its exhibition.
The third category, technology-based artworks, prompts a reexamination of some of those
qualities that define Internet art as a medium and threaten our ability to preserve those works

15

Kate Mondloch, Screens (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010): 35
12

Chapter 1

Carly B. Boxer

indefinitely. Tech-based works are, essentially, works of new media art that employ specific
technologies -- ranging from the use of emerging video in the 1960s the the current adoption of
Internet-based digital technologies -- as fundamental elements of the work. Artist Bill Viola
explains one of the central dilemmas of tech-based art in a discussion of an exhibition of his
work: “shut down my video installations for the night... and nothing remains. Not only is there
no movement or sound, there are also no images on the walls -- only empty, cold rooms. No
work of art is present, even in trace amounts. These pieces are not sleeping; they are dead. So the
question becomes: where did they go?”16 Within Viola’s question lies a problem that is central to
all variable media artworks. The TV, computer, or projector, often the only material present in the
display of a work of Internet art, does not constitute the work, but rather serves as the interface
for experiencing that work. Interfaces mediate viewership, so the experience of a new media
work depends on its successful re-presentation in successive exhibitions, such that it can
reproduce the desired experiential result.
But to what extent does this success depend on the use of identical “original” interfaces?
The answer to that question depends on an understanding on the extent to which a curator or
conservator intends to re-produce the original look and feel of the work, and the degree to which
we accept the appearance of the interface as integral to our experience of the work. Kate
Mondloch questions the role of the physical interface in her exploration of tech-dependent
installation art, Screens, noting that “screens themselves have the curious status of functioning
simultaneously as immaterial thresholds onto another space and time and as solid, material
entities. The screen’s objecthood, however, is typically overlooked in daily life: the conventional

16

Bill Viola ‘Permanent Impermance” in Mortality Immortality? (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, 1999):
88
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propensity is to look through media screens and not at them.”17 The question of what to preserve
and how to preserve it proves especially problematic for tech-based works because of the
looming threat of technological obsolescence. Works dependent on their original interfaces as a
means of creating an authentic experience run the risk of becoming non-functional and thus no
longer viewable.

II. Preserving Variable Media Art: Case Studies

How can curators present these works, which are dependent on the viewer’s experience
of them at different points of their duration and grounded in the subjectivity of that experience, in
subsequent exhibitions? Curators and conservators grapple with this problem, taking into
consideration artists’ specifications, previous exhibitions, and ensuing technological changes. By
looking at exhibition practices for two works of variable media art -- between them exemplifying
issues of dependence on time, process, and technology -- we can better understand general issues
in preserving of variable media art. Nam June Paik’s TV Garden (fig. 1.1) and Felix GonzalezTorres’s Untitled (Public Opinion) (fig. 1.2) each present their own challenges to traditional
methods of preservation, but also bear similarities to the challenges implicit in preserving any
work with variable materials. Reconsidering exhibition practices for these two works and the
reasons why curators and conservators compare them to Internet artworks can elucidate the
inconsistencies of comparing works of such diverse media, and the ontological dilemmas posed
by the preservation of the works in question.

17
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Case Studies: Name June Paik

Nam June Paik, widely regarded as the pioneer of video art, created works that were
largely dependent on newly available contemporary technologies. Paik’s works involve
experimental cathode-ray-tube television projects, multi-media video installations, and avantgarde music compositions.18 One of Paik’s installations, TV Garden, has been reinstalled in a
number of different exhibition spaces including “rectangular galleries, curved ramps, and indoor
swimming pools” since Paik created it in 1974.19 TV Garden blends nature and technology,
embedding TV screens in clusters of live plants, and Paik’s 1973 film Global Grove plays on
loop on the installation’s screens.20 The installation immerses its viewers in a living, organic
environment augmented by the flickering screens of the video monitors and the sound of Paik’s
video. The number, size, and type of screens, the pedestals on which they stand, the specific
plants used, and the arrangement of all of these elements, however, tend to change from one
exhibition to the next.
Former Guggenheim curator John Hanhardt, who restaged TV Garden as part of the
museum’s 2000 exhibition The Worlds of Nam June Paik, discussed changes made to the piece in
various re-exhibitions with two of Paik’s studio assistants. Steven Vitiello, one of the assistants,
recounts a 1996 exhibition of three of Paik’s pieces -- TV Garden, TV Fish, and TV Buddha -- in
18

Sook-Kyung Lee “Videa ‘n’ Videology: Open Communication” in Nam June Paik (London: Tate, 2012): 27

19

Jon Ippolito, “Accommodating the Unpredictable” in Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media
Approach, ed. Alain Depocas (New York: Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2003) :48
Hanhart also describes the installation of TV Garden in Worlds of Nam June Paik in John Hanhart, Worlds of Nam
June Paik, (New York: Guggenheim Museum, 2000)
20

“Nam June Paik.” 2013. http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/collections/collection-online/artwork/9537
15
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Brazil. In preparing for the exhibition, Paik “explained to [Vitiello] that these pieces could be
done working from a distance -- the curators could get their own plants, their own fish, and their
own Brazilian Buddha. When [Vitiello] started trying to pin him down on how to construct these
pieces, his favorite thing to say was, ‘Use your judgement.’… But there are always both fixed
and variable elements in these pieces.”21 In the case of TV Garden, these fixed elements are not
specific TV sets reused from one iteration of the exhibition to the next, but rather guidelines for
the number of sets, the type of plants, the brightness of the lighting, etc., that all depend on the
space in which the exhibition will occur.
Paik’s instructions for TV Garden stipulated that any installation of TV Garden include at
least 30 TVs playing Global Groove, but, should the exhibition contain more than 40 TVs, a
second video, Oriental Paintings, needed to play as well.22 The television sets themselves
prompt an additional concern for future re-exhibitions of the work, for the cathode-ray-tube sets
typical of Paik’s early installations have become increasingly rare, and the possibility of their
obsolescence threatens the “authentic look” of the piece’s re-installations. Jon Ippolito, former
curator of new media at the Guggenheim and a founder of the Variable Media Approach, has
suggested that, instead of using increasingly unavailable cathode-ray-tube TVs, TV Garden could
be reinstalled with contemporary flat-screen TVs inserted into the frames of older televisions.23
Vitiello responded to this suggestion, stating that:

21

John Hanhardt, “Nam June Paik, TV Garden,” in Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media Approach,
ed. Alain Depocas (New York: Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2003): 74-75
22

Hanhardt, “Nam June Paik,” 74

23

Ibid., 75
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TV Garden is a conceptual work. [Paik] may never have written it down, but there is an
implied score: play Global Groove with sound on multiple monitors in a room; monitors
face up and surrounded by plants. And that is what’s key. Beyond that, he would be fairly
flexible. Flat screens inside casings would be fine. The piece doesn’t require the same
casings that were installed at the Everson Museum of Art in 1974 or the same casings that
were at the Whitney in 1982, but it important for the Guggenheim to trace the history of
the work. When presented, viewers should understand that TV Garden was originally
conceived of in 1974 and has a history of different ways of being presented.24

Paik uses the media that compose his work as a reflection of its conceptual content. In an
early interview, Paik claimed that his “experimental TV is not always interesting but not always
uninteresting. Like nature, which is beautiful, not because it changes beautifully, but simply
because it changes.”25 Paik welcomes the unavoidable transformations his work will undergo
from one exhibition to the next. He sees his own work evolving in much the same way as the
increasingly technological world it depicts. Changes in the format and experience of Paik’s work,
like those of the plants he includes in his installation, are inevitable and dependent on the
inherent, uncontrollable process of change. Paik concerns himself with “the abstract and
conceptual potential of the image transmission and the physical, optical, and temporal
architecture within which it is placed,” and therefore constructs elaborate, immersive settings
that not only display but also constitute his work.26 The “art” of Nam June Paik’s artwork lies not
in the materials that compose it, but rather in the “dispersible, reproducible, ephemeral,
theatrical, and interdisciplinary” nature of its underlying concepts.27

24

Ibid., 76

25

Sook-Kyung Lee “Videa ‘n’ Videology” 29

26

Johannes Birringer, “Video Art / Performance: A Border Theory,” in Performance Art Journal 13, (1991), 62

27

Birringer, “Video Art,” 61
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Case Studies: Felix Gonzalez-Torres

A second work, Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s Untitled (Public Opinion) relies on viewers’
active participation to ensure its actualization. The work consists of a 700 pound pile of black
licorice candies heaped in a corner of the gallery’s floor.28 Viewers are free to take and eat
candies from the pile, thereby facilitating changes in its shape and size and prompting instances
in which the pile must be replenished. Although the weight of Untitled (Public Opinion) seems
free of deeper personal meaning, many of Gonzalez-Torres’s similar works involving pieces of
candy or sheets of paper are of significant weights or dimensions, often signifying GonzalezTorres’s lover, who died of AIDS. The piece thereby implicates the viewer in sharing and
consuming, embodying and destroying his legacy by slowly diminishing the weight of the pile of
candy. The candies in Gonzalez-Torres’s installations tend to differ from one work to the next;
those in Untitled (Public Opinion) are black licorice rods wrapped in clear cellophane.
As in TV Garden, the materials that comprise Untitled (Public Opinion) can be
considered to constitute the work itself in complicated ways. Ippolito describes the work as
“duplicable; a museum could produce two indistinguishable versions of this candy spill simply
by ordering identical piles of licorice from the manufacturer. Whether digital or analog,
duplicable works beg the question of which forms of distribution are acceptable.”29 The work can
exist in different states over the time of its exhibition, but whether the pile has been nearly
depleted or freshly replenished, it is still the same work. Guggenheim curator Nancy Spector,
who was involved in the museum’s acquisition of Untitled (Public Opinion) notes that in
28
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purchasing the work, the museum obtained only a certificate recognizing the right of
ownership.30 The Guggenheim did not receive the wrapped candies when purchasing the piece,
but instead received the legal right to construct piles of candy according to Felix GonzalezTorres’s instructions and legitimately claim to be displaying the authentic work.
Untitled (Public Opinion) goes beyond eluding preservation, actively confronting the
issues of permanence and decay by inviting viewers to interact with and diminish the mass of the
work. Gonzalez-Torres’s gallerist, Andrea Rosen, speaks about the artist’s willingness to sway
from his own rules about viewer participation by accommodating galleries that wished to prevent
viewers from taking pieces of candy at openings; she states that “there’s a malleability to his
intention: how do you create a certificate that’s supposed to be about the work and yet is an
open-ended document?”31 As Rosen notes, the certificate recognizing the Guggenheim’s
ownership of the work does little to inform decisions about how the work should be displayed,
restored, and re-installed over time. Much like Nam June Paik’s willingness to use newer TVs
and different lighting sources to facilitate exhibitions of TV Garden in different venues,
Gonzalez-Torres allows one of the central components of the work, the participatory component,
to change, if only briefly, in order to adhere to a given venue’s preferences. The task of reexhibiting the work becomes significantly more complex without a standard course of action
having been taken by the artist. Yet in many cases, curators’ decisions depend on the work’s
exhibition history and the sometimes contradictory decisions made therein. Presenting the
concept behind the work -- the subtle decay of the piece -- falls to the curators, and decisions
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about the kind of candy to use, when to order more, how often to replenish the pile, etc., might
differ from one exhibition to the next.32

Works including TV Garden and Untitled (Public Opinion) have been discussed at length
as part of a growing trend in variable media preservation known as the Variable Media Approach.
The Variable Media Approach is a “digital stewardship model,” a loosely bound consortium of
institutions approaching variable media preservation from new, innovative perspectives that
place minimal emphasis on the materiality of any given medium.33 Founded largely under Jon
Ippolito’s purview, the organizations participating in the Variable Media Approach include the
Guggenheim, the Walker Art Center, Rhizome.org, Berkeley Art Museum / Pacific Film Archive,
and others. 34 Central to the Variable Media Approach is the Variable Media Questionnaire, a
document to be filled out by artists, which specifies expectations for future exhibition and
storage of a given work and distributed across a multi-institutional database.35 The questionnaire
allows artists to stipulate acceptable parameters for displaying the work, and includes interviews
with artists, preferences for storage and re-production of exhibited components, and descriptions
of the degrees to which given elements of the work can change.36 An entry on TV Garden, for
example, includes photographs of three separate installations of the work, information about the
32
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video recording of Global Groove, an audio recording of a conversation between Jon Ippolito,
John Hanhardt, Nam June Paik, and one of his gallery assistants, and textual descriptions of how
viewers should interact with the space.37
The challenges implicit in preserving these works (and variable media works more
generally) reflect an essential concern with the authenticity and materiality of artworks. Salvador
Muñoz Vinas describes preservation in typical contexts, that is, as it applies to objects in
museums and architectural structures, as aiming to “keep something as it is, without changing it
in any way: retaining its shape, status, ownership, use, etc.”38 Variable media art, however,
completely subverts any notion of the value of the original status of the work as material through
its entropic nature; so long as the importance of the work lies in its ability to evolve through
different phases of being, it can never be preserved through a traditional museum conservation
paradigm. If we choose to follow the Variable Media Approach guidelines, meanwhile, we
encounter works in which no material component can be preserved. Historical discussions of
materiality and authenticity reflect the degree to which these concerns have taken hold of modern
museum practices, and the conceptual challenges contributing to discussions of preserving
variable media artworks.

