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EPIGRAPH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A young artist in school used to worship the paintings of Cézanne. He looked at and 
studied all the books he could find on Cézanne and copied all of the reproductions of 

Cézanne’s work he found in books. 
He visited a museum and for the first time saw a real Cézanne painting. He hated it. It 
was nothing like the Cézannes he had studied in the books. From that time on, he made 
all of his paintings the sizes of paintings reproduced in books and he painted them all in 
black and white. He also printed captions and explanations on the paintings as in books. 

Often he just used words. 
And one day he realized that very few people went to art galleries and museums but many 
people looked at books and magazines as he did and they got them through the mail as he 

did. 
Moral: It’s difficult to put a painting in a mailbox. 

 
- John Baldessari, “The Best Way to Do Art” (from Ingres and Other Parables, 1971) 
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

Real Proper 

 

 

by 

 

Arthur Benjamin Vierkant 

Master of Fine Arts in Visual Arts 

University of California, San Diego, 2011 

Professor Lev Manovich, Chair 

 

 Real Proper serves as the written component (and ideological backdrop) to the 

series of objects and images presented alongside it towards fulfillment of the title “Master 

of Visual Arts.”  This component covers to varying degrees of detail shifts in the way we 

think of objects and artistic production in contemporary networked society.  Further, it 

serves to describe and provide some degree of context for the work I have completed in 

my time as a graduate student at UC San Diego and where I hope to take my work in the 
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immediate future. 

 This document consists of two parts: the first (I) is a statement of intent originally 

released for free download as a draft at the end of 2010 under the title The Image Object 

Post-Internet.  This original text has been expanded upon and altered after a series of 

discussions and written correspondences it provoked, some with individuals I have never 

and may never meet.  It is deliberately positioned somewhere between academic probing 

and manifesto.  The second (II) gives a detailed account of the exhibition presented as my 

Thesis Exhibition, the works included, and the way I am framing these projects. 
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INTRODUCTION TO PART I 

Being Post-Internet 

 Part I of this document is to serve as an extended statement of artistic purpose and 

critique of our contemporary relation to objects and images in Post-Internet culture.  

More than anything, it poses a survey of contemplations and open questions on 

contemporary art and culture after the Internet. 

 “Post-Internet Art” is a term coined by artist Marisa Olson1 and developed further 

by writer Gene McHugh in the Warhol Foundation-funded critical art blog “Post 

Internet”2 during its activity between December 2009 and September 2010.  Under 

McHugh's definition it concerns “art responding to [a condition] described as 'Post 

Internet'–when the Internet is less a novelty and more a banality.  Perhaps ... closer to 

what Guthrie Lonergan described as 'Internet Aware'–or when the photo of the art object 

is more widely dispersed [&] viewed than the object itself.”  There are also several 

references to the idea of “post-net culture” in the writings of Lev Manovich as early as 

2001.3 

 Specifically within the context of this document, Post-Internet is defined as a 

result of the contemporary moment: inherently informed by ubiquitous authorship, the 

development of attention as currency, the collapse of physical space in networked culture, 

and the infinite reproducibility and mutability of digital materials. 

 Post-Internet also serves as an important semantic distinction from the two 
                                                
1 Régine Debatty, Interview with Marisa Olson,  We Make Money Not Art (2008),  

http://www.we-make-money-not-art.com/archives/2008/03/how-does-one-become-marisa.php 
2 Gene McHugh, Post Internet blog (2009-10), http://122909a.com 
3 Lev Manovich, Post-Media Aesthetics (2001) 
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historical artistic modes with which it is most often associated: New Media Art and 

Conceptualism. 

 “New Media” is here denounced as a mode too narrowly focused on the specific 

workings of novel technologies, rather than a sincere exploration of cultural shifts in 

which that technology plays only a small role.  It can therefore be seen as relying too 

heavily on the specific materiality of its media.  Conceptualism (in theory if not practice) 

presumes a lack of attention to the physical substrate in favor of the methods of 

disseminating the artwork as idea, image, context, or instruction. 

 Post-Internet art instead exists somewhere between these two poles.  Post-Internet 

objects and images are developed with concern to their particular materiality as well as 

their vast variety of methods of presentation and dissemination. 

