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Introduction

Around the turn of the millennium, artist duo JODI, Joan Heemskerk and Dirk Paesmans, started to revive the old computer game Jet Set Willy (1984). The game drew their attention because it was programmed in BASIC, one of the first computer languages designed to empower users of one of the first personal home computers, the now obsolete ZX Spectrum, which was released in the UK in 1984. The popular video game Jet Set Willy was one of the earliest non-linear games, featuring branching storylines, from the 1980s. The protagonist of the game, the tired miner Willy, is ordered by his housekeeper to tidy up all the items left around his house after a huge party before being allowed to go to sleep. The player moves Willy through the vast villa, consisting of 60 rooms, a beach and a yacht, and tries to gather as many objects as possible in each of the spaces. Trying to reprogram the code with the help of an emulator (a software application that accurately imitates hardware and/or software functions) proved to be more difficult than JODI had envisioned.1 The keys of the original keyboard had multiple functions and to re-type a command on a contemporary computer keyboard, even a simple ‘GOTO’ statement (goto is a statement found in many computer programming languages that performs a one-way transfer of control to another line of code; at the level of machine code, a goto is a form of branch or jump statement) turned out to be a complicated issue, because all the easy short cuts were missing and now the right key combination for each task had to be found. In the end, JODI gained control over the game by using the emulator to access the machine code – the binary or hexadecimal instructions to which a computer can respond directly – and, once inside, reconfigured the colours and sounds byte by byte. Their version was recorded on an audiocassette that could be played on the original ZX Spectrum. They lost some of the original hardware and the original audiotape from which the game was played, but this did not interfere with the experience of the user who could still play JODI’s Jet Set Willy ©1984 (2002) with the old keyboard since only the arrow keys were needed to move Willy around.

JODI are renowned for their subversive and, at first sight, often seemingly incomprehensible artworks, and, to complicate matters further, their projects often vary from presentation to presentation. Not only do they present different variations of a work from venue to venue, but they might suddenly, and without notification, also change aspects of the work’s presentation during its exhibition. Jet Set Willy ©1984 has been exhibited in various ways over the years. The first time it was shown was on a table, with a 1980s television (CRT) monitor, the audiocassette with the tape, and the ZX Spectrum. At other times JODI showed Jet Set Willy Variations (2002), a DVD containing videos of modifications to the game, alongside the game itself. Almost ten years after the launch of the project, Jet Set Willy ©1984 was transformed into Jet Set Willy FOREVER (2010) when it was presented at the exhibition Funware at MU in Eindhoven (Figure 0.1). This time JODI decided to add documentation of the work as part of the presentation, thus making documentation part of the ‘final work’. Jet Set Willy FOREVER included the game on a ZX Spectrum, the DVD, video documentation of the artists demonstrating how the game can be played during a previous presentation of the work, a set of written instructions on how to play it and 60 prints showing the interior of the game – a cross section of the house. The organization of exhibitions always entails a discussion about the extent to which a work should speak for itself or whether any additional explanation and documentation of the project’s previous manifestations is needed. In the case of Jet Set Willy, documentation serves several purposes. It provides instructions on how to install the game by showing on video which equipment is preferred, and how to play the game. As such, the documentation could be seen as an informational document. However, JODI’s approach to documentation material is different; they do not see the documentation of Jet Set Willy FOREVER as separate from the work or as merely educational and informative, but as integral to it. From an aesthetic perspective, the components of Jet Set Willy FOREVER declare the value of documentation as an aesthetic element of the work. An emphasis on documentation is not uncommon when it comes to ephemeral artworks such as performance art, or dance and theatre pieces. In the case of artworks that contain or consist of components prone to obsolescence, documentation, for better or worse, often becomes a substitute for the project. Some conservators and curators find these scenarios frightening and consider the approach of ‘simply’ changing the presentation, or hardware, of an installation, or of showing documentation instead of the work itself as utterly inappropriate. What implications do changes in the presentation format, or the exhibition of documentation, have for the conservation of an artwork? How will Jet Set Willy FOREVER survive in the future? More importantly, what can conservators and curators of contemporary art learn from JODI’s practice of variability and use of documentation?


[image: Figure 0.1]
Figure 0.1 JODI, Jet Set Willy FOREVER, 2013. Floorplan of the game. Installation shot MU Eindhoven.

Photo by Boudewijn Bollman.