III. Benjaminian Authenticity and Preservation

Any discussion of the authenticity of a preserved object or the significance of
technological changes in media seems impossible without reference to Walter Benjamin’s “The
37
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Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” Benjamin contends that “the authenticity
of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its
substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced,” but that “the
technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition.”39 We
understand the original “object” of variable media art, and especially that of Internet art, to be
fundamentally different from that of film and photography, Benjamin’s focus. As is evident in
TV Garden and Untitled (Public Opinion), the endurance of the original material of the work
lasting in subsequent re-productions and re-exhibitions comes to matter less than the intention
and spirit of the piece. The works are reproduced, not photographically, but rather through the
construction of new installations in the likeness of their predecessors. The material composing
each variation is no less authentic or original than the one that came before it, even though the
material is often not that which was used in the work’s original exhibition. This, however,
precludes the work’s ability to witness the “domain of tradition” through which its materials
would have otherwise endured.
Unlike the works discussed so far, however, Internet art lacks a unique material iteration
through which it is exhibited. Johannes Birringer compares Benjamin’s evaluation of the
mechanically reproduced image to the realities of contemporary electronic media, and writes that
“whereas Benjamin still relied on the perception of a critical distance between image and its
referent (the real), the post-modern electronic media leave no traces behind since they
continuously simulate and reduplicate citations as such. The dialectical tension between history
and image has disappeared.”40 As Benjamin notes, “even the most perfect reproduction of a work
39
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of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place
where it happens to be.”41

Birringer’s description of “critical distance” and Benjamin’s

“presence” amount to the same thing: the Benjaminian concept of aura, the phenomenological
closeness that signals the work’s authenticity and ontological purity. Benjamin’s central concern,
that mechanical reproduction strips the object of its aura and therefore of its place within a
historical continuum of tradition, cannot apply to Internet art, for there is no original object, and
therefore no critical distance can be understood through viewing. There is no unique place for
Internet art, or for variable media art more generally, for it is infinitely reproducible and
frequently re-presented in different spaces and contexts.
The time and place of viewership, whether on a personal computer, on a console within a
gallery, or in the artist’s studio, can never be of paramount ontological significance, for the work
is equally present and therefore equally authentic in each viewing situation. Internet art
compresses the liminal state between the production of the work and its viewing by bringing the
two processes into direct contact. Here we come to understand a fundamental difference between
variable media art and Internet art: for variable media art, there was, at some point, an original
installation, most likely overseen by the artist within a museum, against which subsequent
exhibitions can be compared (even if they should not be). Paik, for example, created an
installation of the original iteration of TV Garden, and the parameters for future exhibitions of
the work exist in relation to that installation. Both the original and the subsequent representations occurred within the space of a gallery. The same is true of Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s
work. Internet art, even in the case of works that were at one point displayed in museums, exist
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simultaneously and infinitely outside of that physical space, both during the course of the work’s
exhibition and continuing long after it. Presence, and therefore aura, is possible for variable
media works within the physical space of the gallery, for the gallery facilitates an encounter
between the viewer and the (current) single, physical manifestation of the work. By eschewing a
the possibility of viewing the single, original work within such a space, Internet art not only
reaffirms its status outside the scope of traditional preservation, at least conceptually, but also
differentiates itself from the museum’s paradoxically reified work of variable media art.
The heart of the ontological dilemma of preserving variable media art, meanwhile, lies in
the incongruity between culturally ingrained (Benjaminian) notions of what can be authentic, and
medium-specific limitations on what can be physically preserved. Laurenson describes this
seemingly irreconcilable preservation quandary as “a conceptual dependency between the
ontological framework in which an object is classified and described and the attending concept
of authenticity. If the ontological framework is focused on the material, so will the notion of
authenticity. If the ontological framework shifts, then we expect a similar shift in our concept of
authenticity, change, and loss.”42 We can see one such shift occurring now with the advent of the
Variable Media Approach, and the beginnings of a theoretical reevaluation of the value of nonmaterial components of variable media works. The relative novelty of this method of thinking, at
least in regard to variable media works, has left no real indication of formal changes to museum
policies nor of the likely effect of using these preservation methods to facilitate future access to
these works.
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There is, however, a precedent for a dramatic shift in preservation policy regarding
another, decidedly more “material” medium: architecture. Salvador Muñoz Vinas recognizes
architecture as an ideal frame through which to consider contemporary preservation issues
because of the necessity that its material components function properly. 43 The field of
architectural preservation, meanwhile, has historically focused on the authenticity and originality
of architectural components. The 1964 Venice Charter, a set of guiding principles establishing
standards for preservation at UNESCO world heritage sites, notes “… the historic monuments of
generations of people remain to the present day as living witnesses of their age-old traditions. ...
The common responsibility to safeguard them for future generations is recognized. It is our duty
to hand them on in the full richness of their authenticity,” and points to four components -design, material, workmanship, and setting -- that must be preserved in order for the preserved
site to be considered “authentic.”44 Since the 1960s, UNESCO’s policy has shifted drastically;
the ratification of the 1994 Nara Document signaled a move away from focusing exclusively on
a building’s materials, and instead acknowledged the value of “intention,” “spirit,” and
“tradition,’ as they are manifested in historic structures with non-original materials.45 (An
archetypal example of a structure for which this is true might be a Shinto temple for which
delicate wooden elements would have been replaced many times over the course of several
centuries.) A building’s role within larger social and economic contexts, and the intention behind
its construction -- that it be of use as a sheltering structure-- come to take precedence over the
43
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original status of hardwood floors or slate tiles. That is to say, the thing of value is no longer the
material composing the structure, but is instead the visitor’s experience of it and the intentions of
its builder.
Museum conservators, like architectural preservationists, focus on retaining the material
of the objects they collect as an assurance of authenticity. Muñoz Vinas, however, argues that the
notion of the authenticity of an object’s original state as a representation of its true nature is
inherently problematic, for “it implies that an object can have a different, non-true nature or that
it may actually exist in a non-true condition… However, no matter how widespread these
assumptions are, the logic behind them is severely flawed. Objects cannot exist in a state of
falsehood, nor can they have a false nature.”46 The objects presented in re-exhibitions of variable
media installations are not false, but, given the priority with which we tend to treat original
materials, curators still have some responsibility to distinguish changes in exhibited materials.
Likewise, the underlying belief that materials can be false informs much of the discourse
preempting conservators’ panicked need to preserve as much of the work as possible.
Artists creating variable media art implicitly recognize the value of the preservation
paradigm suggested by the Nara Document; re-exhibitions of their work depend largely on
curators successfully conveying the spirit of these pieces by reconstructing them (often with nonoriginal materials) and providing at least some information about their exhibition history. The
challenge of re-producing and re-presenting those works faithfully -- defining the meaning of the
work for new viewers -- therefore falls almost entirely on the shoulders of the curator. Timebased and process-based installations, however, pose an additional challenge; much like
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buildings, which change in contextual significance over time, time and process-based works
accrue new meanings through viewer participation. This notion of the work of art as part of an
unfolding timeline echoes Norman Bryson’s approach to the ontology of art objects and
subjecthood his essay “The Gaze in the Expanded Field.” Bryson differentiates the idea of the
centered subject as described by Sartre and Lacan from that of the Japanese philosopher
Nishitani. Both Sartre and Lacan base their descriptions on a Cartesian understanding of the self,
in which the subject, like the objects of the world surrounding it, possesses an existence
independent of the existence of other objects and a permanent and enduring form.47 That is, the
Cartesian self is an independent, complete entity that can exist dissociated from the equally
independent objects it perceives outside itself. This understanding contrasts sharply with
Nishitani’s approach, in which an object only has these Cartesian qualities when we screen out
the world around it, a task that is impossible; if conceptualized as a series of discrete entities, as
the idea of the independent complete self necessitates, the surrounding universe takes the form of
a continuum of “radical impermanence,” a “field of transformations” or radical nothingness that
Nishitani identifies with the Buddhist concept of sunyata.
Against this conceptual blankness -- an impermanent nothingness with the power to break
apart any given intact entity -- “the concept of the entity can be preserved only by an optic that
casts around each entity a perceptual frame that makes a cut from the field and immobilizes the
cut within the static framework.”48 This perceptual frame, however, exists only theoretically -- no
object can truly be cut off from the context surrounding it, nor can naturally occurring growth or
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decay be halted without altering the contextual authenticity of the original object. We can never
cut the object from its surroundings, for separating the object from the field of transformations -the passage of time, the decay of organic materials, and any other interaction or occurrence
beyond a centered subject viewing the work -- is impossible. For Nishitani, the meaning of a
given entity depends on the cumulative experience accrued from its inception until it crumbles to
dust; Bryson uses the example of a flower to illustrate this concept, claiming that “the form of
the seed is already turning into the form of the flower, and the flower is already becoming dust.
The present state of the object appearing as the flower is inhabited by its past as seed and its
future as dust, in a continuous motion of postponement, whose effect is that the flower is never
presently there, any more than the seed or dust are there.”49 Meaning, for Nishitani, depends on
the continuum encompassing the object’s entire existence, an existence that necessarily involves
and affects factors that extend beyond the object itself.
The applicability of Nishitani’s field of transformations to time and process-based
artworks seems clear enough; the works depend on changes in reception and experience,
changing conditions for exhibition and viewership, and changes in the cultural and social
contexts surrounding them in order to express the fullness of their possible meanings; like
palimpsests, they accumulate new meanings as these changes occur. The impossibility of
preserving all of these factors is readily apparent, as is the difficulty of separating essential
contextual information from surplus. Ursula Frohne contends that because of “its procedural
aesthetic and its changing quality in different spatial contexts” new media art prevents its
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viewers from ever taking in anything beyond fragments of the work.50 A veritable infinity of
contexts surround the work, and the different instances and iterations at which viewers could
experience different versions of the work seems equally limitless; given this daunting abundance
of information to record and keep, the desire to reframe concerns about preserving variable
media art in traditional, materially-focused terms makes a good deal of sense. With such a broad
range of relevant contextual elements, it is significantly easier to hope to preserve the work by
simply preserving the computer that it runs on.
The two concerns addressed by Benjamin and Bryson -- the authenticity of material and
the possibility of isolating the essential meaning of a given object at a given moment in time -epitomize the breaches in authenticity that conservators and curators seek to prevent in
preserving variable media art. While the Variable Media Approach takes into account multiple
possibilities for the successful preservation and re-presentation of given works by documenting
acceptable variations for future installations and unforeseen exhibition circumstances, it is
through these possibilities for re-exhibition that the works avoid completely renouncing their
position as part of a temporal and contextual continuum. Internet art is currently discussed
almost exclusively within the context of variable media art at large, and those curators and
conservators concerned with the future of Internet artworks are often the same as those
concerned with variable media preservation strategies more broadly. Internet art, however, raises
additional concerns, for the possibilities for re-exhibition are severely limited by obsolescing
technologies. The following chapter examines current suggested practices specific to preserving
Internet art; this examination, in combination with the above discussion of Internet art’s place
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outside the museum, provides a point of departure for a closer reading of the inconsistencies
inherent in discussions of preserving Internet art. In reexamining comparisons between Internet
artworks and other forms of variable media art (this time performance), I question the
assumptions underlying those comparisons and reconsider the validity of applying this paradigm
to Internet art. Doing so involves an eventual return to those concepts most central to the
Variable Media Approach: theoretical discussions of performance, documentation, viewership,
and authorship.

30

CHAPTER 2
Virtual Vices

I. What is Internet Art?

Essential to discussing preservation for Internet art is explicitly recognizing that the
Internet is the medium of the works in question. Considering the Internet as an artistic medium
necessitates a series of distinctions between the components involved in viewing these works. In
identifying the Internet as the medium, we acknowledge that the artist’s work -- usually the
source code -- requires an existing software platform to run and a working computer with
Internet access to be viewed. We might contrast this with earlier forms of computer-based digital
media art, for, as theorist and museum director Michael Rush notes “‘computer art,’ strictly
speaking, has little meaning since most artists using digital technology, use computers. The
computer is most often the intermediary between the artist and the realization of the artist’s idea,
rather than a medium in itself.”51 While a computer serves as the interface through which we
access and interact with a work, it remains distinct from the work itself; neither the operating
system nor the computer’s hardware constitute the material of the work. Instead, we might
consider them as necessary tools that grant us access to a work of Internet art.
The Internet artworks explored throughout this chapter are all “born-digital” works; they
are created digitally, and they are displayed and interacted with through digital formats using
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corresponding interfaces.52 While distinct from one another in many ways, works of Internet art
do still share a number of characteristics essential to understanding the challenges they pose to
conservators and curators.53 Internet works are often “context-specific, or temporary in their
realization. Typically, they will be subject to variability and change in terms of content, context,
and constitution -- through the manipulation or interaction of a user; content modifications or
updates by the author/s; but also by the ongoing upgrades and developments of digital media.”54
Scholars, including Jon Ippolito, often note the ephemeral and immaterial nature of these works,
and, in doing so, call to mind comparisons of Internet art and variable media art; these qualities
reflect in part the nature of the Internet as a medium, for Internet art, like other content on the
Internet, facilitates a dynamic and participatory experience.55 Three examples of Internet art,
Legendary Account by Joel Holmberg, Net.flag by Mark Napier, and Globalmove.us by JODI
provide insight into the essential role of interactivity and changeability in Internet art.

II. Legendary Account

Joel Holmberg’s Legendary Account (fig. 2.1) consists of a series of questions the artist
asked Yahoo! Answers users through his personal account on the Yahoo! Answers website.
Yahoo! Answers is a Question-and-Answer forum typically used for asking simple, fact-based
questions or seeking advice on everyday issues (“Is steaming a carpet better than shampooing a
52

Born-digital works “are created, displayed, experienced, and stored using digital formats, programmes,
equipment, and interfaces.” in ERPANET, “The Archiving and Preservation of Born-Digital Art Workshop: Briefing
Paper,” (2004): 2
53

Ippolito, “Ten Myths of Internet Art”

54

ERPANET, “Archiving and Preservation,” 3

55

Ippolito, “Ten Myths,” 485
32

Chapter 2

Carly B. Boxer

carpet?” and “My 93 pontiac wont start?” are among the most popular threads at the time of this
writing).56 Holmberg asks questions not typical of what a Yahoo! Answers user might expect:
these include “How do I occupy space?,” “Whats the goal of personal ambition?” and “I can’t
figure out what it means to revisit the past!?”57 Legenday Account subverts the expected use of
the Yahoo! Answers platform and implicates unsuspecting users by making their responses (and
the fact that they do respond) essential to the function the work.58 Spread across the Yahoo!
Answers website in much the same way any other user’s questions would be dispersed,
Legendary Account requires user interaction in order to actualize the work.59
In re-appropriating a crowd-sourced, open-access question-and-answer service as a
setting for philosophical and metaphysical meditations, Holmberg playfully points to both the
artistic possibilities and the epistemological deficiencies of a relatively ubiquitous corner of the
Internet. As Holmberg puts it, “there’s a kind of play on ways of interacting with technology that
are sincere and embracing the promises of technology, but on a deeper level, also questioning it
and exposing things about it that are taken for granted and in turn getting back to what we would
be without the technology.”60 Holmberg even replicates the grammatical inconsistencies of many
Yahoo! Answers questions -- a seemingly frantic statement concluded with an exclamation point
instead of a question mark, for example -- in order to make his point. He employs a user-focused
service (with user-generated content) to point to one of those things we take for granted -- the
56
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accessibility and democracy of information on the Internet -- but Holmberg also questions its
deeper significance, and suggests a new, artistic use for Yahoo! Answers beyond its role as a
convenient source for crowd-sourced answers to innocuous questions.
The previously discussed characteristics of Internet art (participation, dynamism,
variability) manifest themselves in Holmberg’s use of Yahoo! Answers as a platform for
Legendary Account. Any Yahoo! user can contribute to any of Holmberg’s threads at any time:
thus, even though Holmberg posted his most recent question in 2010, the work is still subject to
additional changes. Likewise, the relative popularity and visibility of Holmberg’s questions has
shifted over time, making them less relevant to Yahoo! Answers users in the time since their
posting, and simultaneously limiting immediate access to the work. Legendary Account, hosted
on the Yahoo! Answers site, can be accessed by anyone with a computer (although it was also
exhibited in the New Museum’s 2010 exhibition, “Free”) and reflects a culture of artistic
development beyond the museum world. 61

III. Net.Flag

Net.flag, a work by Mark Napier, consists of a single website (fig 2.2).62 Like Legendary
Account, Net.flag prompts its users to interact with the work, yet Net.flag’s emphasis is not on
crowd-sourcing dialogue, but rather on allowing users to collaboratively build a visual symbol.
Napier describes his work as a flag for the internet, “an emblem for the Internet as a new
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territory,” and the artist calls upon viewers to build a symbol of their own virtual identity.63 He
therefore presents viewers with the ability to change the flag image as often and in whatever
ways they see fit, so long as they stick to the provided insignia and color templates, all of which
harken back to familiar patterns we can associate with specific national flags; as such, the
political message implicit in the work -- the transcendence of national boundaries allowed by
global Internet access -- becomes clear.64 Net.flag was previously on display at the Guggenheim,
and is part of the Guggenheim’s permanent collection, but remains accessible to any interested
viewer online.65 In a 2002 interview with Jon Ippolito, Napier expressed his desire for the piece
to remain as accessible as possible for viewers outside of the Guggenheim: “The museum
contract says that the work is on the Web at a permanent location, easily accessible to people
through a bookmark. It’s not going to move around, be taken down, or put on mothballs. The
work is essentially a public piece that should be visible as long as technically practical. It’s
location, reached via a certain text address, is a real place -- the place to see the flag for the
Internet.”66 The “public” Napier references has the power to change the appearance of the flag,
and the new iterations of the work are recorded, such that viewers can search through a record of
recent changes to see how different layers of the palimpsestic work came to compose the whole.
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IV. Globalmove.us

A third work, Globalmove.us (http://www.globalmove.us) by the artist collective JODI,
exemplifies the aesthetics of glitch art, a subset of Internet art that intentionally misuses software
functions in order to build websites or other artworks based on net aesthetics (fig. 3.3).67 JODI’s
work appears as a single, contained website that the artists built using a combination of
programming languages: HTML, Javascript, and the Google Maps API.68

“Through the

combination of the API and home-brew Javascript, the artists have created a website that negates
user interaction, and creates frenetic drawings using Google Maps interface elements.”69 Upon
entering the site, a user encounters pieces of the Google Maps interface (thumbtacks, speech
bubbles, topographical imagery based on the Google Maps aesthetic) employed in unusual
patterns that undermine our expectations for how the Google Maps interface would typically
function. Rather than serve as a tool meant to provide driving directions, the site presents a
complex, dynamic, manipulable set of familiar images combined in unfamiliar ways. Fragmented
images of maps zoom in and out of view, thumbtacks spiral themselves into randomly looping
script-like paths, and routes draw themselves over unidentifiable regions of lush, green farmland.
Two drop-down menus in the webpage’s upper left-hand corner, meanwhile, allow the
viewer to manipulate the work in seemingly random ways. Selecting any of the given options (all
of which are labeled in code) changes the background images, the pattern in which different
mapping elements spiral, or the speed at which given fragmented images move. The user might
67
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not anticipate the specific changes their actions will cause, but these actions nevertheless
constitute an essential part of the work; a viewer can only activate and explore the full range of
possible image combinations by means of participation and frequent clicking. The randomized
imagery, meanwhile, varies from user to user and click to click.