 It is important to also note that “being Post-Internet” is a distinction which carries 

ramifications beyond the art context as a societal condition at large, and that it would be 

antithetical to attempt to pinpoint any discrete moment at which a “Post-Internet period” 

begins.  Any cultural production which has been influenced by a network ideology falls 

under the rubric of Post-Internet.  The term is therefore not discretely tied to a certain 

event, though it could be argued that the bulk of the cultural shifts described herein come 

with the introduction of privately-run commercial Internet service providers and the 

availability of personal computers. 
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I 

 Art is a social object. 

 From the rise of a liberal market economy through the build-up and ubiquity of 

the “middle class,” art has matched and excused itself with the social conditions of its 

production.  The rise of the “industrialized arts” gave way to lofty notions of art-after-

object as late capitalism approached, all the while explaining itself as obligated to echo 

existing cultural conditions rather than move to shape them.   

 Where are we left now?  Art and arts pedagogy has become so inextricably linked 

with a variety of interpretations on the Conceptual art doxa that it would be impossible to 

argue against any artistic gesture being automatically tied to its reception and the 

language surrounding it.  At least from a historical perspective, Conceptual art assured its 

own legacy by the overwhelming volume of language produced within and around it at a 

time when summary-through-language was the easiest means of disseminating an object 

(profoundly simpler, even, than reproducing a photograph). 

 We find ourselves in radically different times.  Increasingly the majority of both 

our cultural reception and production is mediated through some descendant of a Turing 

machine—taken now both technically and culturally for Turing's “universal machine,” a 

“single machine which can be used to compute any computable sequence.”4  In cultural 

terms, assuming a certain level of access which does not yet exist in all cases,5 the 

ubiquity of these devices and their massively interconnected nature signifies two realities 

                                                
4 Alan Turing, On Computable Numbers, with an application to the Entscheidungsproblem, in 

Proceedings of the London Mathematical Society, Series 2 Volume 42 (1937) 
5 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_digital_divide 
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which are crucial to an understanding of art after the Internet.   

 First, nothing is in a fixed state: i.e., everything is anything else, whether because 

any object is capable of becoming another type of object or because an object already 

exists in flux between multiple instantiations.  The latter is a schema already intuitively 

arrived at by artists in recent history, prompting writers as diverse as Rosalind Krauss and 

Lev Manovich to proclaim a “Post-Medium Condition”6 and the rise of “Post-Media 

Aesthetics”7 (Krauss using it as a vessel to decry art marooned in medium specificity, 

what she calls “technical support;” Manovich uses it to offer a sketch of how one might 

categorize different types of art in an environment without traditional notions of 

“medium”). 

 The former, an art object's lack of fixity in representational strategy, is less often 

explored.  This is not to say that artists are not involved in exploring the relationship of 

many copies and variations of a single object to one another.  Artists like Oliver Laric 

and Seth Price routinely present multiple variations of the same object—Laric's Versions 

exists as “a series of sculptures, airbrushed images of missiles, a talk, a PDF, a song, a 

novel, a recipe, a play, a dance routine, a feature film and merchandise,”8 Price's 

Dispersion “[taking] the form of a widely reproduced essay, an artists’ book, a freely 

available online PDF, as well as [a] sculpture.”9  These works are emblematic as Post-

Internet gestures and have surely been influential in different ways, but step only lightly 

                                                
6 Rosalind Krauss, Reinventing the Medium from Critical Inquiry Volume 25, No. 2 (1999) 
7 Lev Manovich, Post-Media Aesthetics (2001) 
8 The Real Thing, interview with Oliver Laric by Domenico Quaranta, Art Pulse Magazine (2010), 
 http://artpulsemagazine.com/the-real-thing-interview-with-oliver-laric 
9 Lauren Cornell, Seth Price artist page in The New Museum's Free catalogue (2010), 

http://www.newmuseum.org/free/#sethprice 
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away from the tautological rationale of Conceptual art (typified in Joseph Kosuth's 1965 

One and Three Chairs, an arrangement of three versions of the same object, each 

signifying “chair,” and language surrounding the piece to assert that nothing is being 

missed and the art is in the idea—Kosuth's “Art as Idea as Idea”).   

