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The text belowis a contribution to an exhibition and
congress called " (Hi story of) Mailart in Eastern Europe" at
the Staatliches Miseum Schwerin (Germany) 1996

by Joachi m Bl ank, Internationale Stadt Berlin
——————— What is netart ;-)?

The "Internet nyth" is the result of a nassive
self-referentiality of our media | andscape. Unlimted
conmuni cation in a yet unknown congl onerate nmade of

machi nes, cabl es and people. The exclusive networld of

cyber punks, scientists and artists has been superseded by
the thirst for information of the industrialized mass
consunption. Nevertheless, the cultural "stylistic how ers”
of comuni cation in data networks continue to exist not only
in the underground

Artistic projects, strategy projects, discussion foruns and
aut ononous network structures within the vast Internet, but
renote fromthe gl ossy, dust-free surfaces, show interesting
begi nnings for an alternative use of this medium

--- Netart vs. Art on the Net ---

The art market has discovered the net for the distribution
of art. It uses the net to pronpote art just like ordinary
conpani es. @Gl lerists, nuseuns and other art brokers provide
i nformati on about their artists, exhibitions and events. For
them the net is nothing nore than a big tel ephone book in
which they too want to (have to) be represented.

However, netart differs fromart on the net. Art on the net
is nmostly nothing nore than the docunmentation of art which
is not created on the net, but rather outside it and, in
terns of content, does not establish any relationship to the
net. Netart functions only on the net and picks out the net
or the "netnyth" as a theme. It often deals with structura
concepts: A group or an individual designs a systemthat can
be expanded by other people. Along with that is the idea
that the collaboration of a nunmber of people will becone the
condition for the devel opment of an overall system netart
projects without the participation of external persons are
perhaps interesting concepts, but they do not manifest
thenselves as a collective creativity in the net (Dieter
Dani el s, http://ww. hgb-1epzig.de/theorie/nailart.htm. The
i dea is fundamental, but dubi ous without mnedia-specific
translation and wi thout participation of other people. For
all netart projects there is a retraceable starting point,
an author, so to speak. Neverthel ess, what devel ops from one
i dea of one single artist with the collaboration of many
others, is incalculable. Like the incentive of ganbling,
here too the openness, the curiosity about an imaginary end,
the exciting challenge of taking part in such projects. And
that with a mediumlike Internet, which nakes a direct form
of intervention possible at the sane tine on different

| evel s of conmunication (text, sound, picture, notion
picture, real time).

--- Approaches to a Typology of netart ---

There are different manifestati ons of netart on the
Internet. Conmmon to themall is the extension of

conmmuni cations networks, that is to say, |ogical networks
within the physically existing tel ecomruni cati ons systens.
In the process two different approaches cone to |ight:

1. Context Systens
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Context systens like "The Thing", "t0", "lInternationale
Stadt " a.o. go back to the idea of devel oping perceptible
claims for artistic-cultural activities on the net, and to
do this not as an individual, but as a collective group
proj ect s.

I ndependent structural projects forma context, an art

pl atform for non-conmercial netactivities of the nost
diverse kind. Infrastructures of these kinds are nostly in
the hands of the operators thenselves, with their own

proj ects and subject matter; they are users of their own
structure. That is ultimately also the notivation, to invest
a lot of energy in building up of such structures.

The nmotivation to build up Internet infrastructures goes
back to the interdependent relationship of providers and
sponsors who enable artists access to the net. Parking
onesel f at a commercial I|Internet provider has a high price:

Commercial Internet providers use artists projects to attain
hi gher viewing figures and use them for adverti sing.
Moreover, the space for technically creative experinents is
nost often limted. For the system adm nistrators nake the
final judgenent for all netprojects. They decide what is
technically realizable and what is desirable in the
interests of netoperators. For that reason artists opt to
work with their own capital so that they do not have to fal
back on borrowed funds.

The intention of these context systens is the devel opnent of
communities. Real as well as virtual comrunities are

devel oped only by way of identification with the system
visible in the net and its operator groups, well-know ng
that at the same tinme every active user can becone a
percepti bl e conmponent. In this sense, viewed hierarchically,
the structure-giver and active users are on the sanme |evel.
O course, conparisons with the relation between curator and
artist, or gallery and artist, or nuseumand artist conme to
mnd. In this case the art institutions have little node
function as art brokers, but the net as a free nmedi um of

di stribution does. Unlike the nass nmedia, the Internet has
devel oped its popularity through the awareness of a constant
give and take of its users. The expression of networks,
namely to forma processual platform of communication and
information, can with respect to context systens be sumed
up in two short formulas: structure=content and net=art.