IV. The “Inherent Vices” of Internet Art

Preserving works of art such as these for future viewing has proven significantly
challenging for curators and conservators, especially given the perceived imminence of
technological obsolescence. Although my focus is the theoretical issues surrounding Internet art
preservation, a full understanding of the issue is not possible without a discussion of the
technical obstacles to preservation -- obstacles that inevitably return to the issue of obsolescing
operating systems and out of date hardware. In 2011, the Rhizome Art Base, an archive for
digital artworks, released a set of suggestions for preserving the works hosted on its website that
will prove essential in understanding which practices are currently considered acceptable. 70 In
the document “Digital Preservation Practices at the Rhizome Art Base,” Ben Fino-Radin, digital
conservator for Rhizome, identifies a number of Internet art’s characteristics as “vices”: these
include physical degradation, data obsolescence, and diffusivity.71

All three of these

characteristics are inherent in the use of the Internet as a medium, but they apply to non-Netbased born-digital art as well.
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The first of these characteristics, dependence on hardware, threatens works with physical
degradation, perhaps the least immediate threat to Internet art. Physical degradation is the “the
deterioration of a physical component of a work,”and is, of the vices, most similar to the
preservation challenges of traditional material-based artworks.72 In contrast to more traditional
media, the physical components needed to view a work of Internet art are not the media that
constitute the work itself, as would be the case with a painting or sculpture, but rather are the
hardware interface through which viewers access the work. Fino-Radin argues that physical
degradation does not present a problem for the Rhizome Art Base, for, as a policy measure,
Rhizome does not preserve the physical components of any of the works it hosts. 73 Physical
degradation, and perhaps, more ominously, physical obsolescence, do to some extent still affect
Internet art, for running software necessary to view an artwork can require specific computer
hardware. 74 At some point, a lack of compatible hardware will prevent a viewer from using
software, and the artworks that require that software platform to run will thus become
inaccessible. Physical degradation poses an indirect threat, for obsolete hardware does not
jeopardize the integrity of the work itself, but instead limits access to the interface needed to
view it.
Data obsolescence, Fino-Radin’s second identified inherent vice, jeopardizes the future of
Internet artworks more significantly. Fino-Radin cautions that “new media at its very core is
built, and manifested on tools and technology that are interdependent -- no element of new media
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is autonomous.”75 Similar to the way that obsolete hardware -- a non-functioning disk drive, an
out-of-date hard drive -- would prevent a viewer from using a computer to view Internet art
works, data obsolescence threatens the software’s functionality; data obsolescence, however,
serves as a threat of a greater magnitude, for it affects the works’ ability to run regardless of the
presence of current hardware.

JODI’s Globalmove.us for instance, requires that the current

iteration of the Google Maps API function (i.e. that current browsers support JODI’s website) in
order to run. While physical degradation limits access to hardware through which we might view
works, data obsolescence threatens the very works themselves -- the streams of bits that make up
the code created by artists. Rothenberg succinctly describes the threat of data obsolescence as it
applies to digital documents more broadly: “in a very real sense, digital documents exist only by
virtue of software that understands how to access and display them; they come into existence
only by virtue of running this software.”76 If the code composing a work becomes obsolete, so
too does the work.

The third identified vice, diffusivity, is the most important in considering the
idiosyncrasies specific to Internet art. Physical degradation and data obsolescence are issues that
could just as easily affect digital media installation art as Internet art, but diffusivity undermines
traditional notions of a work of art as a complete, contained whole. Diffusivity “refers to works
whose data is not contained within one simple object, works that reference external databases, or
dynamic and real-time data sources. Diffusivity also refers to works that do not exist solely in
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one location, but as a series of actions over a variety of platforms.”77 Works that exist outside of
a single website (or entail multiple sources of authorship), whether in a series of webpages, email
exchanges, or otherwise, exemplify diffusivity.78 Diffusivity is not an exclusively digital
problem. Looking at diffusive properties of a more traditional medium might help to elucidate
the challenges Internet art presents. In Voyages on the North Sea, Rosalind Krauss alludes to
film’s diffusive properties, noting that

The medium or support for film being neither the celluloid strip of the images, nor the camera that
filmed them, nor the projector that brings them to life in motion, nor the beam of light that relays
them to the screen, nor that screen itself, but all of these taken together, including the audience’s
position caught between the source of the light behind it and the image projected before its eyes…
the parts of the apparatus would be like things that cannot touch on each other without themselves
being touched.79

The experience of watching involves a number of components we might label as diffuse; in order
to preserve a film, however, we need not preserve each of the individual components Krauss
describes. One film strip can function in a number of projectors, and the idea of preserving the
beam of light that transmits the film to the screen seems preposterous. We locate the essential
experience of the film in the film strip, the component that reproduces the experience of each of
the others near precisely each time the film is screened.
Code is somewhat analogous to the film strip -- with both media, a single component
carries the bulk of the content associated with a multi-stage screening and viewing process. In
order to preserve a diffusive work of Internet art, according to the logic applied to the film strip,
we must find a way to locate and localize all involved files, and to present them together despite
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their typically diffuse origins.80 Like a film strip that is reproduced for multiple simultaneous
screenings, a work of Internet art can exist in many iterations on multiple screens at the same
time and in many different locations; the two differ significantly, however, when we consider the
relationship between the original and the copy. Lev Manovich identifies variability as one of the
defining characteristics of new media in The Language of New Media, and compares the
significance of this variability in terms of copying to older media:

Old media involved a human creator who manually assembled textual, visual, and/or audio audio
elements into a particular composition or sequence. This sequence was stored in some material, its
order determined once and for all. Numerous copies could be run off from the master, and, in
perfect correspondence with the logic of an industrial society, they were all identical. New media,
in contrast, is characterized by variability… Instead of identical copies, a new media object
typically gives rise to many different versions, And rather than being created completely by a
human author, these versions are often in part automatically assembled by a computer. 81

Works of Internet art and digital documents are never copied from a single original; unlike older
media, there is no master from which later iterations are copied. All copies, even those that have
been transformed into different versions, exist simultaneously with the same original status.82
Even code, the only identifiable, centralized component of the work, lacks an original that can be
preserved “authentically.” Preservation, therefore, must seek out some combination of the
diffusive elements that compose the work.
Joel Holmberg’s Legendary Account, provides an example of diffusivity. The work,
spread across many different pages of the Yahoo! Answers site, has no single url from which to
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access it. (The closest thing to this would be Holmberg’s personal account page on Yahoo!
Answers.)83 Likewise, the interactions that compose the work depend on continued input from
Yahoo! Answers users. Fino-Radin asserts that “in the case of Holmberg’s Legendary Account,
the conservator would recognize the fact that the piece was a diffusive set of actions within a
web service. In this instance, the task is determining the most accurate way of representing the
work while taking the preferences laid out by the artist into account.”84 Holmberg, meanwhile,
re-presents the work on his own website as a single page of links to screenshots of individual
question-and-answer conversations.85 The work, as represented by Holmberg, is no longer “live;”
viewers can see the work, but cannot respond to it. Additional answers by Yahoo! Answers users,
who may very well continue to answer Holmberg’s questions, are not documented on
Holmberg’s site unless he chooses to update the screenshots. Holmberg’s work does not depend
on his own code, but instead depends on his misuse of an existing platform, so preserving the
code would not be of much help.
We might question how viewing screenshots of this work affects our experience of it.
Fino-Radin says the extent to which Homberg’s site “suffices is subjective to ones definition of
authenticity and experience.”86 We can read Holmberg’s representation of his work in one of two
ways; either as a statement that Legendary Account reached its subversive goals and should cease
to be considered live, or as static documentation of a previous point within the life of a work that
still very much exists (and can be interacted with) on Yahoo! Answers. Holmberg’s questions are
83
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still live, and can be read, answered, and rated on Yahoo! Answers, but depend on the continued
existence of the Yahoo! Answers service to stay that way.87 If we read the work as having
achieved its goals and therefore closed to the public, then Holmberg’s static documentation of the
work serves as an accurate representation of a work that functioned as a sort of performance -- a
time-sensitive, interactive piece that reached its conclusion. It documents an event, like a
performance, that occurred before our viewing it. But if we bear in mind that Yahoo! Answers
still hosts Holmberg’s questions, we might read the work as still in progress, still seeking input
from viewers and therefore subject to the changes that might arise from such interactions. In this
case, Holmberg’s documentation seems incomplete, but raises a question essential to
understanding the preservation challenges of Internet art: how do you preserve something that
changes constantly?

V. Suggested Practices for Preserving Internet Art

Conservators and digital archivists have suggested several preservation and restoration
practices in order to combat the inherent vices of Internet artworks and save them for future
viewing. The three primary practices discussed -- migration, emulation, and reinterpretation -stem from general digital archival practices used for a variety of digital content ranging from
text-based documents to computer games. These three processes seek to save the works in the
event of technological obsolescence; a strong advocation of these methods would recognize
obsolescence as the primary concern in limiting potential future viewership of Internet art. Each
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practice has clear advantages and disadvantages, especially in relation to those questions
prompted by the fact that they are being used for artworks, not documents: authenticity, artistic
intent, and aesthetics. In exploring these practices and the possibility of documenting digital
works, we might better understand the unique challenges of preserving Internet art and the ways
in which these challenges echo those of earlier variable media art preservation.

The first proposed solution, migration, “involves the periodic transfer of data from an
obsolete computing platform, medium, or format to current platforms, media, or formats.”88 A
more traditional comparison would be updating a film from VHS to DVD. Fino-Radin considers
migration a “viable solution for the management of digital assets.” 89 Studies of migrated digital
documents have also shown that in some cases few noticeable alterations affect the digital file
once it has been updated to the more current format.90 From a usability perspective, migration
seems barely objectionable -- when the migration process has been properly performed, a
migrated file should function as well, if not better than it did in its previous format. While
migration promotes the continued functionality of the work, it does not necessarily directly
replicate the original look and feel of the work. In considering the transfer not of digital
documents but of digital works of art, the relationship of this new look and feel to the aesthetics
of the original seems especially important, and serves as the primary disadvantage of migration
as a preservation process.
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In early literature on digital data archiving, migration is often referred to as “translation”;
in one early appraisal of translation for digital documents, Jeff Rothenberg describes a major
weakness of “translating” through a comparison to foreign language translation:

unlike English and Ancient Greek, whose expressive power and semantics are roughly equivalent,
digital documents are evolving so rapidly that shifts in the forms of documents must inevitably
arise. New forms do not necessarily subsume their predecessors or provide compatibility with
previous formats. Old documents cannot always be translated into unprecedented forms in
meaningful ways, and translating a current file back into a previous form is frequently
impossible.91

The loss of original qualities Rothenberg describes stems from migration’s power to alter the
formal qualities of digital documents, a sometimes inevitable product of the process. Changes in
a document’s bitstream that result from migration can “affect the resolution, dynamic range, and
color spaces of images; change or eliminate linkages to other files, such as metadata files,
database directories, scripts, and URLs; or eliminate unique features of the original format that
are not supported by the migrated format.”92 While the bulk of the content will remain the same
for a text-based digital document despite these changes, the physical appearance of that content
might change: while a change in typeface or color might not seem like a threat for a traditional
digital document, the implications of such qualitative changes for a digital work of art seem
huge, especially given the established emphasis in preservation on material and appearance.
Migration’s flaws extend beyond the likely damage the process could cause to a work of
art; the process itself leaves conservators without a permanent solution, for a migrated file
remains readable only as long as the format it has been migrated to staves off its own
obsolescence. Rothenberg notes the need to migrate files before a given medium becomes
91
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obsolete, for once a file decays or ages to the point of becoming totally inaccessible the risk of
losing data increases; what’s more, “this problem does not occur just once for a given document
(when its original form becomes obsolete) but recurs throughout the future, as each form into
which the document has migrated becomes obsolete in turn.”93 Thus, the migration process never
truly ends so long as new technologies develop and others fall into obsolescence. So while
migration may prove valuable in certain cases, it offers no long-term solution to the problems
inherent in preserving Internet art. The threat that poorly performed migration procedures pose to
the integrity of born-digital artworks limits its utility as a widely applicable preservation practice,
and the limited lifespan of the format that the work is migrated to further detracts from its
viability.