Contemporary conservation

Whether or not to conserve a work of art has been and will be debated for as long as conservators, museums and collections exist. Similarly, the job description of a conservator has evolved drastically from the ‘three-legged stool’ – a term coined in the 1920s by conservator George Leslie Stout meaning that a conservator should have a thorough grounding in art history, archaeology or library science; excellent hand skills, either in painting, drawing, sewing, sculpting, casting etc.; and excellent training in organic and inorganic chemistry – to the description by art conservator Joyce Hill Stoner who argues that a conservator of the twenty-first century:


must thoroughly know their specialities, including current philosophy, history, literature, ethics, and the material properties and methods of analysis (subjects might range from underwater cannonballs to ivory miniatures); collaborate with scientists and be able to understand scientific terms and methods; cooperate with allied professionals, including archaeologists, art historians, and the various cultures of origin; understand proper light levels, indoor pollutants, insect life cycles, climate control, emergency preparedness, and toxicity; be articulate advocates who write papers, give presentations, and in this time of economic cutbacks, be able to charm politicians, foundation heads, and reporters from ‘Sixty Minutes’ if necessary.

(2005:56)



The modern discipline of conservation started with scientific examination, practical knowledge and connoisseurship of the use of materials, and an ethical understanding and recognition of the importance of keeping conservation records (Caple 2000; Philippot 1996), but at the end of the twentieth century the metaphor from a three-legged stool extended to a ‘ten-legged settee’ (Stoner 2005:56). Most prominently during the 1980s the pursuit of ‘objectivity’ and ‘truth-enforcing strategies’ slowly transformed into a search for meaning. This meant that a new set of concepts entered the conservation field – concepts such as significance, meanings, language, diversity, collective memory and identity became important issues (Pereira 2007). Notable in this sense is the work of conservator Miriam Clavir (2002), who vividly described and analyzed the underlying problems of a singular Western perspective. Based on her research with First Nations, she argues that conservation is inseparable from traditions, oral history, community and identity (Clavir 2002:xvii). From this perspective, she argues, it is not the object that is the centre of attention, but the cultural life of which the objects are part. In other words, and as she stresses, meaning is constituted through the object and is not necessarily or solely held within the object.

At the same time, the conceptual, unstable, variable or process-like character of many modern and contemporary artworks challenged the conventional object-oriented approach of fine art conservation. Unlike traditional painting and sculpture, these artworks often include ephemeral materials and technologies that quickly become obsolete. Moreover, these artworks were not always made to last for eternity. They inherently address the notion of variability within their own conceptual framework. Consequently, it seems logical to move away from a fixation on the conservation of materials or an artwork’s physical components, as it would most likely turn out to be counterproductive. Some conservators have broached these challenges. Important steps have been made in this direction by several collaborative research projects, among them the Variable Media Network, Matters in Media Art, Inside Installations and DOCAM. Three basic notions underlie the methodologies of these initiatives: (1) enabling artists’ participation as much as possible; (2) flexibility in approaches and methods; and, (3) openness (provenance and transparency). This way of thinking confirms the necessity to relinquish traditional conservation methods that focus on re-creation and develop new ways of documenting obsolete artworks. In addition, it invites new approaches to conserving works of art. As such, Head of Collection Care Research at Tate, Pip Laurenson (2006) suggests that the focus of conservation must move away from the purely material to include the original function and contextual meaning of the artwork. In her exploration of a conceptual framework for the conservation of time-based media installations, she concludes that:


The reference ‘state’ of an object has been replaced with the concept of the ‘identity’ of the work, which describes everything that must be preserved in order to avoid the loss of something of value in the work of art.



In other words, as opposed to the traditional view from fine art conservation, it is not necessarily the material object that is considered to be the most valuable, but rather the intrinsic qualities of the artwork that evoke certain experiences.

Such a perspective is useful when thinking of net art conservation as the value of a net artwork does not necessarily reside strictly in the materiality of the medium itself, but in a number of contributing elements that, together, establish the work’s aesthetic qualities. As well, since these artworks change meaning as they progress through history and can consequently be interpreted in different ways by different people, understanding these artworks requires a mix of different fields of knowledge, ranging from art history to computer science and cultural studies to name a few. What remains is the question: on which basis are criteria and decisions made? To make decision processes more transparent, issues of provenance, and more recently mandates that future users and context be taken into account in decision-making processes and documentation models, are important factors in conservation practices. Despite these new attitudes, the profession and practice of conservation have led a secluded life in which change happens at a very slow pace. This is partly due to historical controversies around restoration practices, which even though they pushed the boundaries of conservation ethics, have also led to lost jobs as well as devaluation of artworks.2 Some even mention that the profession of a conservator can be hazardous, a ‘high-risk activity’ (Van Saaze 2009:41). Although controversy in itself is not a bad thing, perceptions – and consequently interpretations – change throughout history; issues cannot be clarified by perpetuating discussions in terms of polarized stereotypes, nor will they provide a framework within which evaluation and further analyses can progress. Still, controversies often result in a reluctance to propose ideas, or at the very least they propagated uncertainty when making decisions. Surprisingly, this topic has received little attention, perhaps encouraging concealment more than anything else.3 A ‘cautious’ attitude is also reflected in the practice itself, as Van Saaze notes:


