
Software Preservation in Networked Art

Preservation is a Verb

 @dschmudde
 http://schmud.de

14 October 2020

https://twitter.com/dschmudde
http://schmud.de/


Me

 Computer Science → Music

 Time-Based Media

 Yorba

@dschmudde | "Software Preservation in Networked Art"



Part I

Foundations

@dschmudde | "Software Preservation in Networked Art"



Art

Functional Object → Aesthetic Object
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Art
An entity in which art is its primary function.

Design → outcome

Advertising → sell

Video games → complete/win

Propaganda → indoctrinate
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Craft
Local craft: handiwork (manual dexterity is inherently local)

Meta craft: directing a film, software systems

@dschmudde | "Software Preservation in Networked Art"



Meta Craft: Cinema
Auteur theory in cinema

Director: management of craftpersons → artist
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Meta Craft: Software
Net.art artist

Programmer: arrangement of software processes → artist
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Simple Net Art Diagram MTAA (1997)
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Cyberspace
Cybernetics: good at steering/good pilot (Ancient Greek)

Cybernetics: to govern components of the system

Cybernetic art
Process control and regulation as art

Human input may be part of the process.
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Cybernetic Serendipity (London 1968)

The Colloquy of Mobiles Gordon Pask (1968)
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Cybernetic Serendipity (London 1968)
Organized in three sections:

1. Computer generated work

2. Cybernetic devices-robots and painting machines

3. Machines demonstrating the use of computers and the history of cybernetics.
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Les Immatériaux (Paris 1985)
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Les Immatériaux (Paris 1985)
While Jean-François Lyotard's exhibition Les Immatériaux seemingly highlighted
immateriality it in fact also argued that the immaterial is matter subjected to
interaction and conceptual processes. (2015)

~ Christiane Paul From Immateriality to Neomateriality
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Les Immatériaux (Paris 1985)
Publication (no catalog of works)

Unbound cards of each site (61 total)

Bound retrospective (the 'making of')

Epreuves d’écriture: electronic messages with 26 participants on 50 terms set by
the curator

Publication by sociologist Nathalie Heinich using data collected on the visitors’
movements through, and reactions to, the exhibition

Les Variables Cachées in zone 12 ("matrice" strand) surveyed visitors in a
computer terminal and projected results.

Mise-en-carte: proposed magnetic card recorded a visitor's path through the
exhibition and printed a hard copy of the result.
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Les Immatériaux (Paris 1985)
With its self-reflexivity and auto-archiving impulse, Les Immatériaux could be
considered a self-remembering exhibition.

~ Antony Hudek "From Over- to Sub-Exposure" (2011)
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Documentation of this exhibition is now hard to come by; and even though I have
held onto the catalogues and related materials from the press-kit for the review I
wrote at the time, it still seems difficult to bring into focus what I saw then.

~ John Rajchman "Les Immatériaux or How to Construct the History of Exhibitions:
Landmark Exhibitions Issue" Tate (2009)
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Documentation

Systems Esthetics/Conceptual Art

[In certain Robert Morris sculptures] the idea of process takes precedence over
end results.

~ Jack Burnham "Systems Esthetics" Artforum (September 1968)
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Information Aesthetics

Many processes are computable and automatable.
Designers design objects → designers design processes

Abraham Moles’ "Cybernetic Organigrams" from "Cybernetics and the Work of Art"
(1965)
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Documentation
I find mere documentation of art less satisfying.

Local process: a well-documented local process is easy to reproduce

System process: a well-documented system process is difficult to reproduce

∴ Many system artifacts in art are never reproduced.
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Part II

Survey of Preservation Techniques

1. Documentation

2. Reconstruction

3. Mis-en-scène

4. Re-Enactment
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Part II

Changes on the Network

Transition to the corporate web

Centralization of the web

Emergence of activism on the web
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Institutions
Net Art Anthology at Rhizome:
our curatorial and presentation
testing ground, exploring best
practices for making historic
works available at scale;

Internet Archive: a digital library
of Internet sites and other
cultural artifacts in digital form.
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netart.today
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1. Documentation
The artwork is presented primarily in the form of depictive or descriptive

documentation.
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etoy
Artist group (Switzerland 1994)

Sold stock in etoy.CORPORATION

Traveled in etoy.TANKS (shipping containers)
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etoy: Toywar (1999-
2000)

etoy: performance art group
(Switzerland 1994)

eToys: largest e-commerce toy
retailer (USA 1996)

etoy.HISTORY-FILE: 15-11-99
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TOTAL VICTORY for the etoy.CORPORATION AND THE INTERNET
COMMUNITY ((WHICH PROVED THAT THE NET IS NOT YET IN THE HANDS

OF THE E-COMMERCE GIANTS)).