A second practice, emulation, offers a more promising approach to preserving the
aesthetics (and, therefore, perhaps the authenticity) of born-digital artworks. Fino-Radin defines
emulation as “the simulation of the architecture and behaviors of an old computer system, within
a computer system.”94 Emulation amounts to creating new software for current computer systems
that runs a program recreating the functions and appearance of an older computer system.
Emulation allows works to function as they would have on an older operating system but within
the physical framework of a current operating system, and thereby minimizes dependence on
out-of-date technologies without prompting the need to migrate the work to a newer format.
As a preservation practice for digital documents, emulation seems like a relatively
expensive and unnecessarily labor-intensive endeavor -- a text file or video game can function
93
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just as effectively when migrated as when emulated. 95 Yet, for any type of preserved digital file,
emulation “could have the advantage of preserving the ‘look and feel’ and authenticity of digital
objects because the original bitstream is never altered and the objects can be used in a software
environment identical or similar to the original one.”96 Maintaining the look and feel of a borndigital artwork solves many of the more complex issues posed by the preservation process; even
within a new interface, an emulated work of art would look and run much the same as it did in its
original iteration, for it would appear within a context that approximates its original running
conditions.
Rothenberg advocates emulation, and writes that through emulation, it “should be
possible to recreate the document’s behavior as accurately as desired -- and to test this accuracy
in advance.”97 Fino-Radin, meanwhile, notes that emulation could require significantly less time
than migration, for “one emulation effort can restore functionality to multiple works, providing a
functional environment for any works that originally shared the emulated platform.”98
Emulation, however, still presents a number of disadvantages. An emulator becomes obsolete
once the system it runs on becomes obsolete. Thus, in the same way migrated files must be
continually migrated, new emulators must be written to accommodate changing technology. And
while it is less fraught with potential for minor error than migration, emulation is a much more
time-intensive procedure.
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In some capacity, emulation evades the problems set out by expectations that preservation
allow the work to retain its original appearance and material. In contrast to the error-prone
migration process, the work’s source code cannot accidentally be altered. Nevertheless, with
technology-based art, especially born-digital works of Internet art, we must consider the relative
values of functionality and aesthetics as they apply to the potential obsolescence of a given work.
The aesthetics of a work of Internet art, or at least the necessity of the aesthetics consistently
appearing as they did in their original iteration, might be secondary to the functionality of the
piece. This is contrary to the usual belief that the original appearance should take precedence
over functionality. Given the expectation that Internet art be participatory, the most important
component of the work’s functionality is its ability to facilitate user interaction through its
continued accessibility.
One of the defining characteristics of Internet art, and of the Internet more generally, is its
capacity for allowing users to access interactive, participatory, democratized content. Theorist
Christiane Paul writes that “digital technologies and networks have opened up new spaces for
autonomous producers and DIY culture -- through the process of copying, sharing, and remixing
-- as well as for the industry of market-driven media."99 Internet art’s democratized nature
distinguishes it from typical museum and gallery content, in part because, as Jon Ippolito notes
“the online art community has developed almost entirely outside the purview of galleries, auction
houses, and printed art magazines.”100 Allowing users to interact with a work remains perhaps
the most salient characteristic of Internet art. The works discussed so far, Legendary Account,
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Net.flag and Globalmove.us, rely upon user interaction in order to create a meaningful
experience for viewers and to actualize the work to its fullest potential.
Although emulation is valuable as a method of preserving the original look and feel of a
work, it may not present a work to current users as fully accessible with optimized functionality.
The bitstream of the work will remain the same and the simulated environment will appear much
the same as the original, but the notion of maintaining the work’s original environment seems, to
some extent, at odds with the inherently changeable nature of Internet artworks. In her study of
user’s reactions to emulated and migrated video games, Margaret Hedstrom notes that “subjects
preferred playing the migrated and emulated versions rather than the original game on the BBC
Micro. Although a few subjects lamented the loss of the original game “feeling,” most valued the
greater ease of manipulation and faster speed of the migrated and emulated versions.”101 This
contradicts the general goals of traditional art preservation efforts, yet a move towards focusing
on preserving the function of a born-digital work over its aesthetics can help us conceptualize the
inherent challenges, both technical and theoretical, of preserving Internet art.102
Should we focus on preserving the look and feel of a born-digital work, the functionality
of the work -- its compatibility for users accessing the work via home computer, its call for
interaction, and its evocation of a democratized, universally accessible arts environment -- may
fall by the wayside. In focusing on qualities such as appearance and intact original source code
conservators seek to preserve the aesthetic integrity of the work in a way clearly influenced by a
prioritization of materiality and material authenticity; doing so, however, puts the very spirit of
the work as an accessible, interactive, user-centered entity at risk. Adhering to preservation
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conventions focused almost exclusively on a work’s original materials creates a paradigm
inhospitable to preserving a work of art that is, by its very nature, immaterial. Preserving original
source code (“material”), optimized functionality (access for all users on contemporary operating
systems), and the spirit and intention of the work (democratic, access-driven artistic practice)
seems not only like an impossible task, but also, given the participatory goals and intentional
diffusivity of many born-digital, net-based artworks, unnecessary.

Migration and emulation serve primarily to restore files that were created on platforms
that have since become obsolete; a third suggested practice, re-interpretation, seeks to use
documentary evidence to recreate a work as accurately as possible regardless of the state of its
original iteration. Archivist William Real considers that, given the instability of many borndigital works “in some instances meticulous conservation documentation and care may be the
only way to guarantee a faithful and accurate future rendition of the work.”103 For more
traditional variable media artworks, this would entail consulting photographic documentation,
artists’ writings, and first-hand descriptions of a work. When re-interpreting a born-digital work
of art, however, the process also “calls for delving into the uncompiled source of the software,
and repairing whatever is the root cause of its obsolescence. In some cases this may be as simple
as altering the format of the compiled software, while in others it may call for a fundamental rewrite of the software’s source code.”104 Once more, the process of preservation presents a
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challenge to the authenticity of preserved born-digital artworks: it awakens us to the fact that the
materials that compose the piece are ultimately of little consequence.
The notion of re-writing a work’s source code in order to restore that work undermines
any concern for the authenticity of the “materials” used to create the work, and forces us to
consider other factors that might aid in re-presenting a work created from unstable, decayed, or
immaterial media. Pip Laurenson discusses how those components most essential to
authentically re-presenting a digital work of art are not material, but are rather “a collection of
properties which included: the artist’s instructions, approved installations intended to act as
models, an understanding of the context in which the art was made, and the degree to which the
artist specifications reflect his or her practice at the time the art was created.”105 We can think of
this “collection of properties” as a list of types of documentation. Active documentation has
proven essential in preservation and restoration efforts for born-digital artworks, both as
contextual evidence for re-presenting a work when no other restoration efforts have failed, and
for augmenting other forms of digital restoration. Rothenberg, for instance, cautions archivists to
supplement emulation with sufficient metadata and descriptions of the file or program that is to
be run, for “users must be able to read some intelligible explanation that tells them how to
proceed. This explanation must itself be a digital document… but it must also be human-readable
if it is to serve its purpose.”106
Rothenberg’s call for a human-readable form of notation calls to mind once more the
medium-specific challenges of the Internet and of digital media in general. A non-digital variable
media artwork might leave behind photographs or written descriptions that could aid in future re105
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presentations of the work, but rapid changes in digital technology make unclear the future
accessibility not only of works of art themselves, but also their documentation (in the form of
their source-code). Richard Rinehart, the Digital Media Director of the Berkeley Art Museum
and Pacific Film Archive, discusses the problem of documentation for a born-digital artwork by
comparing code to a musical score (an idea that will be further explored in Chapter 3). He sees
both as systems of formal notation from which a work could be performed multiple times;
Rinehart writes that code is “often too environment-specific, operating differently under variable
conditions such as operating system or hardware. This would be like musical notation working
for one brand of tuba but not another. A system of formal notation for media art should be
abstracted from specific environmental factors. It should be robust, generic, adaptable and
portable—universal content for a universal machine.”107 Thus traditional concerns about
materiality in preservation surface once more, but this time from a different perspective:
Rinehart, well aware that a born-digital work by its nature defies preservation within a single
digital environment or access through a single interface, encourages us to seek a “robust, generic,
adaptable” form of notation. Documentation for born-digital art, therefore, should not concern
itself with showing the original appearance of a work, but rather with describing its content and
function.
Metadata, commonly used in digital archiving, is, as Rinehart puts it “data about data. In
information design, metadata is a key method for giving data context, usually by revealing a
level of meaning that is implicit in the data themselves and easily understood by humans, but not
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by computers that require context to effectively process the data in question.”108 Metadata is a
human-readable, easily adaptable, already accepted form of notation, that could easily be (and in
many cases already has been) implemented as an essential component of any digital archiving or
preservation effort. Metadata not only answers Rothenberg’s call for a human-readable
supplement to emulation, but it also proves important in its own right for future attempts at reinterpreting a work. In acknowledging the need for metadata, we admit an implicit understanding
that born-digital art requires non-traditional, documentation-based preservation procedures. We
also recognize that Internet art, an immaterial medium, should not be subject to the same
preservation paradigm as works in which material authenticity can be a reason for concern. In
considering possibilities for preserving digital media installation art, William Real reminds us
that with proper documentation it “may be possible to present this piece faithfully in the future
with different equipment and media, so long as its essential spirit and experience are preserved,
albeit at the expense of historical accuracy. In this hypothetical example, the preservation
approach clearly crosses the line from considering the installation primarily as object to
considering it primarily as performance.”109
Real’s statement hints at the notion that a new, non-material approach to preservation
substantiates a shift from considering a digital installation or Internet artwork “primarily as
object to considering it primarily as performance.” The Variable Media Approach seems to
conform to a more mutable understanding of the ontology of an Internet artwork. Comparing
performance and Internet art more directly will clarify the extent to which this is true. In Chapter
3, I will analyze discussions of performance documentation and look further at the critical
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discourse creating the connections between materiality and authenticity. By examining theory
produced both contemporaneously with and in reaction to new, variable media art of the 1960s
and 1970s, I will further question the comparisons made between Internet art and variable media
art. Only through an in-depth analysis of those characteristics most essential to our experience of
Internet art -- time and authorship -- can we understand the ontological differences that cast
doubt on the use of a variable media-centered preservation paradigm .
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CHAPTER 3
Life During Real Time

Theory regarding the documentation of performance art addresses many of the same
dilemmas present in current discussions of Internet art. How can a museum or gallery re-present
a past performance to a contemporary audience? How can a document account for the
experiential nature of the work? How can a static document represent a dynamic, durational
work? As a theoretical canon, discourse on performance documentation tends to concern itself
specifically with three separate trains of thought that will prove useful in evaluating its
similarities to Internet art: understanding the ontology of the photograph as a documentary
medium; assessing the relative value of documentation as a device for recording the truth of a
performance event (though “truth” means different things to different theorists); or attempting to
reconcile the durational nature of performance with its static documents. By considering these
three approaches to performance documentation, I hope to present a comprehensive summary of
the context surrounding suggestions that a relatively direct comparison can be made between
Internet art and performance art.

I. Canonical Theories of Performance Documentation

In his 1983 essay “The Object of Performance,” Henry Sayre compares the absent,
documented work of performance art to art history’s traditional focus on the objecthood of
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artworks. He discusses the relative value of “presence” in a live performance and the absence
implied in vestigial documents of that performance. Sayre notes that “we experience
photography as presence itself -- as a formalist art object -- and as presence signifying the virtual
absence of some a priori experience... even the tourist or family man photographs in order to
capture the present... but he looks at the photographs in the slide show or family album (both of
which can be usefully described as the mnemonic devices of a new oral history) actually aware
of that present’s loss.”110 Distinctions between past and present, presence and absence, dominate
theoretical discussions of the ontology of the photograph and the photograph’s documentary
powers. These distinctions also pervade questions of the nature of live performance, and of any
contemporary medium we might consider ephemeral or otherwise variable. Theorists turn to the
photograph as a way of exploring the meaning inherent in the experience of a given work of art.
In separating their works into discussions of time and discussions of indexicality (presents versus
presence), we can better understand the ontological significance of the photograph, the primary
document used to record performance art.
Both Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag assert the photograph’s place within a
chronological continuum. Sontag writes that “photographs are a way of imprisoning reality,
understood as recalcitrant, unaccessible; of making it stand still.”111 For Sontag, the photograph
locks its subject into a specific time: the time at which it was produced. In Barthes’s reading, the
photograph continues to exercise a similar logic, this time asserting not only its own place within
a chronology, but also the viewer’s place by implication. Barthes writes that “the type of
110
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consciousness the photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented, since it establishes not a
consciousness of the being-there of the thing (which any copy could provoke) but an awareness
of its having-been-there. What we have is a new space-time category: spatial immediacy and
temporal anteriority, the photograph being an illogical conjunction between the here-now and the
there-then.”112 The separation between these two temporalities constitutes the essential difference
between performance itself and its document; Barthes’s contention that the photograph highlights
both temporalities simultaneously corroborates the photograph’s power to suggest the original,
live event, even upon viewing that photo at a later date.
Grounding the photograph within a temporal system provides the basis for assertions
about photography’s value as a tool for producing faithful documentary evidence. However, the
photograph takes on its most powerful claim as a method of documenting truth through its
inherent indexicality. In her essay “Notes on the Index” Rosalind Krauss defines indexes as “the
marks or traces of a particular cause, and that cause is the thing to which they refer, the object
they signify. Into the category of the index, we would place physical traces (like footprints),
medical symptoms, or the actual referents of the shifters.”113 Indexes are signs that necessarily
refer back to the thing that made them; the photograph can be defined as an index, for, as Krauss
continues “every photograph is the result of the physical imprint transferred by light reflections
onto a sensitive surface. The photograph is thus a type of icon, or visual likeness, which bears an
indexical relationship to its object.”114 The idea of the index, while clearly applicable to
assessing photography’s documentary power, stems from linguistics; Christopher Wood defines
112
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indexes in language as “words whose content is determined by the proximity of actual
people

and

things,

or of

points in

space-time, in

other

words

by

the

particular

circumstances of a linguistic utterance.”115 The linguistic indeterminacy of the index provides
an interesting framework through which to view the concept of the photograph’s documentary
power; much as a personal pronoun is empty of meaning without a clear reference to a specific
subject, the documentary photograph is empty of meaning unless it is a photograph of the
performance. 116
The photograph’s indexical nature predisposes it to documentary use. Because it is
produced through a physical process, using light as its means of recording the appearance of an
object, the photograph creates an apparently truthful document of the image it captures at the
time it was captured. (Although the extent to which that representation is truly faithful to what it
depicts remains up in the air…) In his essay “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Andre
Bazin goes so far as to state that “the photographic image is the object itself, the object freed
from the conditions of time and space that govern it. No matter how fuzzy, distorted, or
discolored, no matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of
the very process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the reproduction; it is the
model.”117 Bazin’s contention seems both to confirm and to contradict Walter Benjamin’s earlier
assessment of the powers of the mechanically reproduced image. Bazin and Benjamin agree that
photography removes the captured subject from its place in a spatial and historical narrative.
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Whereas Benjamin views that rift as the process by which the photograph comes to disavow the
aura of the original, Bazin claims that the photograph and its subject remain essentially the same.
The power of the photographed performance, in Bazin’s view, would be just as salient as that of
the performance itself; to Benjamin, meanwhile, photographic documentation can never carry the
same weight as the original, and thus can never serve as an entirely authentic representation of
the event.

