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The Myth of Immateriality: Presenting and
Preserving New Media

Christiane Paul

The process-oriented nature of the digital medium poses numerous challenges
to the traditional art world, ranging from presentation to collection and pres-
ervation. The standards for presenting, collecting, and preserving art have
been tailored to objects for the longest time and few of them are applicable
to new media works, which constitute a shift from object to process and differ
substantially from previous process-oriented or dematerialized art forms. New
media are in its multiple manifestations has become an important part of
contemporary artistic practice that the art world cannor afford to ignore, but
accommodating this art form within the institution and “art system” raises
numerous conceptual, philosophical, and practical issues. New media art
seems to call for a distributed, “living” information space that is open to artis-
tic interference—a space for exchange, collaborative creation, and presentation
that is transparent and flexible. The latter certainly does not describe the
framework of the average museum today, and in order to make a commitment
to new media art, institutions need to develop alternative approaches to pre-
sentation, collection, documentation, and preservation. Among the issues that
will be discussed in this essay are the inherent challenges that the digital me-
dium poses to the existing art system; the ways in which the roles of artists,
audiences, and curators are changed through digital culture and practice; and
different models for presenting and presetving new media art.

The challenges posed by new media art are often discussed in the context of
the art form’s “immateriality”’~—its basis in software, systems, and networks.

From an art historical perspective, new media art has strong connections to the
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The potendially interactive and participatory nature of new media
projects—which allow people to navigate, assemble, or contribute to an art-
work in a way that goes beyond the interactive, mental event of experiencing
it—runs counter to the basic rule of museums: “‘Please do not touch the art.”
For the longest time, visitors of museums and galleries have entered art spaces
with the expectation to contemplate objects. Many works of new media are
requite not only active engagement but a certain familiarity with interfaces
and navigation paradigms. While new media art festivals tend to draw a
more specialized audience that is largely knowledgeable in “interface culeure,”
one cannot presume that the broader museum audience consists of new media
experts.

Interaction and participation are key elements in transforming new media
works into “open systems.” The openness of the system differs substantially
from one digital arework to the next, and one could argue that the degree of
openness is directly related to the investment of time the viewer—participant
has to make and the amount of expertise necessary to engage with it. Some
works are open to navigation but still “informationally closed” (a term I
borrow from N. Katherine Hayles?) since viewers navigate through a (visual,
textual, aural) system that has been configured by an artist, responds to its in-
ternal organization, and is not open to teconfiguration. Openness increases in

projects where artists have established a framework that allows participants to
create a contribution to the system, such as Josh On’s They Rule,* which allows
users to create maps for the interconnectedness of the board of directors of
corporations. This type of work is more open on the level of experience and
perception than technologically, since it is constantly evolving and is concep-
tually shaped by the contributions of participants. The type of openness where
any conttibutor can also reconfigure the system and its framework or build on
it mostly occurs within the realm of open-source software development, be it
in an artistic context or not. An example would be Processing, a visual pro-
gramming environment and electronic sketchbook for developing ideas initi-
ated by Ben Fry and Casey Reas.” Reconfigurable and expandable new media
projects ask for an involved engagement on the participants’ end and are not
easy to integrate into the gallery space unless they are presented mostly as a
“documentation of concept.”

The presentation of new media art involves the creation of platforms of ex-
change, between the artwork and audience or the public space of a gallery and
the public space of a network, and so on. The practical challenges of creating
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these platforms include a need for continuous maintenance and 2 ﬁexlb}e .and
technologically equipped exhibition environment, which museurrll bulldllngs
(traditionally based on the “white cube” model) do not .necessarxly‘ provide.
Among the more conceptual challenges are the facilitation of al.lchence en-
gagement and the need for continuing educarional pro%mms in order to
make the public more familiar with the still emerging art form.

There is no doubt that digital technologies have profoundly shaped the
landscape of cultural production. Compared to media such as raclioi video, or
celevision—which mostly rely on a relatively defined technological super-
structure of production, transmission, reception, and a one-to-rr}mny broac.lcast-
ing model—the modularity and variabilicy of che digital med’xun‘) COI})StltuteS
a far broader and more scattesed landscape of production and distribution. T he
networked environment of the World Wide Web supports content disml.)u—
tion by any individual through numerous channels,.rangmg. from websites
to weblogs, or Wikis.6 Participation and collaboration ase inherent to the
petworked digital medium, which supports and relies on a consFant exchfmge
and flow of information, and are an important element in multiuser environ-
ments, among them chat rooms, 3D worlds or massive multiplayer g@es
that allow their inhabitants to extend and “build” the virtual space. Owing
to the modularity of the digital medium, the plethora of availabl.e tech-
nologies and softwares (commercial or open source) can also pote{xtxally. be
manipulated or expanded. As a result, there are numerouls potential p‘01'nts
of intervention for artistic practice and cultural production in general. Digital
cechnologies and networks have opened up new spacesl for aut?nomous
producers and DIY culture—through the process of copying, sharmg, -an.d
remixing—as well as for the industry of market-driven media. Artistic
production oscillates between the poles of openness of system.s and re-
strictions imposed by protocols and the technological industry. 'Ifhxs changed
landscape of cultural exchange has a direct influence on the creation, presenta-

tion, and reception of art and affects the role of everyone engaged in these
)

aspects.

