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In an era where an increasing number of cultural forms are being transmitted through the emergent digital media such as the Internet and CD-ROM, numerous questions arise from these practices concerning our reco(r)ding of these events and their place as engrams in the cultural memory.  The creation and experience of the arts in the digital age is moving from the exhibition of art as material trace of a process to that of performative act, or the foregrounding of the process itself. Secondly, media such as CD-ROM create technological difficulties related to the obsolescence of said media. Writers such as Paul Virilio state that technology is compressing all societal constructs including time and the acceleration of technological production itself. From this, we are presented with the challenge of presenting works that may no longer be able to be viewed for less than a decade, due to software and hardware incompatibility problems.  This, in a sense, likens the dawn of the digital arts to the Classical period of drama, in which hundreds of plays were produced, but only a handful survive.  To paraphrase Laurie Anderson, this is the time, but what is the record of the time?  What are the technological and epistemological ramifications of the technological art forms?  We can examine the intersections/borders of these issues through a study of current museum and gallery practices, and therefore speculate on the future of archival in the electronic arts.

Introduction:  Everything Old is New Again - The Classical Age.

According to theatre historians such as Bieber and Brockett (1), the commonly held belief regarding classical theatre is that hundreds, if not thousands of plays were written during the Classical era.  Fragments of indices, plays and records of dramatic competitions in ancient Greece have been found that support this assertion.  Although Euripides, Aristophanes, Aeschylus, and Sophocles were noted as being frequent entrants and/or winners in Classical dramatic festivals, they were not the only playwrights during this time.  Through the degradation of media, periodic war and misplacement over long periods of time, Western society has been left with only the handful of plays that we consider as the bulk of Greek drama.  The historical aspect of this dramatic legacy then changes to that of performative act, as an enactment of events with few cultural traces beyond that of its immediate impact on the participants.  Digital art, both in the curation and production of digitized traditional forms, and of digital forms themselves, pose unique questions about their role in society and the narratives within society itself that they make visible.

It only seems ironic that as we enter an age in which projections forecast record numbers of various forms geriatric dementia and the associated gradual irruption of memory (2), cultural institutions face similar possibilities with the progressive digitization of art as record and art as medium.  The ahistorical nature of the digital record as Baudrillardian simulacrum (3) of the object exists with few physical traces allowing it to coalesce and evaporate with so much impunity. This calls into question the future of the digital record of the cultural trace (digitized art) and the cultural record of the digital trace (the archival of digital art).

The existence of art in the light of the pixel

With increasing frequency, museums, galleries, and other institutions are digitizing their collections and exhibitions for display on interactive kiosks and online presences.  Works that span entire walls now occupy the place of under a thousand square pixels' territory on the screen.(4) Works such as Seurat’s Un dimanche après-midi à l'Ile de la Grande Jatte, which are dependent upon the audience's experience of the technical aspects and physical presence of the work itself, experience a 'narrowing' of epistemological bandwidth (5) in that the digital simulacrum of the piece lacks the texture and dimension of the source work.  This act imposes representative veils between the subject and object, and the terrain of the space occupied by the piece is thereby 'flattened', or drained of its space, its presence and its context. This is in agreement with Adorno's decontextualizing force of the museum as set forth in his essay, "Valery Proust Museum" (6), and the digital work is further displaced by its placement on electronic media.  

According to Adorno, the placement of art within the museum itself drains art of its meaning through the interaction of a complex web of power discourses linked to capitalist hegemonic structures. The art museum's presentation of works privileges the object, presupposing the universality of the visual and the material.  As Adorno wrote, "Anyone who does not have his own collection...can only become familiar with painting and sculpture only in museums".  The museum's accumulation of 'Holy Relics', as Proust would put it, creates a narrative of excess, in that the museum eventually holds the record of unaccountable wealth in its vaults, excess capital which is then rendered priceless and neutralized in its (dis)placement.  We can then say that through the location in the museum, art is both devalued in its lack of context and 'use value' in its repositioning from its original setting.  However, the digital work has no intrinsic use, cultural, or commodity value other than that of its image itself, assigning only arbitrary worth in relation to its immediate space and time within the cultural milieu that it occupies at the moment.  It must be assigned 'value' as such to enter the realm of the museum; one of a simulated materialism necessary for location within this space.