Historically preservation issues are concealed and confidentiality agreements are quite common to conservation practices […] deliberation processes and conservation treatments took place behind closed doors, cautiously concealing them from the museum public.

(2009:23)4



These feelings of uncertainty strengthen the role of science in conservation. Widespread faith and acceptance in ‘objective’ and independent methodologies allowed conservators to hide behind the methodology while projecting. The lack of open discussion among conservators (even those working in the same institute) intensified this conviction, and asserted the authority of a ‘superior’ conservator. The individual character of the profession added to this status. The conservator was and is someone with specialized knowledge only applicable to his or her specific field. This has led to stereotyping but also to isolation from others involved (e.g., curators, lawyers), resulting in much miscommunication. It is only recently that the decision-making process became a more open debate, leaving the traditional stakeholders behind.5 At the same time, conservators were concerned that new and different methods could backfire and undermine their status. This fear of the new is also one of the reason why conservators (and curators) are reluctant to discuss the conservation (or presentation) of net art. They prefer to stick to their well-known fields of interests in which they can build on works that have been recognized and validated in the past. It is often said that conservation depends on the notion that past cultural epochs have something to offer the present. It is also claimed that an increase in conservation efforts is seen as a dread of the present and an aversion to technical progress (Lowenthal and Binney 1981). Although this is a rather bold statement, these and the previously mentioned reactions form the basis for an understanding of the psychological developments in conservation theory and hence the slow pace of progress in the practice.

Another factor that prevents quick changes is the structure of managerial thinking in museums. This is exemplified by net artist Olia Lialina, who in her article ‘About Exhibiting Net Art’ (2000), aptly describes the underlying problem of acquisition and conservation of net art by museums. She recounts her observations and experiences from the time she became a net artist:


What to do with net art? How to deal with it? How to include something in a collection that cannot be stored on a shelf? Everything would be so much easier if net art was just web art, consisting of hypertext pages with funny animations and experiments with browsers (which does apply to a few interesting projects). In such a case, one could just buy the work and store it on the server of the buyer. But how does one deal with works of which the main concern is by no means websites on a server, but the journey which starts there and cannot be controlled? Works that are strictly defined as net artworks contradict the logic of proprietary thinking. Contradict the old logic of proprietary thinking. And contradict the old logic in general.



Lialina’s last remark is also a reflection of media theorist Charlie Gere’s analysis of how ‘new media art’ is received and understood by galleries and museums. As he states, museums and galleries affect an understanding of and access to the past, as well as a relation to the future (Gere 2008). Similarly, net art challenges traditional thinking in conservation, in which the past prevails over the present or future. Despite tendencies to ‘group think’ within organizational, personal or disciplinary limitations, which can slow the pace of change, a transformation can be witnessed, for example, the success of SFMOMA’s ‘Team Media’, which consists of managers, curators, conservators, technicians and IT specialists; decisions about acquisitions, presentation and conservation are discussed in monthly meetings.6 As well, training and education are changing, and decision-making models are bringing disciplines together to encourage trust and mutual understanding. For example, following the experience from MoMA, in 2014 Guggenheim began to collaborate with computer scientist Deena Engel and her students at NYU.7 Stressing the importance of such collaboration Engel said:


Today, a great deal of scientific research relies heavily on computational techniques; therefore, the software and hardware environment used to obtain scientific results must be fully documented and preserved in such a way that the same scientific results can be achieved in perpetuity. This is analogous in many ways to the goal of art conservation, as museums will wish to re-exhibit contemporary works of time-based media and software-based art well into the future.

(Dover 2016)



These examples show that when conserving net art conservators can benefit greatly from working with experts from outside the museum (artists, programmers and other specialists), bringing technical expertise and conceptual thinking together.