Exenpl ary Projects:

The Thing New York (http://ww.thing.net/thingnyc) The Thing
Vienna (http://ww.thing.at) International City Federation
(http://ww.icf.de) desk.nl (http://ww.desk.nl) Obsol ete
(http://ww. obsol ete.com Public Netbase

(http://ww. tQO or.at) Ludmilla (http://ww. kud-fp.si) etc.

2. Researchers, Troubl emakers, |ndividual Perpetrators

Unli ke context systens, individual netartists or groups in
the net operate without having to take into account the
visitors on the Wb sites or the linits of the

medi um " Service" is the last thing on their mnds. The
Internet as a new nediumis the tool of artistic projects.
Oten it has less to do with the Internet itself and nore
with the desires, hopes and aversions which a networked
wor | d arouses anpbng so many people. Here the permanent
online existence of a future comunications society is now
being put to the test. Catchwords |ike dislocation,
identity, truth, belief, reality, territory which have
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becone popul ar by way of the net are being taken up by net
Artists and often radically processed. Here it is not so
much a matter of the clarification of such terns as it is a
matter of artistic interventions |eading to confusions anong
virtual visitors.

Netart does not have a tight visual |anguage. It behaves
rather like a chaneleon. It is caught up in a constant
process, reacting quickly and sensitively to changes. Netart
itself may be short-lived too. For the Internet is a nedium
which is continuously in novenent. Never before in history
has the way of a nediumfromthe tine of inplenmentation to

t he massi ve di ssem nation been so short as in the case of
the Internet.

If one observes the visual appearance of a |ot of
conventional Wb sites somewhat nore exactly over a | onger
period of tine one may ascertain a "state of the art" in the
design. What is conspicuous, for exanple, are the snoothed,
shadowy icons and i mages. The underl ain shadows suggest that
the user is being produced on the nonitor by way of the
shadows and that it is the user who is beam ng instead of
the monitor. There is a series of other such creative
features that recur on a nunber of Wb sites. One sel dom
sees deliberate deviations, for nost of the Wb sites are
trying to sell products, and exotic interface ideas should
not keep from"clicking." Netartists as researchers of
perception are free enough to | ook after such phenonena.
Everything that allows an escape fromthe young, but
tediously styled WWVis experinmented with, fromthe Wb
sites in black and white to the conpl ete abandonnent of
design. Netartists are investigating the conventions of the
net and its virtual visitors by exceeding them

Even the hypertext inherent in the WAVis contextualized
Many di spense with hyperlinks right fromthe start, others
use themin such an exaggerated way that any orientation is
| ost.

So-cal l ed "fake" projects are also very popular. Netartists
try to park thenselves with themin other art territories
wi t hout bei ng exposed. For that they copy creative el enents
of a particular comunications context and transfer themto
their own projects. Products are offered that can never
possi bly exist, services are prom sed which no one can
possi bly keep. Lying is therefore explicitly allowed. In
this way believers, unsuspecting surfers can becone a
conponent of a netart project. Through such projects,
fundanental questions are raised about truth, the
credibility of the exchange of information in a

medi a- domi nat ed society. Netartists are experinenting with
the belief in the progress of techno culture and are worKking
with its material - information and comuni cation. They are
usi ng nmetaphors fromthe real world, pseudo-individualizing
software and playing with the vanity of their virtua
visitors.

The Internet as a mrror of a neo-liberal capitalismis an
extrenely interesting experinental |ayout, full of
inspiration for artists, hackers and other field reseachers.
Exenpl ary Projects:

http://ww. hgb-I ei pzig.de/livesource/elive. htm

http://ww.jodi.org http://ww.irational.org
http://ww. icf.de/neonurlaub http://nanespace. aut ono. net

Joachi m Bl ank - Internationale Stadt Berlin -- _ -----
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== D- 10969 Berlin, Prinzessinenstr. 19-20 -
Tel : +49 30 61697344 Fax: +49 30 61609342
http://ww.icf.de - ------------- T
http://ww. docunent a. de/ wi t hout _addresses --- _ ----- -
--- # distributed via nettime-I : no comercial use wthout
perm ssion # <nettine> is a closed noderated nailinglist for
net criticism # collaborative text filtering and cul tural
politics of the nets # nore info: majordonmo@cf.de and "info
nettime" in the nsg body # URL: http://ww.desk.nl/~nettine/
contact: nettine-owner @ cf.de
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