At stake in these investigations of the photograph’s ontology is an understanding of
documentation’s power to reveal the truth of the performance it records. What makes for a
“truthful” representation of an event, what truth can be uncovered in referencing the documents
of performances, differs greatly from one theorist’s approach to the next. Three theorists -- Henry
Sayre, Peggy Phelan, and Philip Auslander -- provide the key works from which much of today’s
discourse on performance documentation is derived. Considering the different types of truth we
might derive from documentation can elucidate the extent to which we can (or, perhaps, cannot)
accept documentation as an authentic representation of a preserved performance.
Henry Sayre assesses the truth of performance documentation as a measure of the work’s
grounding in history and historicity. In Sayre’s work, a performance itself constitutes an
“aesthetics of presence”, while a document of the performance is representative of an “aesthetics
of absence”; these two aesthetics relate differently to their own temporality. Sayre writes that “an
aesthetics of presence seeks to transcend history, to escape temporality. An aesthetics of absence
subjects art to the wiles of history, embraces time ... An aesthetics of presence defines art as that
which transcends the quotidian; an aesthetics of absence accepts the quotidian’s impingement
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upon art. For one, art is absolute; for the other, it is contingent.”118 That is to say, the
documentation of a performance work asserts its own place within a historical narrative; the
mere process of documentation signals an acceptance that the performance ended long ago, even
though its significance might persist through documents. Amelia Jones, meanwhile, contends that
“Sayre’s fixation on ‘presence’ ... informs his unquestioning belief in the photograph of
performance as ‘truth.’”119 Jones’s understanding of the “truth” that can be conveyed through a
documented performance differs from Sayre’s: for Sayre, truth entails the document’s ability to
correctly place the work within an historical narrative and confirm the work’s endurance within a
temporality; for Jones, a truthful document is one that accurately conveys the performance event
for future viewings, regardless of its ability to acknowledge its own contingency. For Sayre, the
future viewer comes to see the work through the lens of the photographer, and, in doing so,
affects the photographer’s presence; for Jones, the future viewer must piece together fragmentary
documents in order to reach an understanding of how the performance might have transpired in
its original iteration.
Jones’s approach to truth closely matches that of Philip Auslander. Auslander writes

no documented piece is performed solely as an end in itself: the performance is always at one
level raw material for documentation, the final product through which it will be circulated and
with which it will inevitably become identified… In the end, the only significant difference
between the documentary and theatrical modes of performance documentation is ideological: the
assumption that in the former mode, the event is staged primarily for an immediately present
audience and that the documentation is a secondary, supplementary record of an event that has its
own prior integrity. 120
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For both Auslander and Jones, the truth of a documented performance is contingent on the
authenticity of the document; both writers consider the live performance itself and its documents
as potentially authentic representations of a work. The combination of these two components
allows the viewer to reach a more complete understanding of the work as a whole -- that is, an
understanding adjusted to mitigate the subjectivity of experiencing the live work, but not lacking
the experience of the live altogether. Jones writes of learning from works of performance art
exclusively through their documentation, claiming that “while the experience of viewing a
photograph and reading a text is clearly different from that of sitting in a small room watching an
artist perform, neither has a privileged relationship to the historical ‘truth’ of the performance”121
That is to say, neither the performance or its documents, in Jones’s view, represents the work
more authentically than the other. Both representations of the work are inherently subjective,
incomplete, and therefore neither one is closer to the absolute truth of the performance than the
other. Jones understands the document as a physical manifestation of the performance through
which the viewer might come to understand the work in some authentic fashion.
A third approach to truth in performance documentation comes from Peggy Phelan, who
asserts the supremacy of the live performance itself over its documentary record. In Unmarked,
Phelan writes that
Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or
otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations: once it does so, it
becomes something other than performance. To the degree that performance attempts to enter the
economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology. Performance’s
being, like the ontology of subjectivity proposed here, becomes itself through disappearance. 122
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Performance’s ephemerality, its penchant for disappearing into the photographs and first-hand
accounts that record its having happened, define its significance as a medium in Phelan’s
account. To Phelan, documentation necessarily voids performance’s ontological power, for it
negates the essential value of the liveness of live performance as an encapsulation of the whole
work. Phelan’s account of performance art focuses on its situational presence, its value as a selfconsciously phenomenological medium that implicates its viewers in a live, experiential event.
Truth, to Phelan, means that performance must remain truthful to its ontology, and therefore that
it must subject itself to the inevitability of loss. Phelan claims that photographs and documentary
descriptions “remind us how loss acquires meaning and generates recovery -- not only of and for
the object, but for the one who remembers. The disappearance of the object is fundamental to
performance; it rehearses and repeats the disappearance of the subject who longs always to be
remembered.”123 For the viewer who bore witness to a performance event, the performance itself
holds the only true representation of the work. Regardless of her view of the ontology of the
photograph, Phelan cannot support documentation, photographic or otherwise, as a suitable
practice for preserving performance works; to Phelan, performance precludes preservability.

An additional theme in discussions of performance documentation concerns the comparison
of a performance’s document -- a necessarily static, invariable record -- to the inherently
durational and experiential live performance event. In her essay “Displacing the Haptic:
Performance Art, the Photographic Document, and the 1970s,” Kathy O’Dell notes the
necessarily fragmentary nature of all performance documentation. O’Dell writes of the duration
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depicted by a photograph, and how that length of time differs from the length of a performance.
She asks “what do all the photographs taken of any performance really add up to when one
considers that each photograph reveals, depending on the camera’s f/stop setting, only 1/15th,
1/30th, or even 1/60th of a second of the performed action? … How can knowledge of a
performed work of art be gained through a document which, due to the technological limitations
of the apparatus producing it, so vastly delimits information?”124 Concerns about photography
serving as an incomplete record of the duration of a performance pervade theoretical discourse.
O’Dell highlights the processes of selection and exclusion inherent in documentary practices,
processes that, given the single-perspective of the camera and the focus on subjecthood in textual
descriptions, seem unavoidable in accepting documentation as a preservation practice.
In his formative 1967 essay “Art and Objecthood,” Michael Fried argues that the advent of
minimalist -- or, as he prefers to call it, “literalist” -- art has brought fine art into a perilous state
of theatricality; this state threatens the degeneration of a prior approach to fine art that valued
objecthood and materiality over subjective experience. Fried states toward the end of his essay
that “the literalist preoccupation with time -- more precisely with the duration of the experience
-- is, I suggest, paradigmatically theatrical.”125 He goes on to compare minimalism’s theatrical
relationship to time with that of modernist painting and sculpture, stating that “it is as though
one’s experience of the latter has no duration -- not because one in fact experiences a picture by
Noland or Olitski or a sculpture by David Smith or Caro in no time at all, but because at every
moment the work itself is wholly manifest… One’s experience of a Caro is not incomplete, and
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one’s conviction as to its quality is not suspended simply because one has only seen it from
where one is standing.”126 This comparison echoes O’Dell’s concerns about the photograph’s
ability to capture a durational event, and sheds light on perhaps the defining issue that confounds
theorists, conservators, and curators seeking to capture and re-present performance, variable
media, and Internet artworks: for these media, at no moment is the work itself wholly manifest.
Not simply at no moment throughout the performance or at no moment throughout its exhibition:
at no moment from the time the work is created to the time when it is finally forgotten by its last
viewer does the work exist as a whole entity. These works do not simply unfold over the time of
their performance, they continue to change in significance as they are re-performed and represented through their vestigial documents.

II. Preserving Musical Performance: The Score

As a means of coping with the impossibility of fully and authentically preserving a work
of performance art, I will turn now to considering the documentation of live musical
performances. Musical performances, preserved through both audio recordings and musical
notation, present a different conceptual framework frequently cited as a potentially viable means
of preserving variable media and performance artworks. In investigating how the philosophy of
music treats the relative authenticity of a score, a transcription, a single live performance, and a
musical work in relation to each other, I seek to explore the possibility of using a score-like
format as a form of “premeditated documentation” -- an approach to documentation based more
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in a plan to re-present the work in future iterations than in a desire to record the look and
experience of the original event.
Conservators, curators, and artists frequently turn to the score as an expression of their
desire for a form of documentation capable of providing direction in the event of obsolescing
original materials or the original artist’s death. Pip Laurenson, in discussing the challenges of
preserving time-based media installations, writes that they differ from more traditional media in
that their creation entails a two-stage process, first design and then experience through
exhibition. According to Laurenson “they share this feature with western notated music where
what is experienced is the performance. Similarly, in the case of a time-based media installation,
the work must be experienced as an installed event, which again has parallels with a
performance.”127 In his work for the Variable Media Network, Richard Rinehart has asked “‘do
we want to preserve this art or keep it alive?’ The former approach treats a work of variable
media like a musical recording, locking in time some masterful performance. The latter approach
treats the work more as a musical score, the same piece open to future iterations.”128 Which of
these two approaches is preferable, if either is even possible, depends on our willingness to treat
a work of Internet art as ontologically similar to a musical performance.
Laurenson uses Stephen Davies’s definition of a musical score, taken from Davies’s work
on the philosophy of music, and writes that “a score is intended as instructions to potential
performers and ‘it is by following these instructions that players generate instances of the
work.’”129 In producing a score, a composer takes into account that a work will likely be
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performed and re-performed multiple times, and that the circumstances of these re-performances
-- the audience in attendance, the acoustics of the venue, the performers playing the piece -- will
almost undoubtedly change from one iteration to the next. Rinehart comments on an advantage
unique to scores, one that traditional forms of documentation for performance art neglect:
“scores keep the patina of history and provenance intact for future research.”130 Although the
performance may vary from one iteration to the next, the score remains intact and authentic
regardless of changes in performance practice.
Scores, to a certain extent, undermine our expectations of what constitutes the authentic
documentation of a performance, for they notate what any given iteration of a performance
should sound like rather than recording what a specific performance did sound like. Davies
writes that even given an “accurate” or “authentic” score
what is specified by the composer underdetermines the sound of any accurate performance of the
work. If ‘authentic’ means ‘accurate’, then many different sounding performances could be
equally and thoroughly authentic. Moreover, because the performer’s contribution to the work’s
realization is by no means fully determined, authenticity and creativity in performance will be
complementary rather than exclusive. If one cannot perform the work at all except by exercising
one’s creative skills as an interpreter and realizer of the material provided by the composer, then
one cannot perform the work authentically except by being creative. 131

The expectation that a performer can take some creative liberties in re-performing a musical
work contradicts our expectations for performance art, in which the original, sometimes the only,
performance comes to take precedence as a marker of the authenticity of future performances
and documents. An essential difference between the musical performance and performance art
becomes clear in reading Davies’s work: in performance art, at least in those works that the
theorists confronting issues of performance documentation often touch upon, the artist and the
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performer are the same. In many works of Internet art, however, the artist serves a role similar to
that of the composer; an Internet artist writes code that serves as a springboard facilitating
viewers’ interactions with the piece in much the same way a composer writes a work that is then
performed by musicians other than himself.
The idea of the score bears clear similarities to one emerging practice for preserving
variable media art: The Variable Media Initiative’s Variable Media Questionnaire. Thomas
Mulready of the Performance Art Festival + Archives writes that “there are no performance art
pieces in the ‘reparatory’ of a dance company, as performance art lacks the notation, training, and
institutionalization that exists around classical and modern dance. This is an issue of
reproducibility, education, and access, not of documentation.”132 That a direct system of notation
for performance art does not exist, however, does not mean that it could not exist. Jon Ippolito
writes that his Variable Media Questionnaire “asks creators to play the central role in deciding
how their works should evolve over time, with archivists and technicians offering choices rather
than prescribing them.”133 Ippolito cites an example of a variable media work that might be
restaged multiple times in different venues at different times; he describes Felix GonzalesTorres’s Untitled (Public Opinion) as “duplicable,” and claims that multiple, indistinguishable
versions could be produced and shown using identical candy pieces.134 The questionnaire
functions here as a form of notation -- a set of acceptable guidelines for the re-presentation of a
variable media work. Thus, even without the artist present, curators and conservators could represent the work authentically.
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III. Live versus Real Time

Although connections between performance art and live musical performance -- and thus
the suggestion that a score-like form of notation could be used as a documentation practice for
performance art -- are relatively apparent, the similarities between performance and Internet art
might seem, at first, somewhat more tenuous. Ultimately, these similarities stem less from the
ontology of the media themselves than from similarities in approaches to preserving those media.
Conservators and curators seem willing enough to group the two under the heading of “variable
media” in comparative case studies and descriptions of preservation procedures. Both media are
typically approached as variable, ephemeral, and in danger of disappearing. Despite these
similarities, and despite the consistent comparisons made between Internet art and other forms of
variable media art, I believe, and argue throughout the remainder of this thesis, that two
characteristics fundamental to Internet art -- the work’s relation to time and the ways in which its
authorship is determined -- distinguish it from the other forms of variable media art to which it is
so often compared.
Time, or, rather, the work’s relation to it, serves as one of the primary impediments
preventing conservators from applying traditional preservation practices to variable media art.
Variable media works decay, obsolesce, or otherwise change over time; performance artworks,
meanwhile, pose a somewhat different challenge, for they operate from a specific site and a
specific time: the are live. This focus on temporal specificity might seem to apply to Internet art
as well, providing yet another connection between Internet art and performance. Yet the Internet
is not live in the sense that performance is live. The Internet operates according to a different
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temporality, exhibiting the characteristics not of a live performance, but instead of a “real time”
interaction. 135 Real time entails different qualities in different media; curator Beryl Graham
writes that real time for computers “concerns instantaneity of processing and manipulation of
data.”136 Real time, a characteristic inherent to the Internet, is not exclusive to Internet artworks.
The notion of real time in contemporary Internet art traces its roots back to the manipulation of
earlier video art practices and to works that incorporated developing digital technologies and
systems theory. In works incorporating systems theory, the work itself functions as a feedback
loop, absorbing information and synthesizing it into meaningful data that is then represented by
its physical appearance. In a real time system, the results of this loop appear instantaneously. A
non-digital work illustrative of a systems-based aesthetic, Hans Haacke’s 1970 MoMA Visitors’
Poll relied on the real time presentation of information within a museum space. MoMA visitors
cast ballots responding to Haacke’s question; “Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not
denounced President Nixon’s Indochina policy be reason for you not to vote for him in
November?”137 Voters dropped their ballots in one of two adjacent, clear, plexiglass boxes, such
that the results of the poll were immediately visible and continuously updated as visitors engaged
with the work.
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The difference between the temporal structure of performance and Internet art amounts to
the substantial ontological difference between real time and live. In “The Eye Finds No Fixed
Point on Which to Rest…”, Chantal Pontbriand writes of live performance
If we seek in performance something to help us understand the meaning of a reactualized
presence, what first comes to mind is the here and now of performance already mentioned, its
incidental or situational character. Presence is temporality, and essentially what interests us in
contemporary art is this criterion of temporality, this coming into being: the characteristic presence
of performance could be called presentness -- that is to say, performance unfolds essentially in the
present time. 138

Pontbriand’s definition of liveness concerns presence, in that the viewer must be in the presence
of the original work at the appropriate time in order to experience it. Real time, conversely, does
not entail a work occurring at a predetermined site and a predetermined time; it implies that the
work reacts to the viewer, wherever its viewer is, whenever that viewer chooses to access and
actualize it. In some cases, there are limitations on the viewer’s ability to do so: a viewer
interacting with Haacke’s poll must be in the gallery during the museum’s hours of operation. In
his differentiation between modernist and minimalist art, Michael Fried claimed of the former
that “at every moment the work itself is wholly manifest.”139 As discussed previously, there is no
moment within a performance at which the work is wholly manifest, but the performance
ostensibly takes place within a bounded timeframe in a particular venue. A work of Internet is
likewise wholly unmanifest, to use Fried’s phrase, at a given moment of its duration, except,
unlike performance, its duration and location are totally unbounded. The work continues to
operate 24 / 7, well beyond the time limits when a performance work would come to an end.
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IV. Preserving Real Time