As a practice, conservation has always changed the ‘authentic’ state of a work. When dealing with net art, conservation has to come to terms with change in a more radical way. Such a new understanding of conservation theory embraces change and variability as inherent qualities of the artform and consequently of conservation itself. Analyzing non-institutional examples shows that mandates to collect and conserve are not universal standards, nor can they be applied as such. By examining these ‘outside’ strategies, as I will show in this book, museums could better participate in decisions about the conservation of net art. Whereas net artworks are acquired by museums, I focus on how some artists think about conserving their works. By emphasizing these artists’ perspectives, I try to avoid discussing whether the museums that have conserved artworks did it properly or not. Rather than contesting the best conservation practice, I want to stress artists’ practices when doing conservation. This is not to imply that a museum’s perspective is less relevant when talking about caretaking. Even though this position may change as more and more specialized organizations, artists and the public start conserving artworks, museums are significant as they are the places where art conservation began and where its practices have developed.

Materiality

Jet Set Willy FOREVER shows the challenges that curators and conservators face when dealing with net artworks. These manifest in different ways. First of all, to assure a (future) presentation, artworks require active intervention by the curator or conservator. For example, Jet Set Willy FOREVER is built from several layers, or components, that change or can evolve for each presentation. Such a variable process reflects a perpetually renewed present instead of the linear temporal perspectives followed in conservation. Although the components of Jet Set Willy FOREVER can be changed, there is a specific materiality that is important to present. Some of it is visible, for example the CRT monitor or the ZX Spectrum. Others are less obvious but can be traced in the code, the BASIC language, or in the interactions or relations between different elements. The question is, what part(s) need to be shown, and consequently, how do they function and relate to each other? What is needed to make them function? First of all, what is ‘materiality’? In conservation the notion of ‘materiality’ is closely related to the study of material culture, an interdisciplinary field that explores and analyzes relationships between people and artefacts. For many years, the field tended to focus on the passive use of material culture by humans (Durkheim 1982[1895]; Lévi-Strauss 1963[1958]). The term gained prominence in post-Structuralist inspired anthropology and archaeology in the late 1980s, particularly through the works of Hodder (1986) and Tilley (1991). Materiality came to imply that social reality is actively constructed or challenged. However, most theories still focus on human agency and intentionality. In this book, I follow literary scholar N. Katherine Hayles’ approach to materiality. She explains:


The physical attributes constituting any artifact are potentially infinite; in a digital computer, for example, they include the polymers used to fabricate the case, the rare earth elements used to make the phosphors in the CRT screen, the palladium used for the power cord prongs, and so forth. […] [Materiality] emerges from interactions between physical properties and a work’s artistic strategies. For this reason, materiality cannot be specified in advance, as if it pre-existed the specificity of the work. An emergent property, materiality depends on how the work mobilizes its resources as a physical artifact as well as the user’s interactions with the work and the interpretive strategies she develops – strategies that include physical manipulations as well as conceptual frameworks. In the broadest sense, materiality emerges from the dynamic interplay between the richness of a physically robust world and human intelligence as it crafts this physicality to create meaning.

(2002:32–3)



Hayles opens up and complicates the notion of materiality in material culture, without stepping into views of technological determinism. Such an approach serves the sensibilities and uniqueness of individual instances of hardware and software and should be coupled with the awareness that the affordances of particular systems, environments and technologies are often integral to creative processes. In other words, both hardware and software components influence the creative process, the aesthetics and the perception of the work. In addition, material conditions are not solely technical, but also socially and culturally determined. This leads to the second point: to (re)assemble and comprehend the functioning, and thus presentation or conservation of these artworks, people from various backgrounds need to be involved. Most likely, these people are not yet working in or with museums.

These points expand approaches to materiality in conservation, which focus solely on the analysis of material properties of physical objects. Although artists’ intentions are becoming more prevalent in decisions about conservation, most conservation practices depart from the final object when thinking about conservation treatments. Conservation tends to discard the importance of the ‘social space’; i.e., seeing materiality as a meaningful process through which the execution or presentation of the work and the process of creation are extended and prolonged through active exchange. The social network makes the material meaningful. While conservators may take different kinds of information into account, a narrow focus on object-based materiality could neglect the creative or development process of an artwork.8 To understand the functions in, or performativity of, a work, before deciding on conservation approaches, it is important to understand the decisions artists make during development. Following Hayles (2002), materiality emerges from technical, political and social relations of network culture, without excluding the medium-based approach. An expanded approach could be helpful when discussing the importance of materiality in net art conservation. As such, this approach is an argument for historical research embedded in socio-technical ensembles, as well as for the specificity of practices that emerge through networks and processes. In short: it emphasizes the importance of acknowledging the historical, social and technical contexts in which materiality is formed.