 In the Post-Internet climate, it is assumed that the work of art lies equally in the 

version of the object one would encounter at a gallery or museum, the images and other 

representations disseminated through the Internet and print publications, bootleg images 

of the object or its representations, and variations on any of these as edited and 

recontextualized by any other author.  The less developed stratagem for pointing to a lack 

of representational fixity is that of taking an object to be represented (to be more direct, 

presented) as another type of object entirely, without reference to the “original.”  For 

objects after the Internet there can be no “original copy.” 

 Even if an image or object is able to be traced back to a source, the substance 

(substance in the sense of both its materiality and its importance) of the source object can 

no longer be regarded as inherently greater than any of its copies.  When I take a moving 

image and represent it through an object (video rendered sculpturally in styrofoam for 

example), I am positing an alternative method of representation without ever supplying a 

way to view the source.  A source video exists.  The idea of a source video exists.  But 

the way the object is instantiated denies both the necessity of an original and adherence to 

the representational norms that follow the creation of “video” as both technical device 

and terminology. 
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1. Video rendered sculpturally in styrofoam 
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 The possibilities for these transformations, alternative methods of viewing 

“media” which essentially amounts to an arbitrary assemblage of data, has thus far been 

most thoroughly examined in the field of “information aesthetics,” a field as distanced 

from Post-Internet art as it is close to design, cartography, and indexing.  It is, rather, an 

attempt to encapsulate large amounts of data—practical information, experience—into an 

aesthetic and understandable shorthand.  In other words, information aesthetics provides 

in one object both a representation and the components which make up its source in an 

attempt to illustrate or arrive at knowledge.  While Conceptualism as outlined by Kosuth 

may be limiting in its reliance on art propositions as enclosed tautological systems, its 

foundations—delineating progressive art with the same zeal Greenberg applied to 

ascribing modernism its “purity”10—hold true: “art’s viability is not connected to the 

presentation of visual (or other) kinds of experience.”11  For us to receive a piece of art 

and determine from it some piece of empirical information about the world at large would 

seem almost a bewildering proposition, even in a cultural climate where we have 

accepted that the singular qualification for the moniker “art” is the intention of any one 

individual to label it as such.12 

 

 The second aspect of art after the Internet deals with not the nature of the art 

                                                
10 Clement Greenberg, Modernist Painting (1960) 
11 Joseph Kosuth, Art After Philosophy (1969) 
12 In fairness to information aesthetics, many artists have attempted to avoid this by making their 

visualizations inscrutable to any sort of understanding, and have spoken about this in terms of the 
sublime nature of an incomprehensible torrent of data. 
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object but the nature of its reception and social presence. 

 To be “progressive” in art is a fundamental impulse which which seems to 

pervade the majority of our judgements of the quality of art propositions.  This leads to 

the use of such terms as the “avant-garde,” which in the twentieth century held as its 

central project the delineation of a cultural space for art to occupy in relation to “mass 

media.”  However the nature of mass media is now profoundly different, in that we are 

both its subject and the engine behind it. 

 Attention has always been a currency, but with the proliferation of networking 

methods and infinitely alterable and reproducible media, that attention has diverged and 

become split amongst anyone and everyone who wishes to seek it.  Fixed (which is to 

say, physical) media once imposed an economy to the image and object, a value driven 

by scarcity which necessitated a one-to-many system of distribution.  Over time this 

spread and democratization of image and object production tools has led to a perpetual 

iconoclasm, each successive volley of formats breeding a new dogma and its own 

particular set of aesthetic principles.  Hyperreal tableau photography gives way to the 

fetishized imperfection of the polaroid, tape hiss is abandoned for ironic autotuning, &c. 

 What has remained through each iconoclasm is an inability to fully break the 

mentality imposed by a one-to-many system of distribution.  The continual use of “They” 

in language: “They should make a second one, They should have done it this way, They 

should stop doing this,” &c., can be seen as sort of philosophical litmus test in which our 

method of discussing cultural production continually falls short. 