Collaborative Exchange and the Changing Roles of Artists, Audiences,
and Curators

Collaborative exchange has become a fundamental part of artistic new media

practice and has affected notions of the artwork and authorship, which in turn
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have fundamental consequences for curatorial practice and the presentation of
the art. The artistic process in new media crearion to a large extent telies on
collaborative models, which manifest themselves on various levels. New media
works often requite a complex collaboration between artists, programmers,
researchers, designers, or scientists, whose role may range from that of a con-
sultant to a full collaborator. As opposed to a scenario where artists hire people
to build or create components for their work according to instructions, new
media practice brings together collaborators who are often very much involved
in making aesthetic decisions regarding the work. Another level of coopera-
tion occurs in projects where an artist establishes a framework in which other
artists create original works. Lisa Jevbratt's Mapping the Web Infome’ and Car-
nivore® by Alex Galloway and the Radical Software Group (RSG) are perfect
examples of this approach. In both works, the artists set certain parameters
through software or a server and invited other artists to create “clients,” which
in and of themselves again constitute artworks. In these cases, the artists begin
to play a role similar to that of a curator, and the collaborations are usually the
result of extensive previous discussions, which sometimes take place on mail-
ing lists specifically established for this purpose. While artists groups and col-
lectives are by no means a new phenomenon that emerged along with digital
media, they certainly have not been in the majority when it comes to artistic
creation, and the art world in general has traditionally been focused on the
model of a single creator and “star.” Works that have been created by multi-
ple authors in varying combinations over longer periods of time also necessi-
tate new strategies for documentation, which will be discussed later in this
essay.

A further level of participatory exchange—depending on the “openness” of
the work—occurs on the level of audience input. While the artists still main-
tain a certain (and often substantial) control over the visual display or undet-
lying framework of the project, works such as Mark Napier’s P-Soup® or Andy
Deck’s Open Studio,'" an online multiuser drawing board, would consist of a
blank screen without the audience’s contribution. These projects are software
“systems” in which the creation of the “manifestation” of the work relies on
the content contributed by the audience. The attist becomes a mediatory
agent and facilitator—both for collaboration with other artists and for audi-
ences’ interaction with and contribution to the artwork. Any new media artist
who creates a system that is open to public contribution has to consider
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the “socialization” of the work and the most effective framework for social

interaction. L eations fo
The collaborative exchanges outlined above have profound implicati of

In the organization of an exhibition presenting new me-
ay a role closer to that of 2 producer—particulatly if
d——supervising a team of creators and the public

the curatorial process.
dia art, a curator may pl
the work is commissione
presentation of the work. Collaboration requires an increased openness of the
production and presentation process as well as an awareness'of process. The
success and results of an exhibition are less predictable and highly depéndent
on the “platform” that the curators and artists establish for exchanges with the
audience. . ;
The openness of digital technologies also potentially allows ff)r more‘:au i-
ence involvement in the curatorial process. The development of Aldthaas of Pub-
lic curation” is currently still in the experimental stages l.auAt .15 »mcreasmgly
gaining momentum within the museum world through mltlatwe? thatY at-
tempt to go beyond feedback in online discussion forums. The project (Your
Show Here)''—shown at the Massachusetts Museum of Contem.porary Art
(MASS MoCA) in 2001 —invited gallery visitors to use a curatonal. soft:waref
program that allowed them to filter and choose from a darabase of 1mag4'35 o
over 100 digital images of twentieth-century works of arF (fig. 13..1), wr1.t6 a
statement about their choices, title their show, and project .thexr selections
onto the walls of the gallery. A similar system was developed in a clas‘s at ‘the
Interactive Telecommunications Program (ITP) at New York University,
in conjunction with the Whitney Museum and devoted to the de-

organized : -d
would enhance the experience of visitors to the

velopment of interfaces that |
Whitney. The project— Connections, by Jon Alpert, Eric Gree.n, Betsy Sedel;i
and Vicroria Westhead—consisted of three display walls with screens an

i sitchboard.
one interaction wall, which used the metaphor of the mechanical switchbo

Users could plug a cable into the socket correspondir?g to an image fron; t:e
Whitney collection, preview the image, and make it aLlpF)fzar on. one of t j?
screens on the display walls. Both projects use the possibilities of 1'nstar1t recy-
cling, reproduction, and archiving facilitated by thfz digital medium to pro

pose an alternative model of presenting and viewing art that moves away
from a traditional prescripted model and allows the art to [a‘lfe on‘new m.ean‘—’
ings in multiple contextual reconfigurations. The models for public curz;tlo‘n

outlined above still consist of predefined archives but blur the boundaries
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