Throughout this book I claim that a strict or deterministic focus on materials (hardware and software) forecloses alternative approaches for conservation. A similar argument can be made for conservation’s inclination to prefer a ‘Cartesian’ concept of time, which enforces an eternal present. By departing from the norm (of the present), what is sought is predictive knowledge. How will a work of art function in the future? In terms of conservation, what needs to be done so that it can function in its ‘ideal state’? I will argue that it is more interesting to follow the variability of the work and thereby accept the idea that time is not neutral or objective. In other words, what does time mean when discussing change and variability as defining characteristics of net art and its conservation? Net art is often not the outcome of a single presentation in time; it comprises different projects that (also) vary and change. Existing as fragments, net art is created, computed and layered with distributed interactions that sometimes overlap or return as they move through various platforms. As such, net art is constructed and evolves over time. Its convoluted trajectory zooms in and out, from micro-level traces to the macro-domains of the entire network.

Media archaeology, media ecology and circulation

A study of conservation may seem counter-intuitive for an artform that is also a variable process or assemblage. However, conservation is not merely a static practice. Throughout the years, it has been influenced by changing social and political dimensions in- and outside of the workplace (Ashley-Smith 2009). Future conservations of net art could benefit from what can be seen as a regressive strategy, not in the least because many net artworks consist of materials that have a long history in conservation practices. At the same time, dealing with emerging and evolving networks and processes might not be seen as conservation. However, seeing conservation as process – in which certain elements mutate, become obsolete or stay the same – signals a conservation that aids in the possibility of production and development. Such a process does not exclude conservation, but incorporates future thinking into its practice. At the same time, it guards or creates documentation that serves as traces of a past that can be inserted into art history. In short, a methodology for studying these processes should follow a similar trajectory: following net art and its method of ‘construction’, i.e., signalling the possibility of change, means exploring artworks by looking inside and through them to see what they consist of and how they behave, which includes analyzing social and cultural influences. I want to emphasize that net art is not shaped solely by conservation but also shapes conservation through its interactions and relations. This does not exclude the use of conservation methods and theories but regards the conservation of net art as a process.

Such an approach can learn from methods in media archaeology, such as ‘variantology’ (Zielinski 2006) and ‘cycle’ (Huhtamo 1994), as well as the idea of ‘assemblages’ found in media ecology (Fuller 2005). Early media archaeologists such as hardware specialists Bernhard Siegert (1999[1993]) and Erkki Huhtamo (1994, 1995) followed the a priori of the technical, for instance, the materiality of objects such as circuit boards or fibre optic cables. This technological focus has been criticized for being too hermetic, for excluding the anthropological influence in, and on, technology (O’Driscoll 2002; Zielinski 2006; Daniels 2002). The main criticism focused on how media theory should not be reduced to issues of media technology alone. Despite intentions to broaden the scope of this research and include notions of social-technical assemblages, most remained focused on examining the physical workings of technologies. Although methods differ between various media archaeologies and media archaeologists, a common goal is to re-examine precursors of current media to analyze the importance of sometimes dead or forgotten media, and to assess their influence on the supposed newness of present (and future) media.9 As Siegfried Zielinski explains:


The goal is to uncover dynamic moments in the media-archaeological record that abound and revel in heterogeneity and, in this way, to enter into a relationship of tension with various present-day moments, relativize them, and render them more decisive.

(2006:11)



By promoting a non-linear approach to history, Zielinski uses Michel Foucault’s (2010[1972]) concept of archaeology as a method for analyzing media. Zielinski proposes a search for ‘individual variations’ within historical records. This could lead to the discovery of ‘fractures or turning points in historical master plans that provide useful ideas for navigating the labyrinth of that which is currently firmly established’ (2006:7). In the long term, individual ‘anarchaeological’ studies will form a ‘variantology’ of media. Although it could be argued that Zielinski lacks a methodological framework or point of departure, his project embraces experimentation and heterogeneity. These are important to consider in a field that is still developing, but which has already lost a lot of its material due to (planned) obsolescence. To escape the fixation on content in the discourse about (mass-)media, a rewriting is imperative. Media archaeology insists on looking at media in operation, an approach that further distinguishes it from other historical practices.10