 “They” implies an alienation from production, a continuous deferral to action.  It 



 

 

9 

is a vacant critique, either proposal for the perpetuation of the same image unchanged 

(“They should release this on another platform”) or proposal for an iconoclasm which 

will never take place, the genesis of the proposition being encased entirely in a passive 

mode of reception.  This deferral is an act which accepts dogma, accepts a dominant 

image paradigm as an unchanging absolute rather than the result of a complicated history 

of new approaches.  “They” venerates this absoluteness, sanctifies it, while its opposite, 

“We,” postures towards the creation of an alternative and constitutes an actual schism; 

Baudrillard writes: “One can see that the iconoclasts, whom one accuses of disdaining 

and negating images, were those who accorded them their true value, in contrast to the 

iconolaters who only saw reflections in them and were content to venerate a filigree 

God.”13 

 The use of “We” is not to advocate solely for participatory structures of art but to 

insist on a participatory view of culture at large, and ultimately of taking iconoclasm 

itself as a quotidian activity.  Whereas in previous times it was legitimate to conceive of 

culture as a greater system with impassible barriers to entry and a finitude of possibilities, 

culture after the Internet offers a radically different paradigm which our “They” idiom 

does not allow for.  This is not to say that we have entered a fully utopian age of endless 

possibilities but simply to claim that culture and language are fundamentally changed by 

the ability for anyone to gain free access to the same image-creation tools used by mass-

media workers, utilize the same or better structures to disseminate those images, and gain 

free access to the majority of canonical writings and concepts offered by institutions of 

                                                
13 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (1985) 
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higher learning.14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Screenshots from Yahoo! Answers 

 

 

                                                
14 The majority of texts researched in preparation for and cited within this writing are available as free 

PDFs on the Internet through some combination of Google searches, AAAARG.org and 
Gigapedia.com.  For more see this interview with Sean Dockray, founder of AAAARG.org, The Public 
School, Telic Arts Exchange, and more: http://127prince.org/2010/10/04/sean-dockray-interview-by-
randall-szott/ 
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 These are conditions endemic to Post-Internet society, allowing for a ubiquitous 

authorship which challenges notions of the “definitive history” or the “original copy.”  

Just as Barthes' proclamation of the “death of the author” is in fact a celebration of the 

“birth of the reader” and the “overthrow[ing of] the myth,”15 culture Post-Internet is made 

up of reader-authors who by necessity must regard all cultural output as an idea or work 

in progress able to be taken up and continued by any of its viewers. 

 With this comes new issues, though.  As Alexander Galloway and Eugene 

Thacker point out, “the mere existence of networks does not imply democracy or equality 

… [we] suggest [that] rhizomatics and distribution signal a new management style … as 

real as pyramidal hierarchy, corporate bureaucracy, [&c.].”16 

 While art may no longer have to contend with an idea of “mass media” as a fixed, 

monolithic system, instead it must now deal with both itself and culture at large as a 

constellation of diverging communities, each fixated on propagating and preserving itself.  

This condition is espoused in the writings of Nicolas Bourriaud as “constructing 

archipelagoes … a voluntary grouping of islands networked together to create 

autonomous entities” as a means of proclaiming that “the universalist and progressive 

dream that governed modern times is in tatters.”17  Elsewhere Critical Art Ensemble 

                                                
15 Roland Barthes, The Death of the Author (1967) 
16 Alexander Galloway and Eugene Thacker, The Exploit p.13 & 39 (2007) 
17 Nicolas Bourriaud, The Radicant p.185 (2009) 
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(CAE) explain similar ideas, expressing culture as already beholden to a “bunker” 

ideology, a self-preserving and replicating tendency towards the formation of specified 

bureaucratic structures, a tendency CAE pinpoints equally in “community-based art”18  

and traditional mass media.  CAE write, “While mass media brings its viewer the world, 

the world is also held at bay while the viewer commits h/er gaze to the screen, forever 

separated from others and from communal space”19  

 Increasingly though, mass media and the world of “the screen” is our communal 

space.  And with it comes new fragments with their own particular hierarchies.  As 

reader-authors navigating these fragments, where now would we find a space within 

which to delineate “art”?  Or, if the new “mass media” is as distributed and varied as our 

social networks themselves, and in fact driven by them, is that delineation even 

necessary?  Ironically, the most radical and “progressive” movements of the Post-Internet 

period would be those who either pass by either largely unnoticed due to a decision to opt 

out of any easily-accessible distribution networks, or else would be composed of a 

community of people producing cultural objects not intended as artistic propositions and 

not applying themselves with the label of artist.20 

 