~ etoy.CORPORATION (26/Jan/2000)
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2. Reconstruction
Inactive artworks where original parts have been lost, that were originally

distributed across several physical and virtual locations, that are preserved in an
incomplete or unusable state, or that expose temporal inconsistencies are

reconstructed to present an approximation of each work's active state.
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Airworld (1999-2000)
Jennifer and Kevin McCoy
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3. Mis-en-scène
There are a number of cases in which artworks must be presented within
environments that offer contemporary users hints about what they should do. [...]
For example, a set of bookmarks could be placed in a browser, instructions could
be embedded, or active elements could just be arranged in a certain way.
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Airworld (1999-2000)
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Airworld (1999-2000)

Culture Jamming: Banner Ads (August 1999)

Doubleclick.com → 1 million banner ads/1 month

Corporate websites
Are not informed they are hosting a conceptual art piece

Corporate website copy is lifted for the Airworld copy

Altavista image search results populate images

@dschmudde | "Software Preservation in Networked Art"

https://sites.rhizome.org/anthology/airworld.html
http://doubleclick.com/


Airworld (1999-2000)

Emergence of the Ubiquitous Commercial Internet.

Any reader should be advised that factors such as development of new capital
funding, competition, lack of expert personnel and other factors may materially
affect in an adverse manner actual results of operations. Has this been written by
a good corporate lawyer or a bad text-generating program?

~ Felix Stalder "Internet Retrograde: The Rise of Infomercials" (1999)
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Airworld (1999-2000)
Reconstruction: Issues
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open this window
.com
Reconstruction: Issues

2012

by Rafaël Rozendaal

Collection of Mark Rosman

http://www.openthiswindow.com/
is part of the work
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4. Reenactment
Artworks relying on a set of infrastructure and cultural conventions that cannot be
meaningfully reproduced via technical meas without compromising the artistic
integrity may be reenacted.
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Centralization of the web

BBSes → Internet Forums → Social Media
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The Thing
Documentation and an interactive
online archive

1991-today

founder Wolfgang Staehle

The Thing is a living work of art
all on its own ~ Staehle

"A collectively created social
sculpture" ~ Rhizome
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Nasty Nets
Clone

2006-2012

by John Michael Boling, Joel
Holmberg, Guthrie Lonergan,
Marisa Olson, et al.

An "experiment in collaborative
posting as artistic practice"

An important record of materials
collected at the moment of the
web’s transition to centralized
platforms.
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/inb4/
Re-Enactment

2014-Today

Liz Mputu & /inb4/

No public archive

Member's expectation of privacy

Commissioned a "IRL reunion
party" (New York City 2018)
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Emergence of Activism on the Web
Reflection of the expansive role of the art curator as a sociologist in science and
technology studies (STS)
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FloodNet (1998)
Electronic Disturbance Theater
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FloodNet (1998)
Virtual sit-in (DDOS)

"Politicize the aesthetic of the server error"
"Tactical poetics": protesters entered a personal message

"human rights not found", "justice not found", etc…
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FloodNet (1998)
Reconstruction, Re-Enactment, Mis-en-scène

Java applet to flood target sites on the live web patched to point to stub servers
owned by Rhizome

Displayed in legacy browser (Netscape Communicator 4.8 for Windows)

Reconstructed target websites (via Internet Archive)
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Advanced techniques

Traditional curation (progressivism/counter-culture)

Traditional aesthetics of documentation
Conveys cultural value

Conveys financial value

Empowering individuals: Conifer

@dschmudde | "Software Preservation in Networked Art"



Who is Flora?
2007

by Travis Alber

ArtBase: archive of 2,000+ born-
digital artwork

Two versions
i. CD-ROM using Macromedia

Director (lost)

ii. Modified & re-released
using Flash

Conifer (audio)
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On Tools
A distributed, decentralized network is more a process than a thing. In the logic
of the Net there is a shift from nouns to verbs. Economics now reckon that
commercial products are being treated as though they were services. It is not what
you sell a customer, it’s what you do for them.

~ Kevin Kelly, New Rules for the New Economy (1998)
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On Tools

Preservation of Complex Systems

Nouns: dominant systems programming today is Object Oriented

Verbs: systems are the result of interactions and transformations
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Nextjournal
Computational Environments +
Immutability

Reproducible Results

Content addressed storage

Datomic

Docker
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Tries in Clojure
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Age of Immutability
Tries

Blockchain

Version Control
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Conclusion
If Conceptual art of the 1960s
and ’70s sought to interrogate
art’s meanings by foregrounding
conditions of framing and
modes of dissemination, these
tactics have manifestly changed
when a few large companies
wield unprecedented control
over the distribution of “content”
and the circulation of all forms of
information.

White Wraparound Triptych (blue, green, lavender) Jo Baer (1970-1974)



Conclusion
Furthermore, these corporate powers are ecumenical in scope and reach, hoping
to occupy not one zone of influence but the totality of life, targeted now to the
granular level of the individual, whose habits are algorithmically calculated in
relation to others in similar data pools, which in turn fosters what Lanier describes
as “continuous behavior modification on a titanic scale.”

~ Contemporary Art and the Digitization of Everyday Life Janet Kraynak (2020)
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Internet Art
Commodity fetishism → when social relations between people are transformed into or
misunderstood as relations between things (David Berry 2017)

State immediately becomes objectified, conceived of as objects rather than data

Art becomes confused with objects or goals
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