The artwork’s treatment of time also differentiates Internet art from other forms of new
media art. Graham writes that “video, like sound, has a duration, and this durational aspect has
become one of the things that differentiates new media art from digital art (the latter might
include digital imaging and computer graphics, but these elements are generally excluded from
the former).”140 Duration, however, has a different significance for Internet art than for other
forms of new media art. The new media installations discussed by Laurenson, Graham, and
others all unfold within the space of a gallery in a span of time that museum or gallery visitors
can endure. The works have predetermined limits. Internet art, meanwhile varies, often
randomly, throughout its duration, which itself can often be without predetermined limits.
Manovich defines variability as one of the primary characteristics differentiating new media
from its predecessors, and writes that “a new media object is not something fixed once and for
all, but something that can exist in different, potentially infinite versions. This is another
consequence of the numerical coding of media… and the modular structure of a media
object.”141 Manovich’s explanation of the consequences of variability in the digital realm echos
George Kubler’s writings on the nature of time and objecthood. Kubler’s writings heavily
influenced Robert Smithson and Robert Morris, two artists whose work exhibits the sort of postmedia variability so often identified as characteristic of the increasingly dematerialized work of
the 1960s and 70s.142 Kubler argues that “since no two things can occupy the same coordinates of
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space and time, every act differs from its predecessors and its successors. No two things or acts
can be accepted as identical. Every act is an invention… It is the nature of being that no event
ever repeats, but it is the nature of thought that we understand events only by the identities we
imagine among them.”143
Kubler’s writings resonate with an unnerving prescience when applied to the current state
of digital storage and to our expectations for what can and does constitute a time-based work of
art; Kubler even identifies the fixation on categorization of media that allows us to compare
video to performance to photography to Internet art. The inherent variability of Internet art, the
ways in which it facilitates unique, participatory experiences for individual users, and the way its
algorithmic nature prompts a constant, continuous flux over time seem to fulfill Kubler’s
description of the act that differs fundamentally from the one that preceded it and the one that
followed. Each moment in the life of an Internet artwork occupies its own “coordinates of space
and time.” The combination of these coordinates forms an experiential network of sorts -- one
through which the wholly manifest work might finally be comprehended. In this way, Internet art
conforms to the terms Fried set out defining the theatricality of minimalist art, the same terms in
which performance art is so often discussed. Yet in viewing the continuously fluctuating nature
of the Internet as evidence of Internet art’s real time character, the distinctions between Internet
art and performance become clearer.
Kubler’s approach to time, or rather to the role of time in defining an entity’s being,
represents the polar opposite of Nishitani’s. Kubler’s contention implies that things -- time, acts,
physical entities -- exist in discrete units, which could, ostensibly, be recorded and represented
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through photographs of those units. Although artists’ from the 1970s took their cue from Kubler,
not Nishitani, performance’s ontology as theorists have broached it thus far seems closer to
Nishitani’s ideas on radical subjecthood and radical impermanence than it does to Kubler’s.
Performance’s power for Fried, Phelan, O’Dell, and Sayre roots itself in performance’s status as
a diachronic exploration of experiential relationships, as well as in the medium’s potential to
disappear permanently. A photograph isolates a durationless point in time that never truly existed
in the way its phenomenologically decontextualized documentation re-presents it. Nishitani
writes of entities bound together in temporal and contextual web that imbues them with meaning;
the meaning of performances stays similarly suspended. Concept, event, and memory can be
bound together to constitute the work. Discrete photographs cannot replicate the temporal
continuity implied by Nishitani’s conception of objecthood and the self.
Internet art fluctuates, but that fluctuation starts and stops. There are distinct points at
which certain Internet artworks remain static, durational spans during which a work remains
unaccessed and unaltered. In Mark Napier’s Net.flag, for example, the flag (and its website)
remains unchanged between subsequent interactions. Beneath the image of the flag is a time
stamp indicating the last time at which the flag was accessed and changed. 144 Although a viewer
may have viewed Net.flag during that time, no one interacted with it. The moments in the
lifespan of a work of Internet art that matter experientially, those that can reasonably be
compared to a performance, are not infinite on a scale that precludes their preservation; they are
not a constantly fluctuating diachronic matrix of experiences, but are, rather, a series of
component participatory events that come together over time to form a coherent work. If we
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accept this as true of Internet art, then Internet art, unlike performance, should be preserved not
through documentation of and re-presentation of its appearance, but through an informed,
experience-based recreation or documentation of the work’s function as an interactive, userfocused art experience.

The suggestion of a form of documentation focused on user experience requires us to
reevaluate just what characterizes viewership and use within the context of Internet art.
Viewership on the Internet differentiates not only in the time over which the act of viewing
elapses, but also in the viewer’s relationship to the process of creating the work. The
documentation practices referenced throughout the above chapter depend largely on the input of
a single artist, and on exclusive, institution-specific interactions that take place between the artist
and curator. The Internet, however, thrives on a pattern of author / viewer interaction that differs
strongly from the museum model, embracing processes of collaborative authorship over the
intent of a single author. The following chapter will examine tendencies toward remixing and
collaboration inherent in Internet culture, and will use this analysis in order to reevaluate the
ways in which preservation practice should treat artistic intent and should reconsider the
processes by which documentation is produced.
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CHAPTER 4
Authorship (Remix)

“To reach, not the point where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any
importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We have
been aided, inspired, multiplied.”
- Gilles Deluze and Felix Guattari145

Is Joel Holmberg the author of Legendary Account? He conceived of the work as a work
of art, but in doing so, he appropriated a preexisting digital platform rather than creating one of
his own. He did not write the code through which the site operates, nor did he alter the site to an
extent beyond what any other user might do by creating an account. Holmberg posed questions,
but he relied on Yahoo! Answers users to respond in order for the work to function as intended.
Yahoo! Answers, unchanged but for the subversive intent lurking behind Holmberg’s questions,
served as a muse of sorts for the artist: a digital readymade he could use as a platform for the
series of Net-mediated interactions that compose the work. Legendary Account, however, still
requires the input of Yahoo! Answers users for its actualization. Without answers, Holmberg’s
questions languish on a server, the lack of an answer implying that they have gone unseen, or
have been buried under more urgent questions about declawing cats and installing software. The
work depends on a combination of sources, authors varying in their levels of awareness of and
commitment to the project in which they are participating: Holmberg, the Yahoo! answerers, the
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developers behind the Yahoo! Answers site, and the viewers who eventually access the work and
see it for what it is.
The understanding that authorship can be collective and multilayered is not unique to
Holmberg’s work. Internet art presents a radical relationship between artists, viewers, and other
collaborators. None of the works explored in this paper are meant to be passively viewed;
instead, they prompt answers, clicks, drags, and searches. In requiring participation, the works
imply the integral role participants play as creators. Viewers activate these works through
participation, and in the process they lay claim to some degree of authorial status, serving as
producers and ensuring the work’s continued intended function. The notion that a viewer might
derive some type of collaborative, authorial status from participation challenges long-held,
underlying assumptions about the primacy of the single author in the definition and reception of
a given work of art. In exploring the ways in which the priority of the author has been treated
critically, the ways in which the Internet as a participatory medium prompts collaboration, and
the impact of remixing as a form of Internet culture, I hope to present a theoretical framework
through which we might recognize how the hope of preserving a work of art through established
practices can be invalidated by the demands of collaborative authorship.

I. What ISN’T an Author?

In his 1923 essay, “The Task of the Translator,” Walter Benjamin writes that “even the
concept of an ‘ideal’ receiver is detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art, since all it
posits is the existence and nature of man as such. Art, in the same way, posits man’s physical and
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spiritual existence, but in none of its works is it concerned with his response. No poem is
intended for the reader, no picture for the beholder, no symphony for the listener.”146 Art, to
Benjamin, is the author’s domain. It disregards the centrality of the viewer in order to prioritize
the act of creation and the work that act produces. Benjamin’s dismissal of the viewer
corresponds to traditional assessments of the essential value of the author -- typically lauded for
his individualism and creative genius -- in our interpretation of the work. As such, the intentions
and actions of the author assume paramount significance in our planning for the future legacy of
a work. This approach contradicts the goal of participation and collaboration exemplified by
Internet art. Reevaluating the connections between authorship and authenticity through a poststructuralist lens, however, might help clarify different conceptualizations of authorship that
recognize the changing significance of viewers and collaborators in cultural production, and
which match the realities of Internet art more closely.
Perhaps the greatest challenge to moving beyond the traditional perceived importance of
the artist as creator is an underlying acceptance of the priority of the author -- priority both in
terms of significance and temporality. In “The Death of the Author,” Roland Barthes writes of
the perceived difference in the temporality of author and work, noting that “the Author, when
believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own book; book and author stand
automatically on a single line divided into a before and an after.”147 That the author must predate
the book makes sense: how else would the book come to be? But the author preceding the book
need not indicate the author taking precedence over the book. Barthes, however, believes that to
be the case in traditional understandings of authorship: “The explanation of a work is always
146
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sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end, through the more
or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in
us.”148 Authorship, when understood this way, hinges on an assumption that the author’s
backstory, his life and his traits as an individual, should influence the ways in which we interpret
his work. If we believe this to be true, it follows that we also believe understanding a work of art
is never possible without knowing at least something of its artist / author and his intentions.
In “What is an Author?” Michel Foucault follows a similar strand of thought, noting that
traditionally “the author provides the basis for explaining not only the presence of certain events
in a work, but also for their transformations, distortions, and diverse modifications (through his
biography, the determination of his individual perspective, the analysis of his social position, and
the revelation of his basic design). The author is also the principle of a certain unity in
writing.”149 The reader takes these biographical elements into account in evaluating the work; the
work

conceptualized this way depends on an interpretation that incorporates its author’s

biography in order to convey all of its possible richness. The reader’s assumption that there
exists some inherent connection between author and work seems to violate Benjamin’s denial of
the reader’s power to define the work; in doing so, however, the reader prioritizes authorship,
corroborating Benjamin’s denial of the powers held by the reader.
Barthes and Foucault do not set out to support the prioritization of the author, but rather
they both seek, indirectly, to invalidate the general acceptance of the importance of the author
that would have informed Benjamin’s work. Doing so involves refuting the author’s temporal
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priority and asserting the text’s ability to be received and understood independent of its author -reclaiming the importance of the reader over that of the author. Barthes quashes the author’s
temporal priority, affirming instead the value of writing as a performative act and not an archival
one:

there is no other time than that of the enunciation and every text is eternally written here and now.
The fact is (or, it follows) that writing can no longer designate an operation of recording, notation,
representation, ‘depiction’ (as the Classics would say); rather, it designates exactly what linguists,
referring to the Oxford philosophy, call a performative, a rare verbal form (exclusively given in
the first person and in the present tense) in which the enunciation has no other content (contains no
other proposition) than the act by which it is uttered.150

Writing creates in its process of being created -- it performs an action by being written, following
the tradition, as Barthes notes, of J. L. Austin’s concept of the performative utterance. Because it
does so, writing cannot be considered a process of recording; writing as an action, as well as the
act that writing itself performs, exists in the writer’s present, therefore writing must be indicative
of a present rather than some prior time.151 The author’s “here and now” is precisely the same as
the text’s “here and now,” for the former actively composed the later in their mutual present.
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Temporal priority, therefore, should not determine our assumption that the author defines the
text.
Must the author as a subject define the possible meanings of his work? Foucault
undermines the idea that the author could do so, and writes: “the author is not an indefinite
source of significations which fill a work; the author does not precede the works; he is a certain
functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by
which one impedes the free circulation, free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition,
and recomposition of fiction.”152 The author confines our understanding of the work to those
possible meanings that relate directly back to him. The possibility of plurality in the text requires
us to move beyond the author; the author fixes the texts to meanings dependent on his own
subjecthood and his biography. Barthes comments on the process of reading and forgetting
meaning in a plural text, a text with meanings unfixed from its author, in S/Z. He considers the
text to be

a nomination in the course of becoming, a tireless approximation, a metonymic labor. -- With
regard to the plural text, forgetting a meaning cannot therefore be seen as a fault. Forgetting in
relation to what? What is the sum of the text? Meanings can indeed be forgotten, but only if we
have chosen to bring to bear upon the text a singular scrutiny. Yet reading does not consist in
stopping the chain of systems, in establishing a truth, a legality of the text, and consequently in
leading its reader into ‘errors’; it consists in coupling these systems, not according to their finite
quantity, but according to their plurality (which is a being, not a discounting): I pass, I intersect, I
articulate, I release, I do not count. Forgetting meanings is not a matter for excuses, an unfortunate
defect in performance; it is an affirmative value, a way of asserting the irresponsibility of the text,
the pluralism of systems (if I closed their list, I would inevitably reconstitute a singular,
theological meaning): it is precisely because I forget that I read.153

In much the same way that writing consists of a process of performative declaration, reading
depends on the process of juggling meanings and understanding their interrelation; this process
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can only occur -- reading, as Barthes understands it, can only occur -- in a plural text, a text
composed of elements unbound by the finitude of their authorship, unlimited in their disavowal
of the primacy of that specific extensional signified.
It is through this active reading, through the process of sorting through potential
meanings and understanding the new possibilities they present when recombined, that authorship
truly loses its priority; the reader, not the author, determines the received meaning of the text.
Barthes concludes “The Death of the Author” with this very contention. He states that “the reader
is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them
being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any
longer be personal: the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that
someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is
constituted.”154 Responsibility for the work thus shifts from author to reader. The reader uses the
structure provided by the author to define the meaning of the work. The author’s biography
therefore no longer holds a legitimate stake in our acceptance of his priority in the creation of a
work.

II. Collaboration and the Internet

The interactivity that defines Internet art, while different from the elements of interaction
in previously discussed works of variable media and performance art, is not without precedent.
Collaboration and viewer participation -- participation to an extent radical enough that the work
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uses interactions among viewers as its substance -- echo the turn toward relational aesthetics
prominent in art of the 1990s; chronologically, the beginnings of relational aesthetics match the
advent of the Internet as a widely available, publicly accessible, and increasingly interactive
medium. Looking to relational aesthetics may help clarify the status of the artist in defining the
authorship of the Internet artwork. Internet art’s tendency toward participatory content and
multiple authorship, however, draws on an additional source: over the past two decades, the
Internet has launched a culture of cutting and pasting, reappropriating content to create new
works. Internet art epitomizes the ways in which remixing -- an approach to using content that
reflects the ways in which the digital age has ushered in democratized, shared, and
reappropriated media -- has redefined the meaning of authorship. In so doing, the ethos
motivating remix culture has also poised itself as the ultimate distinction between traditional
artworks housed in white-walled museums and the works of art infinitely accessible on screens
across the world.
Curator Nicholas Bourriaud defined relational aesthetics as those works of art that require
social interaction between viewers, artists, and other collaborators:

Meetings, encounters, events, various types of collaboration between people, games, festivals, and
places of conviviality, in a word all manner of encounter and relational invention thus represent,
today, aesthetic objects likely to be looked at as such, with pictures and sculptures regarded here
merely as specific cases of a production of forms with something other than a simple aesthetic
consumption in mind. 155

The interactions that compose Internet art bear clear similarities to the relationships Bourriaud
describes. Multiple users collaborate, either among each other or with the artist, in projects that
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we might easily envision as virtual meetings, web-based games, and cyber conversations; the
social component of relational aesthetics remains, now transposed into the digital realm.
Bourriaud maintains that, within the scope of relational aesthetics, “art is made of the same
material as the social exchanges” that compose it.156 Works of Internet art bear a similar
relationship to the interactions they provoke: Internet art is made as much of its viewers’
clicking, dragging, and typing as it is of the artist’s source code. Relational aesthetics serves as
an art world precedent through which to view Internet art’s inclination toward interactivity.
Given Internet art’s position outside the museum, however, another comparison might be more
apt in explaining that inclination: the predominance of remixing and the growth of open-sourcing
on the Internet.
Interactivity itself signifies something different in a digital context than it does within a
museum setting. Sarah Cook writes of participation in Internet art “the number of Net-based
artworks that encourage the visitor’s interaction in the completion of the work -- through
clicking, linking, and entering data -- suggests not just the conceptual art origins of Net practice,
but also its socially engaged of participatory origins.”157 This “social engagement” echoes the
rationale of relational aesthetics, prioritizing exchanges and interactions in the viewer’s
experience of the work and in the work itself. The interactions in Internet artworks, however, are
no longer the direct, interpersonal exchanges that occur in the galleries containing the works
Bourriaud describes. The arena for interactions has broadened, moving from the gallery to the
Internet, and with it so too have changed the range of possible interactions among viewers and
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between the viewer and artist. In her book Digital Currents, Margaret Lovejoy claims that “what
interactive art now solicits from the viewer is not simply reception but an independent
construction of meaning. In interactively participating, the viewer derives power somewhat
parallel with that of the artist: to choose one’s own path and discover one’s own insights through
the interactive work.”158 Lovejoy’s claim that interactivity grants a viewer creative power
“somewhat parallel with that of the artist” deserves further exploration, for if we hope to
understand the role of authorship in preservation, we must first acknowledge how and why
viewers can take on authorial power in works of Internet art. And if any single discursive shift
can point us toward a better understanding of the meaning of authorship in the digital age, its the
cutting, pasting, re-use, and free use that defines a now ubiquitous form of cultural production:
the remix.