 The “bunker” of art and artist persists, however.  The goal of some Post-Internet 

practices is to engage with this proliferation of images and objects—“general web 

                                                
18 Critical Art Ensemble, On Electronic Civil Disobedience p.39 (1996) 
19 ibid., p.37 
20 For a case study in a networked community engaged in artistic production without adherence to self-

proclamation as “artists” see Brad Troemel's anonymously released essay What Relational Aesthetics 
Can Learn from 4Chan (2010),  
http://www.artfagcity.com/2010/09/09/img-mgmt-what-relational-aesthetics-can-learn-from-4chan/ 
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content,”21 items of culture created without necessarily being described as art—and 

proclaim an authorial stance by indexing / curating these objects.  These projects are as 

wide-ranging as Jon Rafman's “Nine Eyes of Google Street View” project22 and some of 

the earlier works done by Surf Clubs23 and their participants, among them Guthrie 

Lonergan who was one of the first artists to release works in the form of YouTube 

playlists.  Artists after the Internet thus take on a role more closely aligned to that of the 

interpreter, transcriber, narrator, curator, architect. 

 This is often broadly ascribed to traditions of artists dealing with the banal, the 

everyday: “surfing as art” articulating quotidian Internet-user “tactics”24 or the artists 

acting, essentially, as ethnographers who would chart and explain the new variety of 

images found within visual culture.25  I would argue for a slightly different case. 

 In his essay On the New, Boris Groys writes: 

… art can [become unusual, surprising, &c.] only by tapping into classical, 

mythological, and religious traditions and breaking its connection with the 

banality of everyday experience. The successful (and deservedly so) mass 

cultural image production of our age concerns itself with attacks by aliens, 

myths of apocalypse and redemption, heroes endowed with superhuman 

powers, and so forth. All of this is certainly fascinating and instructive. 

                                                
21

 http://www.google.com/#sclient=psy&hl=en&safe=off&site=&source=hp&q=site:rhizome.org+%
22general+web+content%22&aq=f&aqi=&aql=&oq=&gs_rfai=&pbx=1&fp=1bde53b2ade8e603 

22 http://www.googlestreetviews.com 
23 See Marcin Ramocki's Surf Clubs: organized notes and comments (2008), http://ramocki.net/surfing-

clubs.pdf 
24 A term adopted from Michel de Certeau's L'invention du Quotidien (1980) 
25 See Hal Foster's The Archive Without Museums (1996) 
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Once in a while, though, one would like to be able to contemplate and 

enjoy something normal, something ordinary, something banal as well. … 

In life, on the other hand, only the extraordinary is presented to us as a 

possible object of our admiration.26 

 But just as any object is conceivably any other object, our ubiquitous authorship 

marks a point in cultural production at which the extraordinary is now also the ordinary—

the myth is also the everyday.  In many of my video works, I make a point to appropriate 

imagery from recent popular films, mass media spectacles made with all of the fervor and 

resolution of an empire that only partially realizes its own decay.  The striking thing 

about these images is not their content but their availability and the context within which 

they are now received.  Where once an experience of cinema was that of receiving an 

absolute, fixed icon—a definitive copy, inaccessible and precious—that is now far from 

the case.  Cinema now becomes encapsulated, transferrable and transformable in the 

same vain as everything else, a “file” to be treated with all the levity we reserve for any 

other file. 

 The images I deal with in my work, authentic unauthorized copies of spectacle 

films, thus represent the absolute collapse of the mythological and the quotidian into a 

single indistinguishable whole. 

 The goal of organizing appropriated cultural objects after the Internet cannot be 

simply to act as a didactic ethnographer but to present microcosms and create 

propositions for arrangements or representational strategies which have not yet been fully 

                                                
26 Boris Groys, On the New (2002) 
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developed.  Taking a didactic stance amounts to perpetuating a state of affairs of art 

positioned in contradiction to an older one-to-many hierarchy of mass media.  For the 

new hierarchies of many-to-many production, the cultural status of objects is now 

influenced entirely by the attention given to them, the way they are transmitted socially 

and the variety of communities they come to inhabit. 