In the age of infinite simulation, duplication, and widescale distribution through the new media, we are confronted with an inversion of the sign of the object in that its use value is superceded by the Baudrillardian image.  This is consistent with the purchase of the DaVinci Codex by Microsoft CEO Bill Gates, whose Corbis subsidiary promptly digitized and produced the multimedia CD-ROM of the Codex(7).  Here, Gates is portrayed as restoring meaning to the masterwork, by reorienting it out of the museum and putting it into the home of the 'average person'.  It is recontextualized (or retexted) by the capitalist narrative through the addition of the supporting text, sound, and video on the ROM, and by its very production as mass market commodity.  It is Gates' 'everyman' who can now own the Codex, pulled from the insitiution and presented in color and sound on the screen.  However, it is still Gates who owns the original, and the simulation of the work is now reencoded through the construction of the multimedia text, and the hegemonic discourse is reified through the necessity of the computer.  Yes, it is 'everyman' who can now view the Codex, but only those who are of sufficient means to own, and of technical education to operate the machine.  We are greeted with new corporate subtexts, the devaluation of the image through cheap production of CD-ROMS and the reinscription of capitalist agendas through the technical determinists' inevitablity of the computer.

In museums throughout the United States, such as the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, visitors to these cathedrals of aesthetic memory are confronted with increasing frequency with series of interactive kiosks supporting the museum collection.  Upon entering the Minneapolis Institute, the patron may just walk up to the screen in the main lobby, tap a few entries, and be presented with a brief overview of the piece in question or summary of the current exhibits. As I observed the users of the kiosk, it was curious that the screen frequently transfixed children, as they merrily pressed selections.  But in many cases, when the parent wished to go into the gallery, some reticence in the children was noticed, as they seemed to prefer interacting with the screen(8).  To them, it seemed, confronting the actual piece of art was anticlimatic when compared to the multimedia experience.  And now, the "real" or the digital, image can be neatly toted home on a ROM(9)

This leads us to believe that the capitalist dream of the mass market for the great masters is being realized through CD's like the Davinci's Codex, and the promise of on-demand art (10).  However, a NY CyberTimes online version article(11) reported that since the early 90's, companies such as Voyager felt that quality content-driven art ROMs would create a strong niche market.  The grim reality set in that the market model of digital art production seems to fall short of its goals. Since 1997, multimedia companies like Corbis, Voyager, Macmillan and Grolier Digitals scaled down their operations.  It seems that the most any art-based CD has sold is twelve thousand units in the past two years, while blood spattered abattoir games have averaged around one million copies.  A humorous note would be to notice that there seems to be an ideal marketing niche evidenced from this information.  Perhaps this can be ascribed to the easy access of online works through the Internet, therefore eliminating rarity and lessening the preciousness of the data as object.  For the moment, it seems that Negroponte's aphorism that "Information wants to be free" holds true for art and the digital medium(12).

Intermission: Kandinsky and Munter

The effect of digital culture has far more subtle effects upon the historicity of the arts than is merely shown through the acts of recording or not recording data on a given medium or in a certain mode.  Supporting materials, such as sketchbooks and correspondence have provided an essential resource for art historians and curators.  This type of cultural trace provides a form of Foucauldian 'genealogy', in that it allows the scrutiny of the greater context of these discursive spaces in terms of circumstances of formation rather than of metaphysical truths. In this way, we can point to the irruptions, accidents and schisms that give rise to the historical trace.