III. The Remix

In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich posits a correlation between the ascent of
the DJ as a major cultural figure and the beginnings of an interactive, digital computer culture.159
Manovich’s DJ represents not only the advent of remixing as a trend in pop music, but also the
apotheosis of appropriating and reusing older content as the “new cultural logic of modern
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society.”160 According to Manovich, in a society steeped in new media tendencies “pulling
elements from databases and libraries becomes the default; creating them from scratch becomes
the exception. The Web acts as a perfect materialization of this logic. It is one gigantic library of
graphics, photographs, video, audio, design layouts, software code, and texts; and every element
is free because it can be saved to the user’s computer with a single mouse click.”161 By using
materials produced by others, the DJ convolutes his own status as author, drawing attention to
those other creators responsible for the content he has reappropriated. Reusing and building on
content, even without direct interaction between the artists / creators involved, reveals a tendency
toward multi-author, collaborative production as a (the?) keystone of remix culture. There exists
a parallel to the DJ’s complex status as an author in the Internet artist: although the artist
provides the structure in which interactions occur, it is those interactions themselves, performed
by viewers, that combine to compose the work. Mark Napier’s Net.flag, for example, depends on
contributions by viewers in order to achieve its palimpsestic appearance. The artist thus serves a
role similar to that of the DJ, facilitating a mix of interactions by viewer-contributors in order to
create an artwork.
We can differentiate remixing from sampling or collage -- delineate it as a practice unique
to the new media culture in which it originated -- for, unlike those older forms of content
160
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reappropriation, the interfaces that facilitate remixing anticipate their users’ desire to do so;
computers make it easy to grab content and turn it into something entirely new. Manovich claims
that the relative ease of appropriating content using new media technology has engendered a
culture of remixing, for “what before involved scissors and glue now involves simply clicking
‘cut’ and ‘paste.’ And, by encoding the operations of selection and combination into the very
interface of authoring and editing software, new media ‘legitimizes’ them.”162 Remixing,
legitimized by the very devices on which it is performed, becomes normalized as a form of
content production. It also comes to represent a model of interaction and collaboration far more
radical and abstract than that of earlier forms of variable media art.
John Bell, a digital artist and one of Jon Ippolito’s collaborators, noted in a 2008
interview that

one of the defining characteristics of digital art is infinite, flawless reproduction, and a natural
application of that is collaboration (voluntary or not--I think they are the same for these purposes).
When an artist can reference an existing artifact by simply borrowing the original they can easily
make statements about the concepts associated with that original work. You gain the entire history
of the original piece as a tool to use for expressing yourself, and in a digital medium the rewardto-effort ratio is too high for most people to ignore a tool that powerful.163

The cut-and-paste appropriation and reuse scheme seen in mash-ups, remixes, and many works
of Internet art is not unique to these media; the Internet more broadly has embraced an opensourced approach to production that exploits the high “reward-to-effort ratio” Bell mentions.
Open-source resources are indicative of a move towards collaboration more generally on the
internet; although an author can still claim ownership over his work, the presence of these
resources indicates a more fluid understanding of content production that would allow the artist
162
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to embrace the viewer’s role as a collaborator. Beyond the legally questionable piracy practices
that often steal the spotlight in current discussions of shared digital content, emerging resources
such as GitHub and Creative Commons have begun to redefine the ways in which we
conceptualize the authorship and ownership of digital content, and, subsequently, have
encouraged reuse and remixing as forms of creative production.
Creative Commons, an organization that aims to provide artists and creators with
protections for their work outside the current copyright system, stands out as an example of the
ways in which cutting, pasting, and reusing content has come to be seen more as a feature of
digital culture than as a problem to be eliminated.164 The organization was founded in 2002, and
in the time since has established a recognized system that allows creators to register their works
under CC licenses. Creative Commons sees its licenses as “a simple, standardized way to give
the public permission to share and use your creative work — on conditions of your choice. CC
licenses let you easily change your copyright terms from the default of ‘all rights reserved’ to
‘some rights reserved.’”165 Musicians, artists, writers, and other creators gain the power to
control the ways in which their works can legally be reused. The aim in giving creators this
power is to form a “cultural commons” that encourages users to remix and remake -- an
environment that fosters creativity by eliminating the barriers separating creators and consumers,
that quells any threat of prosecution one might expect as the result of reappropriating content.
That is, Creative Commons takes advantage of the penchant for remixing proffered by digital
devices and uses them to conform to what Manovich considers “the new cultural logic of modern
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society. Rather than assembling more media recordings of reality, culture is now busy reworking,
recombining, and analyzing already accumulated media material.”166 The work of art conforming
to this “cultural logic,” at least when it has been registered for a CC license, transparently refers
to the multiple stages of its authorship inherent in the remix process.
Another technology, GitHub, serves as a portal for users looking to collaborate on largescale projects. GitHub (http://github.com) is a code-based-project hosting website that operates
with the motto “Build software better, together.”167 The website allows users to create profiles
under which they store bits of code; other users can access these projects to edit them, comment
on them, or build upon them to create their own projects. GitHub has advanced to a stage in
which users are creating repositories that aren’t just for developing software: the city of Chicago
recently released data on its streets, bike paths, bike racks, pedway routes, and building
footprints as repositories on GitHub.168 In doing so, the city has made that information available
for GitHub users to manipulate in order to create software, but it has also created a method by
which Chicago residents can help improve the accuracy of the city’s data collection. GitHub has
been lauded for its role in “amateurizing” software creation; the site gives users outside the
world of professional tech development the ability to participate in developing substantial
projects. Amateurization serves as one of the key factors facilitating the increased popularity and
populism of digital content; understanding amateurization from an historical, theoretical
perspective will help to clarify the ways in which collaborative, popular authorship informs
Internet art in ontological and ideological capacity.
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IV. New Media, New Authors

The notion of a technology bringing the powers of production to its users is not new;
Benjamin himself writes at length about newspaper and photography’s abilities to do so in his
1934 essay “The Author as Producer.” Benjamin quotes Sergei Tretiakov, who, in writing about
the inherent populism of the contemporary Soviet press, states that:

the reader is at all times ready to become a writer -- that is, a describer, or even a prescriber. As an
expert -- not perhaps in a discipline but perhaps in a post that he holds -- he gains access to
authorship. Work itself has its turn to speak. And its representation in words becomes part of the
ability that is needed for its exercise. Literary competence is no longer focused on specialized
training but is now based on polytechnical education, and thus becomes public property. 169

According to Tretiakov, literacy depends not on specialized technological knowledge or intellect,
but rather on a knowledge based in the experience of working life -- after all, those stories
reported on by the press are for a relatively broad public, not a restricted, intellectually elite
readership. Benjamin returns to Tretiakov’s appraisal of these new conditions of literacy,
reflecting on the ramifications of the end of specialization as the crux of intellectual production:

only by transcending the specialization in the process of intellectual production -- a specialization
that, in the bourgeoise view, constitutes its order -- can one make this production politically useful;
and the barriers imposed by specialization must be breached jointly by the productive forces that
they were set up to divide. The author as producer discovers -- even as he discovers his solidarity
with the proletariat -- his solidarity with certain other producers who earlier seemed scarcely to
concern him. 170
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In Benjamin’s view, amateurization, the process by which formerly specialized processes of
production become the domain of readers and afford production its political usefulness, creates
what we might read as a discourse of collaboration: an environment in which the author
recognizes the work of other producers and discovers a sense of his “solidarity” with them. The
key to the political usefulness of this shift in productive forces for Benjamin is that the
subjugation of specialization must be prompted by the forces of production. The discursive shift
occurs not from the top down, but, much like the processes of creation we associate with cutting
and pasting, from the combination of the powers held by a series of decentralized points.
Although Benjamin’s critique clearly predates the advent of Internet art, his recognition
of the political potential of a popularized production process anticipates the understanding that
interactivity and collaboration are integral to Internet art (and to the remix in general). Popular
collaboration on the Internet depends on a broad portion of the population having the skills and
access necessary in order to collaborate. In a keynote address from the Personal Democracy
Forum, author Douglas Rushkoff discusses the impact of the technologies of the Renaissance in
establishing a culture of self-focused learning, reading, and perception; in regard to current social
networks and digital technologies, however, Rushkoff claims that “the next renaissance (if there
is one) is not about the individual at all, but about the networked group. The possibility for
collective action. The technologies we’re using -- the biases of these media -- cede central
authority to decentralized groups. Instead of moving power to the center, they tend to move
power to the edges. Instead of creating value from the center -- like a centrally issued currency -the network creates value from the periphery.”171 Such is the case in Benjamin’s model of
171
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politically useful intellectual production. Likewise, Internet artworks derive their value, their
conceptual significance, through their distribution of participatory creative activity: we
appreciate works of Internet art not primarily for their aesthetic value, but rather because of their
manipulation of the Internet’s capacity for facilitating interaction and collaboration, because of
the ways in which they call attention to their own participatory nature.

V. Networked Authorship

Powers of production from a self-propagating series of creators, the same model that has
come to define so much of cultural production on the Internet, calls to mind a perspective on
authorship far more extreme than those discussed earlier: Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s
Rhizome. Rhizome seems particularly apt in relation to Internet art given that Rhizome.org, the
most prominent archive for Internet art, has adopted the stem as its name. Deleuze and Guattari
propose a reconceptualization of creative production using the metaphor of the rhizome, a radical
radicle that forms a horizontal stem system as its component roots grow from discreet bulbs into
each other. They see the rhizome representing a mutualistic, collaborative power structure, for it
stands in opposition to the series of binary buddings that form traditional, hierarchical root
structures. Deleuze and Guattari discuss production in terms of “maps” and “tracings”; the leaves
of a tree are tracings, for they serve as the end product of the hierarchical binarism of branching,
rearticulating the divisions implied by that process through their visibly terminal status.172 The
rhizome, however:
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is altogether different, a map and not a tracing…. The map is open and connectable in all of its
dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn,
reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, group, or social
formation… Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the rhizome is that it always has
multiple entryways… a map has multiple entryways, as opposed to the tracing, which always
comes back ‘to the same.’ The map has to do with performance, whereas the tracing always
involved an alleged ‘competence. 173

Cultural production on the Internet is rhizomatic. Or, at the very least, it is becoming rhizomatic.
Like the map and the rhizome, content on the Internet changes drastically over time: it is “torn,
reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by any individual, group, or social
formation” as writers blog and youtube users post mashups. Wikipedia is a rhizome, as are many
works of Internet art. Legendary Account, although somewhat centralized by its use of Yahoo!
Answers as a platform, is rhizomatic in its placement of so much of its production process in the
hands of Yahoo! Answers users. Users have the power to access and alter rhizomatic works. In
much the same way that Internet art exploits the inherent features of the Web to achieve its goals,
Internet art’s viewers manipulate the structures that artists code, creating new iterations of the
work as they interact with it. Those two sets of creators enter the work at different points, but
they both have the power to change it.
In describing how relational aesthetics sets itself apart from the critical theory of the past,
Bourriaud writes that “traditional critical philosophy (the Frankfurt school, in particular) now
only fuels art in the form of archaic folklore, a magnificent but ineffectual toy. The subversive
and critical function of contemporary art is now achieved in the invention of individual and
collective vanishing lines, in those temporary and nomadic constructions whereby the artist
models and disseminates disconcerting situations.”174 Collaborative art, digital or analog, rejects
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the critical appraisal of author and authenticity. Internet art rejects Benjamin’s denial of the
reader’s powers. Instead, Internet art allies itself with the collaborative, networked, rhizomatic
production process implied by “disconcerting situations” and unusual digital interactions. Its own
thwarting of single authorship becomes a sort of meta-logic; in thematizing its refusal to conform
to the boundaries ascribed to art (especially preservable, material-based art), Internet art
highlights those unpreservable characteristics -- impermanence, interaction, collaboration,
variability -- as most essential to its ontology, and therefore most worth preserving.

If we can single out any element of a work of Internet art -- its original appearance, it
interface, its code -- to preserve as the ideal representation of its networked nature, it is the
experience of the work’s incessant need for viewer participation, the constant, synchronic
unfolding of instances of interaction the work prompts through its use of a universal,
collaborative medium. The traits that make a work like Legendary Account significant are not
unique to the work itself: they are basic characteristics of the digital, networked experience of
twenty-first century life. While collaboration serves as perhaps the single most important factor
in our understanding of Internet art, both ontologically and ideologically, it also presents us with
a preservation paradox: we can hope to preserve the experience of collaboration, but
collaboration precludes preservation in any existing preservation paradigm. Even the Variable
Media Questionnaire is not radical enough to disavow the importance of the artist / author to the
extent necessary to truly acknowledge a work’s multiple-authorship; the viewers’s input in the
process of the work’s potential re-presentation is often limited, while precedence is given to the
author’s descriptions of his own intent. Given the structure of the Variable Media Questionnaire,
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decisions about the re-presentation of a work rely largely on instructions left by the artist (or
their estate), or on documentary evidence from earlier exhibitions that were, ostensibly, overseen
by the artist. Preservation thus always rests on a series of decisions made by the artist and
executed by the curator; this is fundamentally at odds with the structure of Internet art. Internet
art depends upon crowd-sourced, participation-powered, multiple authorship in order to convey
its fullest significance. Despite the artist’s intention that the work change at the whims of its
viewers, once stored or rebooted, once its url no longer works or its API is not supported by
current browsers, the state in which it will be remembered depends on decisions made
exclusively by the artist. These decisions, however, should be collaborative
The question that informs the Questionnaire, the score, the transcription, and the represented performance thus values the author above all else: what parameters would the artist
consider acceptable? The framework through which viewers interact with these works comes
from the artist, but the content that composes the works develops through their interactions.
Lovejoy explains the relationship between content, context, and structure, noting that “on the
Internet, context is intimately connected to content. The dynamics of the Web bring information
elements along different routes from different sources which are combined only when the
participant activates the screen.”175 The context of Internet art, like its content, depends on the
viewer; while an artist might include links in a work, the decision of what surrounds the work,
which websites are visited before or after viewing the work, rests entirely on the viewer’s
shoulders. In Art Platforms and Cultural Production on the Internet Olga Gorinova notes that
“Internet technologies offer a great variety of tools enabling common, user-based decision