 Thus in the same way that all cultural images and objects become general—the 

film Independence Day being not dissimilar in homogeneity and degree of spectacle from 

any individual's photos of their newborn child on Facebook—so too does the authorial 

stance of the artist become general.  Any sorting of images or aspects of culture, applied 

with a declaration or narrative gesture, becomes not dissimilar to our experience of 

everyday life, regardless of the degree to which the images are spectacular.  What comes 

to matter is not that an artist has presented some aspect of the spectacle and how it fits 

neatly into some aspect of a linear historical trajectory.  What matters is that in the 

presentation they have created a proposition towards an alternate conception of cultural 

objects. 

 

 If, in Post-Internet culture, artistic production must deal with arrangements and 

representations of images and objects taken from any cultural context, how do we 

conceive of sorting the artists themselves?  How do we judge the spaces in which this 

work is exhibited, on the Internet and off? 

 As Lauren Christiansen writes, “with today’s burgeoning potential for digital 

mass viewership, transmission becomes as important as creation. Contemporary online 
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artists are aware of this fact and seek to actively make use of its potential.”27  As artists 

come to self-sort and form international communities based on mutual investigations, it is 

absurd to think of being able to act with any curatorial agency in selecting from the vast 

array of “contemporary artists” without being in some way tied directly to those artists' 

social networks.  The methods of transmission these artists use become imbricated with 

the work they create, who accesses it, and the spaces they ultimately show in. 

 This is a complicated turn, as communities are for the moment more likely to 

form based on aesthetic principles than conceptual or ideological ones.  Whether these 

aesthetic principles mean a preference for sleek geometric shapes with gradient overlays 

or mean a preference for a particular blogging platform, the underlying segmentation is 

the same.  Posting an image of a gradient implicates an artist within a particular aesthetic 

mindset in the same way that having a Tumblr adheres an artist to a particular format of 

transmission.  In either case, the architecture of the Internet—an arrangement of 

language, sound, and images in which imagery is the most dominant, immediate factor—

helps facilitate an environment where artists come to rely more and more on purely visual 

representations to convey their ideas independent of language. 

 This should come as little surprise as, especially after the Internet, the far more 

instantaneous and safe method of communication is through imagery.  Dealing with 

language can too forcibly illustrate the thoughts behind an image, or belittle a work if the 

text is not as clever or aesthetic as the image itself.  Language can also be excruciatingly 

limiting for those who trained to think beyond the fixity of “mediums,” especially as the 

                                                
27 Lauren Christiansen, Redefining Exhibition in the Digital Age (2010) 
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involvement of language in most average Internet use comes down to having a keen 

memory for appropriate search terms, keywords, tags: a simple but nevertheless limiting 

architecture. 

 

 

 

 

3. Tumblr's Interface and Posting Options 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Misleading or inaccurate tags on Netflix 
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 Further, it marks a denigration of objects and our relationship to space: if an 

object before us in a gallery is only one of an infinite multitude of possible forms that 

object could take, its value to the viewer becomes little more than a curiosity.  The viewer 

can judge it only by visually and conceptually relating it to every other project they are 

aware of by said artist and the other artists within their aesthetic community. 

 The strategy employed by myself and others towards this physical relationship has 

been to create projects which move seamlessly from physical representation to Internet 

representation, either changing for each context, built with an intention of universality, or 

created with a deliberate irreverence for either venue of transmission.  In any case, the 

representation through image, rigorously controlled and edited for ideal viewing angle 

and conditions, almost always becomes the central focus.  It is a constellation of formal-

aesthetic quotations, self-aware of its art context and built to be shared and cited. 

 It becomes the image object itself. 
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INTRODUCTION TO PART II 

 If Part I existed to declare some essential tenements of artistic practice in what 

could be considered a “Post-Internet” era, Part II serves to describe some of the ways in 

which these ideas can be supported or contradicted in execution.  Specifically, I will 

discuss some ways in which freedom of information and sharing have fallen by the 

wayside in contemporary online culture and some of the methods I employ in my practice 

(and in my final thesis exhibition) that can serve to reflect or exploit them. 
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II 

 It has become that the greatest cultural endeavor of our time is not to facilitate the 

open sharing of  information, but instead to generate methods which establish a scarcity 

for digital objects. 