However, net art’s emphasis on circulation and the processual makes it difficult to apply a media-archaeological perspective in isolation. Huhtamo’s idea of ‘cycles’ comes closest to including processes as part of media-archaeological analyses. Also following Foucault’s archaeological concept, Huhtamo (1994) stresses the importance of an approach that follows cyclical developments and recurrent innovations instead of chronological accounts and continual progress. This kind of cyclic movement, or circulation, specifies a constant interchange between past and present, in which both inform and explain each other, but also raises issues that signal possible futures (Huhtamo and Parikka 2011:15). Similarly, Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka (2012) have suggested ways of reimagining media archaeology as an artistic methodology that bends circuits and repurposes old media for new uses. Rather than adopting the concept of a cycle, they prefer to recycle. Whereas recycle implicates the building of something new, the notion of a cycle – following artist Shu Lea Cheang – signifies repetition. As such, cyclical development is a learning process that is not geared towards something else, but provides an answer to what is strikingly absent in most media-archaeological research: attention for the implications of this approach in terms of cultural heritage and conservation. Most importantly, media-archaeological research neglects variability in the display and documentation of artworks that are made with and through technical means.

Looking beyond a media-archaeological approach, ‘media ecologies’ more keenly address the idea of circulation and the cyclic. The term ecology is used in various ways. Explaining the differences goes beyond the aims of this book. Here, I refer to the media-ecological approach proposed by media theorist Matthew Fuller (2005).11 Fuller uses the term ‘media ecology’ to analyze intricate artworks, in which he looks at ‘modes or dynamics that properly form or make sensible an object or process’ (Fuller 2005:2). Media ecology is a conceptual device that questions the evolving couplings of unlimited sets of humans, animals, networks, machines etc. to avoid closure. More than in media archaeology, Fuller’s emphasis is on the different kinds of qualities in media systems and how these qualities mix and (inter)relate (Fuller 2005:2). In media ecologies all kinds of systems compose discourse, have rules of formation, and generate processes (Fuller 2005:61). Media ecology is insistent on materiality. As Fuller says:


how it can be sensed, made use of, and how in turn it makes other elements or compositions tangible […] the different kinds of such qualities in media systems with their various and particular or shared rhythms, codes, politics, capacities, predispositions, and drives, and how can these be said to mix, to interrelate, and to produce patterns, dangers, and potentials.

(2005:2)



Thus, a media-ecological approach explores different elements in their context and/or relation to the event, installation or performance, including their developments. As such, the approach both complicates and opens up possibilities in media archaeology. Such relational analysis is particularly useful for net art when characterized through networks and processes that relate, often in incongruent ways, to different projects, actions, symbolic systems and people. With its focus on physical matter, a media-archaeological approach misses the transgressions, incongruities and confusions that are fundamental to net art, especially in the way it relates to existing power relations. Moreover, since such constellations evolve into something else as they move from variability to assemblages, the approach is also helpful when thinking of expanded conservation practices.

To summarize, the strategies of media archaeologists combined with the approach taken in media ecology are useful when considering a conservation approach to net art, or to understand the implications of traditional conservation on the practice. Take, for instance, the emphasis on individual variations or ‘variantology’ in media archaeology and other case studies that think through materials (Zielinski 2006; Parikka 2012). Whereas a media-archaeological approach finds profound richness in the work, rather than in its mutations, relations and processes, I focus on key notions, specifically variability and process, and how these characteristics influence a conservation practice that prioritizes a final object. The concept of circulation (Huhtamo 1994) will be helpful, as will an emphasis on assemblages that evolve due to audience behaviour and hardware and software changes (Fuller 2005).12

Structure of the book

The survival of net art is at the heart of this book. Net art operates through often imperceptible or ambiguous performance of processes and is networked in various ways. It is also one of the most viewed and experienced artforms. In his article ‘Ten Myths of Internet Art’ (2002b), Jon Ippolito stated that the audience for net art far exceeds visitor numbers at any contemporary art museum. Yet, some net artworks cease functioning in less than five months.13 This book takes issue with three assumptions that have pervaded the claim that conservation studies and museums lack adequate conceptual tools to understand and work with net art.14 The first is that net art does not belong in a museum, since one of its main components, a (networked) computer, is not seen as a valid medium for art creation and/or exhibition. Historically this bias can be seen in the lack of these kinds of artworks in museum collections (Dekker 2010), and recent discussions point to the neglect of net art, and digital art more generally, in art historical discussions (Shanken 2016). The second assumption is that net art cannot be acquired because it involves networks, processes and interactivity that are beyond a museum’s control. Directly related is the third assumption that net art cannot be conserved because its technical infrastructure defies the standard classification systems used by museums, while the rapid obsolescence of the technologies involved also complicates traditional conservation methods and ethics. By departing from artists’ perspectives and comparing their methods to those of a museum, this book opens up these different processes and their consequences for museums. Arguing for the need to reconsider traditional attitudes in museums and notions of static conservation as well as acknowledging decentralized and community-based approaches, this book describes an expanded practice of conservation in the computational age. It explains how net art functions, and examines the ways these strategies are used and folded back into art historical notions of authenticity, documentation and variability. It is not the intention of this book to present a structured approach or practical conservation methods to support a sustainable future for these types of works. On the contrary, based on the case studies, these artworks require new ways of dealing with issues like ‘objectivity’ (the scientific approach in conservation), legal matters and finance models, as well as the internal organization and function of a museum. Rather than merely emphasizing contemporary technical and legal issues, which will quickly become outdated, net art practices are analyzed from a combination of cultural, social and technical perspectives. The focus in this book is on continuing existing discourses in art history, curation and conservation, while applying these to the broader challenges in the case studies.