175

Lovejoy, Digital Currents, 223
94

Chapter 4

Carly B. Boxer

making... But if we look attentively at such developments, we might notice that participatory
platforms based on peer decision-making exhibit numerous features and methods of control,
normalization, and / or distinction and choice.”176 That is to say, controls exist on the web that
guide given participatory acts. Even with these controls in place -- even with a work of art
structured to solicit a certain kind of response, be it a click or the entry of text or something else
entirely, from a viewer -- there is a level of collaboration implied in the experience of these
works that cannot apply to non-digital variable media works. Viewers no longer receive the
work, “interacting” with it by virtue of viewing it; viewers click, build, code, share, remix, and
write about these works; viewers serve as contributors, collaborators, distributors, and curators,
simultaneously constructing their own experience of the work in context and helping to create
the work itself. The problem now becomes how to best preserve these contextual elements of
viewer experience, and how to do so in a way that accommodates the networked, collaborative
nature of the Internet more broadly.
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“Anyone who thinks that art can be reproduced in its original form through an act of the will is
trapped in hopeless romanticism. Modernizing the past does it much violence and little good. But
to renounce radically the possibility of experiencing the traditional would be to capitulate to
barbarism out of devotion to culture. That the world is out of joint is shown everywhere in the fact
that however a problem is solved, the solution is false.”177
- Theodor Adorno

Two years before his death, Marcel Duchamp appeared on a Belgian television program,
1966‘s “Signe des Temps.” Throughout the course of the interview Duchamp broached questions
ranging from his opinion of the Surrealists to his inspiration in creating readymades. At one
point, Duchamp’s interviewer asks if the artist respects the judgement of art critics, to which
Duchamp responds

No. I believe that a picture, a work of art, lives and dies just as we do. That is, it lives from the
time it’s conceived and created, for some 50 or 60 years, it varies, and then the work dies. And that
is when it becomes art history. So, art history only begins after the death of the work, but as long
as the work lives, or at least in the first 50 years of its life, it communicates with people living in
the same period who have accepted it or rejected it and who have talked about it. These people die
and the work dies with them. And that is where the history of art begins.178

The works of Internet art discussed in this paper still live, at least according to Duchamp’s
definition of the living work; they actively “communicate” with their viewers, so much so that
their viewers take on much the same status as creators. The death of the work, however, seems to
177
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mean something different for Internet art. Contrary to Duchamp’s rhetoric of reification, we
expect that the viewer’s lifespan no longer determines that of the work, for, at least given the
logic of traditional preservation, the technological constraints governing viewership take
precedence: obsolescing interfaces limit the window for viewership to significantly less than
Duchamp’s prescribed 50 to 60 years. Yet Duchamp’s description of the life of the work does not
necessarily preclude the obsolescing processes inherent in Internet artworks: Duchamp notes that
the work “lives from the time it’s conceived and created, for some 50 or 60 years, it varies.” For
over half a century, the work of art lives outside what Duchamp sees as the the realm of the
critic, inured against any sort of critical analysis by its own status as unfinished, still in flux.
Only after the work has died, fixed in meaning now that those viewers it held power over
(viewers who held power over it?) have likewise passed away, does the work become part of the
history of art, and subsequently fall under the jurisdiction of the critic. The same should be true
of Internet art: only once the work has died, its meaning fixed by the cessation of its variation,
should we allow it to be preserved as the sum of those fluctuating states of being.
If we accept that even the most radical current suggestions for preserving Internet art
impede the ideological and ontological potential of the future memory of these works, we are left
with a choice: do we preserve the works in a way that alienates their mission (documenting them,
migrating them, and using the Variable Media Questionnaire all present problems in terms of
time and authorship); or do we eschew accepted preservation practice altogether? In the first
case, we prioritize decisions made by the artist, curator, and conservator in order to save some
version of the work. This preserved, re-presented version would likely be less dynamic and
interactive than the “original”, and would likely consist of an isolated, arbitrary fragment of the
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work; given that this type of re-presentation would only occur in a situation in which the original
is no longer accessible online, an incomplete portion of the work with a finite duration would
most likely be presented for individual users to interact with in turn (if even that) within a gallery
space. Under these circumstances, any claim to democratized content, collaborative authorship,
or actualization contingent on interaction falls flat. In the second case, however, we are left with
no institutional protocol for ensuring that the work endures for future viewers. And what good is
an ontologically and ideologically potent work if no one can view it, or, worse, no one
remembers that it once existed? I think, therefore, that the only legitimate solution to solving the
problem of preserving Internet art lies somewhere between these two extremes. Defining just
what that solution entails, however, requires that we rethink the power of the decision-making
mechanisms that govern preservation at the institutional level.

Ontological pitfalls aside, documentation (though not necessarily photographic
documentation) provides the best hope for preserving the essence of these works without
prioritizing the materials of the “original”; documentation also provides the tools necessary to represent or re-create the work later on. Reconciling the top-down power structure of the museum
with the rhizomatic authorship of the work of Internet art therefore poses the single greatest
challenge to our reevaluation of preservation. Curation and conservation as they exist in the
museum embrace an authorial function -- they fix the meaning of a given work in relation to
other works. Eugenio Donato, in an engagement with Foucault’s genealogy of the museum,
writes:
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The set of objects the Museum displays is sustained only by the fiction that they somehow
constitute a coherent representational universe. The fiction is that a repeated metonymic
displacement of fragment for totality, object to label, series of objects to series of labels, can still
produce a representation which is somehow adequate to a nonlinguistic universe… Should the
fiction disappear, there is nothing left of the Museum but ‘bric-a-brac,’ a heap of meaningless and
valueless fragments of objects which are incapable of substituting themselves either
metonymically for the original objects or metaphorically for their representations. 179

The creators of this fiction are the curators and conservators, the parties with power to present
these objects to viewers. But Internet art exists outside of the world of metonymic displacement
and fixed signification that Donato describes, for it thrives outside the museum. Until it doesn’t.
Works of Internet art presented as part of exhibitions within the space of the museum (as Net.flag
was) become part of the museum’s attempt to create that “coherent representational universe,”
even though the context in which these works make the most sense is the limitless network of
users accessing the work from beyond the museum’s walls. The work of Internet art cannot be
reduced to a descriptive label, or at the very least, a descriptive label could never convey what
matters most in viewing a work of Internet art. Internet art is created by and for the experience of
collaboration.
Preserving the work therefore depends on preserving the experience of the work. Or, better
yet, on preserving the memory of the experience of the work.180 In the language Duchamp sets
out for us, that means preserving what those viewers who “communicate” with the work gain
from it, but not trying to capture the work itself as it varies, and not waiting idly for it to die. In

179

Douglas Crimp, “On the Museum’s Ruins,’” in October 13 (1980): 50

180

Shaun Wilson writes of remixing as an act of memorization: “as computers were, of course, designed to be
flawless in their conclusions and more accurate than even the most intelligent human, these achievements give rise
to a comparison between computer memory as perfect and human memory as imperfect… Although human memory
can be, at times, flawed, it does play an important role in reclaiming the past from digital archiving.” He goes on to
write that “the preservation of the moment can, I suggest, be measured as code: select, record, upload, save, as and
quit. It is when this code is re-edited that we might consider the reduction of first past, which then becomes
generational: memories of the past now becomes a remix.” Shaun Wilson, “Remixing Memory in Digital Media,’ in
Save As… Digital Memories,” (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009): 185 - 190
99

Conclusion

Carly B. Boxer

his essay Valéry Proust Museum, Theodor Adorno compares the approaches those two titular
poets take to the objects that museums house. Valéry, according to Adorno, believes that “the
pure work is threatened by reification and neutralization. This is the recognition that overwhelms
him in the museum. He discovers that the only pure works that can sustain serious observation,
are the impure ones which do not exhaust themselves in that observation but point beyond,
towards a social context.”181 Proust, in contrast, thinks in terms of memory, not purity.
In the artifact’s capacity for disintegration Proust sees its similarity to natural beauty. He
recognizes the physiognomy of decomposing things as that of their second life. Because nothing
has substance for him but what has already been mediated by memory, his love dwells on the
second life, the one which is already over rather than on the first… For him it is only the death of
the work of art in the museum which brings it to life. When severed from the living order in which
it functioned, according to him, its true spontaneity is released -- its uniqueness, its ‘name’, that
which makes great works of culture more than culture. 182

While Adorno writes of Valéry and Proust in opposition to each other, I think we might read both
points of view as equally valid in evaluating a new paradigm for preserving Internet art. Valéry’s
concern for the future of the “pure work” is ostensibly a concern with the status of high art, yet
even actively-populist Internet art, when viewed within the confines of the museum, is subject to
the same processes of reification and institutionalization that limit Valéry’s interest in the pure.
Internet art does not simply “point beyond, towards a social context,” it exists beyond, in a
dynamic, social context that cannot withstand the reification that the museum represents.
Valéry’s fears match our own when it comes to the living Internet artwork
But what of the work that has “already been mediated by memory”? Not an imitation
(emulated or otherwise) of the work itself, but a document of the work distilled through human
processes of memory. A written description, a review, a blog post could capture the experience of
181 Adorno,
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the work on an individual level, cataloging the ways in which the viewer interacted with it, and
serving as a palimpsest of sorts once the work itself loses functionality. Much like Proust’s view
of the mediated, remembered object, the work of Internet art thus “preserved” would exist in an
order separate from that of the work itself, and therefore could be re-presented in a traditional
museum setting without forcing the work itself into a state of stagnating semi-functionality. In
preserving the work thusly, conservators would be re-presenting not the work itself, nor a
document concerned with the materiality of the piece, but a document that conveys both
extremes of the experience of Internet art: the highly personal process of interacting with the
work in individual instances, and the global scale of the different kinds of interactions and
contexts in which those interactions occurred. These experiences, like Proust’s connection to the
objects in the museum, will necessarily be mediated by memory: they will rely upon the
memories of their narrators to imbue them with a sympathetic, human element. Unlike the false
objectivity of a photographic document or the institutional hierarchy of the re-interpreted work,
this sort of documentation forsakes the semblance of impartiality in favor of a highly subjective
but broad-based collection of recollections. When presented as such, they provide the future
viewer not with access to a work of art re-staged despite its obsolescence, but rather with an
abstract understanding of how contemporary viewers, steeped in the conventions and contexts of
the early twenty first-century Internet, would have experienced and remembered the work.

Is there a way to implement an approach like this? I think so. And I think that its
embedded within the already operational, if problematic, Variable Media Questionnaire. The
Questionnaire includes spaces for written descriptions of a given work, which, if successfully
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crowd-sourced, could provide a comprehensive, collaborative narrative of the work in question.
The responsibility then falls to the conservators responsible for these documents to facilitate
greater viewer access to them; the current Variable Media Questionnaire practice of using
documents as a tool for re-creating the work in future exhibitions gives too much power to the
curator behind that exhibition. Liberating the documents themselves for viewership shifts some
of that power back to the viewer. Democratizing the process of supplying metadata and
descriptive information, however, replicates the collaborative authorship processes that define
the artworks themselves. In doing so, crowd-sourcing descriptions helps to keep alive the
essence of the work, and further ingrains the process of collaborative authorship in all stages of
the work’s life (and death). The form of the preservation process matches the content and
mission of the content it preserves. This process, while radical in its prioritization of the viewer’s
experience, does not preclude more typical preservation strategies. Conservators could still use
the contents of the Questionnaire to re-exhibit the work, and, given the greater volume of
information about the work that would come from crowd-sourcing, these documents would
likely provide an even fuller picture of the work than previous iterations of the Questionnaire
could.
This approach also disavows the focus on materiality constitutive of the Benjaminianinfluenced preservation paradigms we have come to expect in museum environments. But it
doing so, it reaffirms the positive ideological potential of the works in question. Mechanical (or,
now, digital) reproduction no longer entails an ease of dissemination that facilitates fascist
political programs. With the shift to the digital, so too comes a shift to popularized processes of
production. Although its inherent populism has ensured that Internet art (and digital culture more
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broadly) work within an ideologically democratic system of production and viewership, the
preservation of these works for future exhibition in museums all but invalidates that
collaborative impulse. In granting powers of selection and exclusion to a single source of
authority, be it the artist, the curator, or the conservator, the work’s emphasis on collaboration
ceases to function -- unlike the live work, the preserved work could foreseeably come to hold the
sort of negative ideological power Benjamin so thoroughly cautions against. With powers of
documentation (that is, the power to determine the future memory of the work) back in the hands
of the viewers -- the collaborative network of creators -- the work once more evades the
possibility of conforming to a top-down power structure. If we intend to understand how
preservation operates once we move beyond Benjamin, facilitating a rhizomatic form of
preservation is absolutely necessary; as long as the work remains susceptible to any sort of
pyramidal power determining its meaning, the Benjaminian reading of Internet art -- as
contingent on authentic materials and phenomenological presence -- seems to hold some sway.
Once we locate the work completely outside of Benjamin’s paradigm, however, we can approach
it from new angles and rethink what it means to preserve a work of art in the age of digital
reproduction.

This thesis began with a question: how do you prevent the disappearance of a work when
its medium is already disappearing? The answer is surprisingly simple: you don’t. Or rather, you
can’t: at least not if you intend for the future memory of the work to reflect its original
ontological and ideological goals. Preserving Internet art is not exclusively a question of
preserving any one thing: obsolescing technology, subversive authorial intent, look and feel,
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questionable functionality, intentional variability, interactivity, collaboration, and contextdependent authenticity are all features of Internet art, not bugs. Halting the gradual decay of any
one of these factors cannot save the work in question, and could only detract from the meaning
of the work as a whole; halting all of them is impractical, if not impossible. Experiencing a work
of Internet art “authentically” means different things for different viewers, but ultimately, there
exists no “inauthentic” way to view the work.183
Preserving the work authentically therefore means something entirely different for these
works than it would for works that once had an original, or were once displayed in a gallery, or
happened as “live” events at a specific time and place, or were created and actualized by a single
author. Internet art, however, does not function the way those works do; therefore we cannot seek
to preserve it the same way we have historically sought to preserve those other variable works.
The new preservation paradigms we find may seem radical, but they mimic those characteristics
most intrinsic to Internet art as a medium, and in doing so, they reinforce the notion that Internet
art cannot be preserved traditionally because it completely violates the critical approach behind
current preservation paradigms: in evading Walter Benjamin’s description of the mechanically
reproduced work of art on every level, Internet art abandons all pretense of conforming to
existing distinctions between what can and cannot be exhibited and preserved. 184
Although the past hundred-odd pages have explored the issues at stake in preserving
Internet art fairly extensively, this thesis in no way represents an end to the discussion about how
to best preserve the works in question. I hope, instead, that the questions brought up within this
183
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thesis will contribute to a new approach to conceptualizing variability, and a greater awareness of
the extent to which preservation practice is governed not by the needs of the media being
preserved, but rather by conventions that assume the inherent value of the materiality and
originality of any given medium. In his book The Edge of Art, written in 2006, Jon Ippolito
cautioned that “if we are unwilling to accept a paradigm shift from fixed to variable media, only
those works with a static end product will survive.” 185 The shift Ippolito called for is no longer
sufficient. Variability, both in terms of content and authorship, has become the norm; to fully
accommodate the future memory of Internet art -- to save these works in a way that successfully
embodies their mission as collaborative and constantly changing -- we will have shift a step
further, and accept that the work has to live, die, perhaps disappear, but still be remembered
before we can claim to have preserved it successfully.
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Figure 1.1: Nam June Paik, TV Garden, 1974, Guggenheim Museum
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Figure 1.2: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled (Public Opinion), 1991, Guggeheim Museum
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Figure 2.1: Joel Holmberg, Legendary Account (Screenshot), 2008
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Figure 2.2: Mark Napier, Net.flag (Screenshot), 2002, Guggenheim Museum
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Figure 2.3: JODI, Globalmove.us (Screenshot), 2008
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