 It should be said up front that the following text neither strives to support this 

condition, nor expects to in any way remedy it.  Instead it is meant to provide a series of 

reflections on the current trajectory of certain elements of culture.  The concern is that in 

moments of great transition there is no better form of redress against an emerging system 

than to be aware of and, possibly, exploit it. 

 Much has been said about the rise of the Internet signaling a new cultural utopia 

of instant and unremitting access, a commune-like free venue for ideas reflected in the 

early use of the term “global village.”28  The increasing reality is that as the global 

percentage of Internet-active population grows, the closer Internet behavior comes to 

resemble codified notions of authorship and ownership. 

 Let's begin with an example from the entertainment industry.  When a feature film 

is made, film distributors, festivals, and reviewers will often receive “screener” copies of 

the films on disc.  Each of these copies, while deriving from the same source file—a 

digital file capable of being freely shared, altered, and copied an effectively infinite 

amount of times—will receive a specialized, unique digital watermark.  These 

watermarks, sometimes referred to as digital fingerprints, come in a variety of forms.  

                                                
28 See Marshall McLuhan's The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962) and 

Understanding Media (1964), among others. 
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Often they are visual: a visible arrangement of letters overlaid on top of the image, 

reading “PROPERTY OF _____________ DO NOT REDISTRIBUTE.”  This is the 

simplest form of watermarking, harkening back to the origin of the term (in watermarking 

for official / legal documents on paper and other materials), though it offers the least 

defense (termed “robustness”—the relative difficulty it takes to remove a watermark 

from a source file).  If handled properly, each pre-release copy of said film will be 

imprinted with a watermark in a different region of the frame, sometimes just barely 

different.  If the film falls into “the wrong hands” and is later found for free download on 

bittorrent or another filesharing service, the location of the text or other marks will be 

used to determine the location the copy was originally sent to, and legal measures may be 

taken.  That entity will certainly never be receiving a screener copy again. 

 Increasingly, while visual watermarks such as this are still in use, there will also 

be a variety of other virtually imperceptible watermarks.  Sometimes these will be tiny 

variations in pixel color only detectable by using highly proprietary watermark detection 

software, and other times the watermarks will not be at all visual but instead be built into 

some aspect of the file itself, nearly impossible to remove without rendering the file 

unwatchable. 

 In this case, as in the case of the visual watermark, each copy of the screener will 

be created as unique.  The clear and publicly stated reason for this is to establish a degree 

of control over access to the information distributors of cultural materials wish to sell.  
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Or, in the words of a white paper29 on the subject of digital fingerprinting authored by 

“content identification” outlet Mediahedge, “Digital Fingerprinting gives content owners 

and publishers more options to control the distribution of their content and enables 

monetization models.”30 

 Mediahedge is a member of an organization called The Digital Watermarking 

Alliance (DWA), which is an international group composed of eight corporations 

dedicated only to watermarking concerns.  DWA also has partnerships with at least three 

other similar alliances (“Centre for Content Protection, Asia Pacific,” “Distributed 

Computing Industry Association,” and “The Association of Media and Entertainment 

Council”). 

 The techniques employed by these groups exist specifically as a control method to 

limit the free transference of information.  More than that, they and techniques like them 

impose an idea of scarcity onto objects which are inherently non-scarce. 

 As countless organizations spring up to work towards an idea of content control 

and digital scarcity, the cultural landscape of the Internet drifts slowly closer and closer 

to a model matching the pre-existing economy of rivalry which was the norm prior to the 

end of the 20th century.  The most often cited reasoning towards this—other than pure 

economic banter about the impossibility of controlling digital marketplaces without 

                                                
29 The term “white paper” refers to an authoritative report or guide in politics, policy, business, and 

technical fields.  The term is employed by groups like Mediahedge as a tool for publicity and 
marketing. 