In the digital age, these supporting 'details' are much less tangible. In contrast to artists and writers like Tolkien, Kandinsky, and Munter to name a few (who kept large bodies of personal correspondence), the postmodern is plagued with 'bitrot' or or a form of technological progressive amnesia.  Practices such as online texts and E-mail eliminate the physical 'record of the time' (13), imploding the history of the digital to the present moment, or at least until the delete key is pressed.  For good or for ill, cultural memory of personal events, such as love notes and stories of English Gardens (14) are as evanescent as the morning mist, and will likely not be preserved for archival purposes unless done deliberately.  Even if this were done, the authenticity of such a record would be called invalidated to the reproducibility of the 'letter, which calls into question the entire question of the 'real', bringing us to the discussion of the curation of digital art.

Curation of Digital Art

Baudrillard's sociology is one that privileges the image; one that is all surface and capitalizes on the transparence of postmodern culture(15). The digital aesthetic body is one that is all image, memory addresses, pixel grids, and code coursing through the electronic gateways of technological mediation devices.  It is the inversion of the object, as the simulation has typically become the corpus of the work.  A problem in the digital arts is that of representation, or of interface design, as we try to communicate the meaning encoded within our seas of binary information and the epistemological trajectories which they represent.

.

What is the "real" digital work of art?  In the case of the print, is it the paper and ink on the wall, or the image that was created from pixels and light?  We are confronted by materialist agendas when examining the digital art.  Art has perpetuated issues of commodity and materiality in the 20th century, and multimedia, web installations, and video frequently defy these classifications.  Although the print, as such, fulfills the capitalist will to commodity, the larger whole of the electronic genres do not, which dislocates digital art from the centrality of the material object and sends it catapulting into the realms of cyberspace. For the more commercial galleries there will be the print, that photographic plate, and the mixed media piece, but the digital work elides issues of narratives of materialist discourse in its own immateriality.

For the moment, the new media arts seem to fail the process of commodification.  In fact, in an age of Western hypercapitalism that frequently views the arts as an optional luxury, the resultant cuts in funding of the arts have caused avant garde institutions such as the Franklin Furnace(16) become completely virtual institutions.  As the monetary resources dwindle for the maintenance of physical space, the greatly diminished maintenance cost for cyberspatial galleries becomes more attractive.  And it follows that as the art shuffles off its material coil, so should the gallery that holds it.  A virtual space for virtual art for the denizens of Laurie Anderson's Puppet motel to visit on a Saturday night in Cyber SoHo.

This foregrounds socioeconomic subtexts imposed by the move into cyberspace.  We must assume that the patron of the online Franklin Furnace possesses sufficient technical acumen as to be able to operate the proper hardware, software, and plugins (17) such as RealAudio and Shockwave.  This creates a Foucauldian social architectonic both along educational and economic strata, as those only with the ability to buy the hardware to access the software to view the art, and the knowledge to run the aforementioned will be admitted.  'Free art' then, for the masses, but only the masses of the technocracy.  However, as according to Zolberg (18), high art has frequently eluded a portion of the masses whose milieu omitted a familiarity with haute couture, we are experiencing a rearrangement of the cultural strata that now includes the element of access to virtual art as being part of the technocratic oligarchy.

Let us reflect for a moment on the print of the digital image as material trace.  The operative form of the word 'material' refers to those representational discourses that define significant aspects of the creation of the art through the manipulation of the materials.  In conversations with gallery owners and museum curators, there is a concern with this lack of 'materiality', or 'texture' that is intrinsic to digital imaging.  Sandy Kreisman, Director of the McDonough Art Museum relates this as a qualitative 'flatness' to the image or the piece, thus creating a veil, or 'distancing' between subject and object, frequently imbuing a quality of the abject to the digital work as perceived by the audience.  Therefore, it is not only the production of the image that creates the degree of separation between subject and object, but the process itself of digital transmission and proliferation that creates these schismatic effects.