In Chapter 1, I elaborate on the nature and characteristics of net art. The term net art has been disputed through the years; I describe it as a set of creative practices built on a number of innovative processes that are formal and contingent, functioning through systems, networks, designs and histories, and influenced by and executed through other processes and/or users. This includes technology, but it is not restricted to it. It is foremost about seeing systems and social situations as a medium. The often invisible construction of net art complicates or even obstructs an easy comprehension of the aesthetics or recognition of the multiple layers in these artworks. This chapter focuses on three characteristics that are most relevant and challenging when dealing with conservation issues: the networked, processual and ambiguous nature of net art. Net art is created by a dispersed network of ‘actors’ and its characteristics can lead to multiple instances or versions of a work. This process is not necessarily unique to net art and can also be traced in, for example, performance art, land art, conceptual art, installation art, media art and bio art. The newness (and urgency) of net art is embedded in the speed of developments and a new and poorly understood creation process and consequently its conservation. In the next three chapters based on the analysis of several case studies I explore how the notion of conservation can be expanded and developed. Conservation as a practice has always operated on, and through the idea of changes to ‘authentic’ works. When dealing with net art, conservation will have to come to terms with the notion of change in a more radical way. As such, I propose a new understanding of conservation theory that embraces versioning and process as inherent qualities of the artform, and consequently of conservation.

In Chapter 2, I focus on documentation as a conservation method to capture (the context of) an artwork, and contend that documentation is as important as conventional technical maintenance and material restoration. The chapter begins by briefly tracing the meaning of ‘documentation’ to understand the different roles and functions of documents and documentation in conservation and the consequences it will have when documentation is a primary conservation method. Describing and analyzing the work by early documentalists, in particular Paul Otlet (1934) and Suzanne Briet (2006[1951]), I explain how documentation is understood and how distinguishing between different documents informs changing relationships within documentation practices. By analyzing the documentation methods of, among others, the UK-based performance group Blast Theory, I consider in what ways current artists’ documentation methods can be of help in conservation. I discuss three different types and phases of documentation: (1) documentation as process: the documentation that reflects the decisions that are made during the development of a work; (2) documentation as presentation: documentation of the behaviour of an artwork once finished and/or representing the experience that users have with it; and (3) documentation for re-creation: documentation that is kept or made for reference and possible re-creation in the future. To answer whether, and in what way, these types of documentation help to conserve net art, in the second part of the chapter, I analyze documentation models developed by museum conservators and assess whether such a structured way of documentation is useful for the conservation of net art. By comparing the different approaches I demonstrate how the combined strategies can facilitate the creation of new versions that build, elaborate and comment on previous states. This will open new ways of thinking about what conservation means, and provoke new ways of dealing with documents, documentation and the organizational structure of the museum. Whereas Chapter 2 is an extended contextualization of current conservation practices, I discuss methods that move beyond such approaches in subsequent chapters.

In Chapter 3, exploring the context and the ‘social life’ of net art and its emergence through networks and processes, I propose the notion and method of ‘networks of care’ for the conservation of net art. Analyzing the example of mouchette.org by Martine Neddam, I challenge the notion that net art is more complex to conserve than traditional artworks. Whereas the technical elements of many net artworks can be conserved, either through emulation methods or by sensitively redoing the hardware and software (following media-archaeological approaches), such attempts may fail to capture the essence of the artwork: mistaking technical failures for what they are; neglecting the temporary condition and value of the work (changing conditions can render a work meaningless); or disregarding the ‘open ideology’ of a work involving multiple authors. The latter, I argue, could be one of the solutions for the prolongation and longevity of the work. It is not uncommon for networks to form around artworks that are not collected by museums, large institutes or private collectors: either to protect the work from censorship, or to safeguard and protect it, often after an artist dies. I suggest that such a network could evolve into a ‘network of care’ that maintains or conserves (parts of) an artwork and consists of a combination of experts and non-specialists and introduces knowledge from a variety of fields and backgrounds. Rather than solely focusing on technical aspects, this approach acknowledges the distributed character of many net artworks. This means recognizing the incompleteness of net artworks, in which conservation is less about conserving materials and more about the preservation of social information and relations.