When we explore the technical aspects of the digital arts, we see the ephemeral nature of the digital work as a function of the very technology where it emanates and exists.  Bill Seaman's Passage Sets, a three-screened, multimedia installation using Macintosh computers and laserdisc players, shows images and scenes that fade, one into another like thoughts.  The participants assemble word sets on the central screen(19), and loosely associated video clips as well as freely recombining prose are displayed on the other two screens.  However, this piece itself is fading as it unfolds on hardware and operating systems that are rendered obsolete in less time is typically between wars.  We must take in consideration that the IBM PC and the Macintosh have been in existence for only around twenty years, only a few times longer than it has taken entire traditional masterworks to be created. This temporal compression represents a significant shift in the existence of the art object as cultural record.

Even if we were to stabilize the problems of progressive expansions in hardware architectures and operating system obsolescence, the issue remains of the recording media itself.  Typical shelf life for data on magnetic media is a few years at best, and we cannot assume that the life of an Internet installation would be more than a few months, or even as long as a gallery exhibition.  I have even had instances of recordable CD-ROMs bubbling apart from their substrates and corrupting in less than three years. We may have curatorial organs such as ArtInTact(20), and the Wirehead Virtual Media Gallery(21), but the fact remains that the chance that the software or hardware will be rendered obsolete or the media itself will become corrupt within fifteen years is very, very high. We are faced with the fact that the digital work is, when compared to previous techniques, set within strict time-based constraints that define its place as an ephemeral art. This translates into the milieu of the digital image as well.

The momentary impact of the digital work leaves an impression that fades quickly much like the print itself.  Under 1998 print technologies, the digital image as print is far from archival unless it is produced with more traditional photographic techniques.  Even with the so-called 'archival' pigmented inks on the best acid-free paper, the best rating on inkjet prints is currently only a couple decades without significant color shift(22).  Although this can be alleviated by using photographic techniques such as Cibachrome print, by and large the digital piece as site of engagement reveals its momentary nature in its materials and technology.  And why should it be otherwise?  As technological determinism pushes the digital industry onward ever faster into more technologies that support legacy systems for a scant few years, and with quantum advances in technology happening every few years, Why should digital art last?  As an art form, it shows the momentary, time-based involvement with the audience, and it only reflects the nomadic media culture where it resides.

If the materiality of the objet d'art is no longer an issue, what then is the point of the digital art?  Some may argue that it is the possibility of the expression through these currently extant media as humanity straining for  self-understanding.  The digital art in its transitory nature has shifted its emphasis from the art object to that of the process and epistemological trajectory of the work itself.  Freed of its material aspect, art becomes pure information, and the configuration of the formation, presentation and reaction to the electronic as aesthetic space becomes as much art for as the presented material itself.   It is thus that the digital work becomes performative in nature.  The art form of the technosphere in its assemblage of media symbology is then an act of performance in its creation, execution and life span in the media itself.  But then, how does fin de millenium materialism reconcile itself with the technological art form?

Regardless of the proliferation of the digital arts, the cultural trace as historical record is still grounded in the physical space.  Mark Dery in his article, "Wired Unplugged" (23) calls WIRED, "a magazine simulating a book simulating a computer screen". From this it is evident that we are locked into a recursive loop of simulacra that unfolds fractally from the more rarefied realms of Cyberspace and discorporate information to that of the corporeal (Corporate?) and more commodifiable printed page.  The relationship is symbiotic and paradoxical in that although WIRED is the flagship publication of the emergent technocratic elite, current ecomomic models are such that use value is frequently ascribed to the material object.  Although WIRED, the New York Times, and other informational sources have online entities, most of these are free and monetary exchange mainly takes place in the printed page.

As previously mentioned, this is also paralleled in the area of the multimediated exhibit. Numerous multimedia companies have either closed their doors or scaled back production plans.  The record of digital/digitized art is then schismatic, frequently existing in parallel dimensions with the physical representation of such works, which frequently dominate through their reification of materialist agendas.  Although there are communications organs such as ArtIntact that slip the borders between the dis/corporeal symbol through printed and digital complementary media, it is the exception.  The printed page still largely represents the digital art space. Leonardo magazine prints the program for the New York Digital Salon, ZKM Karlsruhe publishes a lavishly crafted book of their contemporary art collection, among other examples.  It is clear that at the hypercapitalistic fin de millenium that economic models for the virtual society have not yet come to fruition, and reverts to the physical object as site of commodification.  We can return once again to Negroponte’s aphorism of the freedom of information, but free exchange of high art data products does not seem to drive large monetary economies.  It seems that Western society is still situated within a material discourse of exchange vis-a-vis the art market, regardless of our digital locale.  This brings us back to the conservation of the object, disc as data record, or digitally produced objet d'art.

To examine the very act of archival of any cultural event or artifact, we have to consider the institution's obligation to society for the preservation of art forms when viewed in contrast tot he material constraints imposed by administrative or economic forces.  In conversation with archival consultant Marcie Grossman, a case in which the way a Fortune 500 corporation (24) decided to 'upgrade' their history to new media sheds light on the issues relating to the recording of a cultural history in the digital age.  The company in question desired to convert their historical archives from the then-current method of microfiche storage to that of a form of digitized media, consisting primarily of streaming magnetic tape.  The microfilm archive was felt to be too slow and cumbersome to maneuver through the company's extensive historical data, and the shift to magnetic media was felt to be more efficient.

However, issues arose during the implementation and execution of the plan.  Apparently there were certain incidents that cast the reputation of the company in a less-than-favorable light, and administrators chose to excise these events from their history in the process of the digitization.  The stain on the corporate past had been simply omitted, and the hardcopy version was then discarded or placed in cold storage.  Further compounding the performative act of 'forgetting' related to the implementation of new operating systems or media retrieval systems years later.  The cost of data conversion from medium to medium was felt to be prohibitive to the point where the historical records were 'prioritized' so that only the records that were deemed 'necessary' ere transferred, primarily those biased towards the more recent past.  In this way, when compounded with hardware and media failure, a slow decay of long-term memory began to set in.

The effect of long-term amnesia is analogous to the fate of data in national archives.  According to a 1999 Newsweek article (25 ), corporate and national archives held on various electronic media are evaporating like the morning mist.  Due to factors discussed previously, such as system obsolescence, media decay, and inefficient data management, estimates have placed digital archives at no more than a few years without significant renewing of data.  To add to this, media decay before data renewal is causing archives to suffer attrition rates of up to tens of percentage points per year.  Such rapid degradation of information brings us back to the question of Kandinsky and Munter's correspondences.  If we were to keep archives of their E-mail exchanges, how long would the records be maintained, and by whose imperative would such cultural traces be maintained?  To see the results of informational disintegration, one only has to examine online media.

The effect of the lack of will to preserve geriatric data is most prevalent in the Internet.  A prime example of this is evident on any search engine.  On any given search, up to a third of the links will have dissipated(26). Users have deemed the information out of date, an institutional administrator has placed constraints on informational policy (space, etc), or the presentation of the information no longer suits the imperatives of the company operating the web site.  In any of these cases, the potential for widespread elimination of cultural records is extant, ranging from a slow irruption of societal traces akin to geriatric dementia or stroke, to revisionist reconstruction of subtexts created through the elimination and reassemblage of the online data.  As Western society looks to alternative health strategies such as euthanasia to deal with the increasing numbers of our aging populations, we will also be confronted with the question of the preservation of increasing amounts of data with no clear economic incentive.

Can we say then, that the issue of the preservation of data is one of moral obligation versus institutional or corporate imperative?  Is it our duty to preserve electronic data for all time?  Perhaps not, but in the cybersphere, the longevity of informational life span will be clearly linked to that of the economic viability of the given database, whether private, governmental, or corporate.  Economic resources are required to maintain or refresh digital information, just as a memory chip requires an electrical pulse to maintain the charge on its individual cells.  Although books may be stored inexpensively in warehouses in times of economic hardship, online data requires constant maintenance and economic resources to keep records current.  Furthermore, there must be a will to archive the information, and without both of these issues being addressed, digital information evaporates more readily than in preceding media forms.