By analyzing the case study Naked on Pluto (a Facebook-based game by Dave Griffiths, Aymeric Mansoux and Marloes de Valk) in Chapter 4, I show how the use of open source practices further complicates and affects the current structures and functions of museums. With artworks that can be freely copied, used, presented and distributed by everyone, several challenges arise for a museum. While in general open source helps the conservator to more easily access the different elements of an artwork, when other people can use and change the artwork the conceptual and economic value of an artwork changes. Moreover, many net artists are not necessarily interested in a final artistic product. Rather, they want to create a set of relationships and processes, from the way of production via distribution to reception and back again. A cycle emerges that can continue potentially forever. Importantly, the idea of circulation does not necessarily include constant progress. Rather, it emphasizes that development time also allows for return and revision. This shifts the perception from representations of objects to interpretation of their forms, flows and flaws. Working with relations and processes also emphasizes the end of a single author, in favour of a collaborative process that, by allowing for hybridity and complexity to play out within new aesthetic practices, opens possibilities for new social structures or tactical behaviours. However, in some cases, such as communal authorship, it does not suffice to describe a process that favours development and (dis)continuation over collaboration. Here, one author is dependent on another, not for collaboration but to continue a process. Instead of claiming single or collaborative authorship, such practices signal that questions of authorship are less relevant than the drive to continue a process. These processes change the question of what net art is to what net art does. Rather than seeing this as a problem, following artists’ strategies, I propose to reverse the acquisition (and thus conservation) process. The museum does not acquire a ‘final’ artwork, but is financially, and perhaps conceptually, involved in the development of an artwork. Instead of trying to fix an artwork as much as possible, providing boundaries, or guidelines, of past, present and ideal states of the artwork in which construction and execution are stitched together to create a moment in time, when following an ‘open approach’ the museum becomes also a facilitator of development and processes.

The question of whether and, if so, how, such new modi operandi in conservation will affect existing structures, systems and more traditional artworks, calls for further research. In the next two chapters I make a first attempt to open such discourses and ways of thinking. In Chapter 5 I take the well-known and used concept of authenticity for identifying value and meaning in an artwork, and explore its value and meaning in net art. Expanding the multiple descriptions of the term, I argue for a broadening of authenticity by connecting it to ‘alliances’. With the term ‘authentic alliances’ I emphasize the importance of seeing seemingly different and incommensurate parts as a whole. Although the most common used identifiers for authenticity (of what the work consists, who is the author and when is it made) do not necessarily give an indication of authenticity in net art; it is in the alliances inside and between these concepts that authenticity can be identified. This emphasizes the layered nature of these artworks, and that different elements should not be identified as singular entities, but as influencing each other. Thus, while independent elements can change, it is in the relations and the execution – in between a and b – that authentic alliances can be traced. In other words, the infrastructure and the context are more important than the individual components. This is not saying that questions about the work, authorship and date of an artwork are irrelevant, but that there is a shift of focus to those which prioritize questions about ownership, authorship and copyright.

The notion of a dynamic unfolding of events in my proposal of authentic alliances – in which different elements only function in execution – is closely related to the assumption of the performativity of digital documents. In the final Chapter 6, I take up Lev Manovich’s (2013) argument that software culture is moving beyond the twentieth-century terminology of document, work, message or recording. Rather than a fixed document he proposes referring to these ‘documents’ as dynamic ‘software performances’. I agree that a work’s content cannot be defined by a single file or document. In effect, what I proposed in Chapter 5 is that net art’s characteristics can only be defined by looking at their alliances. However, to see what this ‘performance’ means, I explore the dichotomy between fixed and fluid documents. In line with computer scientist David M. Levy (1994), and by looking at the way how for example computer memory functions, I conclude that digital documents are both, which moves closer to answering the question: which aspects perform, and for what purpose? By emphasizing the function of a document, rather than looking at its physical form, more than the performative (something that executes) I want to stress the processual qualities (something that is in execution) of software and net art.
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