Humanity and its heterogenous cultures have to decide whether the maintenance of archives such as the electronic and digital arts is of sufficient priority to maintain records of inherently digital works.  Admittedly, all media is ephemeral to one extent or another, but as technology continues to accelerate at the end of the millenium, the proliferation of numerous media standards and their relatively short life, both in production run and shelf longevity, pose difficult preservation issues.

In a recent issue of Science Magazine, a proposal was given to print a "societal handbook" for future generations, (27) as in the few thousand years of recorded history over three hundred civilizations have risen and fallen.  The book would consist of aluminum pages with anodized text and images, or some other combination that would stand the test of time for a few hundred years.  So far, Western society appears to be moving in making texts less durable with the release of liquid-crystal electronic books.  As mentioned before, this creates issues of class division as digital society creates fences of accessibility and affordability to the emergent media technologies.  This notwithstanding, the question of the archival of digital media and whether it will be done at all has to be addressed.

Archives of digital works will take material resources to maintain with a likelihood of little or no monetary return. We have seen that the market economy limits the production of CD-ROM references that frequently have high development costs, so maintenance of archives will likely fall in the non-, or low-profit sector.  There are initiatives that address this, such as the Walker Art Center's archiving of ada-web, and the net.art programs at SFMOMA and the Guggenheim.  However, we are still confronted with the life span of the platforms upon which the works reside, and whether electronic art museums will maintain equipment archival rooms of laserdisc players, 486-class IBM PCs, and Mac IIci's for the representation of these works. Issues of access also must be addressed along socioeconomic, educational, and other demographic strata, as the computer has proven to be less than the egalitarian tool that the technocratic advertising oligarchy touts it to be.  So, from a technical and social perspective, it appears that the maintenance of such institutional organs would be prohibitively cost- and knowledge intensive to the point where such programs would not be implemented.

For the time being, it appears that the primary archival cultural trace still appears to be the book.  Even though a number of publications have sought to integrate digital media, mainstream society looks to the book as the most durable and commodifiable trace of cultural engagement.  Are there ways in which this condition may be reversed?  This can possibly be done through decades of proliferation of digital communications with systems that are more software- than hardware-driven, incorporating platform-wide standardization, such as Java, and archive media with a hundred-plus year shelf life. However, this only addresses systems-based issues. Such initiatives and standardizations seem unlikely, as this only adds another materialist demarcation on the social pyramid.  As a significant fraction of the world does not have access to telephone service, it follows that a proportionally infinitesimal portion of the world will have digital media access, even after decades of the proliferation technologies such as the Internet.  However, under the assumption that a significant fraction of the world still does not have telephone access after the hundred or so years of it’s existence, we can further surmise that network access and the requisite education will take as long, or longer to reach those Third World regions.

This leaves digital art and digitized traditional art in a conundrum regarding its prolonged existence in cultural archives.  The curation of these aesthetic forms creates numerous problems vis-à-vis its access and preservation.  We are left in that the representational practice of preservation of digital art is consigned to being more of a performative act than one of archival; multimedia art, generative forms, and others perform, emanate, and dissipate.  And from this, the most common method of recording remains that of the book, allowing only limited representation of the work itself in words and pictures, creating much the same effect as the three-dimensional creature visiting the two-dimensional world of Flatland.  So it is apropos that the creative side of the digital age can be likened to that of the Classical, creatively expressing in the moment with the probability that there will be no lasting record of the work itself other than the incomplete hardcopy record of ink on wood pulp.  Even though there does not seem to be a ready solution to the issues of digital archival and curation, the artist and the curator must be aware of these issues. This must be done in order to factor these concerns into the work itself to allow the largest possible access, now and in the future.  All we have to ask ourselves now is how the digital arts will be memorized on a cultural scale. It may not be recognition that preserves them for posterity, but the robustness of the recording medium and widespread proliferation of their work.  Time will be the only judge what exhibits will remain in the Panic Museum.
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