30 Mediahedge, Digital Fingerprinting White Paper, (January 2010), 
http://www.mediahedge.com/fileadmin/bestanden/pdf/White_Paper_-
_Digital_Fingerprinting_by_Mediahedge_01-2010.pdf 
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scarcity—focuses on both preventing “illegitimate use”31 (not just distribution but any 

alterations and versions) and on assuring that the consumer receives the highest quality 

version of the content possible, “providing the best possible consumer experience.”32  

Rather than re-casting our relationship to objects, images, and other cultural materials in 

light of a radical change in our methods of creating and distributing them, every effort is 

being made to maintain the status quo.   

 

 If the dominant usage of digital watermarking extends exclusively to methods of 

distribution control, is it possible to employ similar methods to instead open content to 

more liberal sharing?  Or is it possible that the idea of scarcity of resources, which 

persisted in benefiting objects with an “aura” in the Benjaminian sense far through a 

climate of ubiquitous mechanical reproduction, is so ingrained in our conception of 

objects and our conception of ourselves that it is impossible to fight? 

 Even within networks of filesharers (what is referred to as the “warez scene,” or 

simply “the scene”) our compulsion to obsessively sort, index, and ultimately impose a 

hierarchy from “most authentic copy” to “least authentic copy” is demonstrable. 

 Within filesharing communities, there is an established glory that comes with 

being the first user to upload a piece of content which has not yet been made available.  

However, if this content is uploaded and is deemed to not be of the best possible quality, 

another individual (or, as is often the case, group—hereafter, entity) may tweak that 
                                                
31 Digital Watermarking Alliance, The Case for Content Identification: Supporting New Business Models 

and Effectively Managing Key Business Assets (June 2010) 
32 Digimarc, Digital Watermarking for the Digital Age: Empowering Consumers and Protecting 

Copyrights 
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file—for example, more accurately syncing the sound—and re-upload that file, labeling it 

as “PROPER.”   This effectively classifies it as a more legitimate version of the file than 

was previously available.  If this entity simply re-uploads the same content again or 

doesn't label the altered content properly, the community may label this upload as a 

“DUPE”—signifying that this file is nothing but a shameless copy (of an shamelessly 

unauthorized copy). 

 There are countless other rules for other situations,33 each intended to be proper 

marking protocol for different versions of copies of cultural objects.  This former black 

market has now essentially become a parallel market, where the cultural capital that 

comes with being the first to upload or first to tag content with the proper adjustments 

echoes the traditional capital gained by companies by being quick to provide access to 

their content on the latest service or the latest technology.  The global village is now 

equally as ordinated as the system it rose against. 

 However, it is also a possibility that in this case the inverse is true.  Rather than 

perpetuating the hierarchy between authentic and non-authentic copies, tags and versions 

imposed by the warez scene could be viewed as establishing a parallel model of marking 

which serves to expand access to materials and limit traditional monetary transactions 

instead of controlling and monetizing them.  If this is true, this is the closest system to 

what I have attempted to adopt into my own practice. 

 

                                                
33 See the “Official IRC Scene Rules,” author anonymous (and likely authored by a large group of people 

working over time, not unlike the papers issued by various copy protection firms), 
http://scenerules.irc.gs/ 
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 My recent work has focused on working with some of the aesthetic and 

technological principles of the watermarking industry and finding ways in which they can 

be exploited to promote greater access and distribution as opposed to imposing 

limitations.  Two overlapping projects have come out of this process, both of which have 

seeped into other elements of my practice in different ways. 

 The first is a project I call Image Objects, titled as such to draw attention to the 

collapse between art objects and the proliferation of images of said objects in our daily 

lives.34  In a lecture at MIT in 2007, Michael Mittelman noted that between 90 to 95% of 

an artist's audience will see their work through documentation of some kind.35  However, 

as the art market exists explicitly to derive value from scare objects (editions of 5, never-

before-seen drawings), not only do the machinations of this market intentionally work to 

keep art from public view, they also attempt to limit the amount and variety of available 

images.  Anyone who has visited a museum or gallery and was told to refrain from using 

their phone to take pictures of the objects on display understands that art objects demand 

a specific protocol for view: see it in person, and if you want to send that jpeg to your 

friend you'd best instead buy a postcard of the official documentation photo in the gift 

shop. 

 Leaving an image open to be shared and altered always produces much more 

interesting results than demanding exacting control.  While it is easy to be dissatisfied 

                                                
34 “Art objects” here extends of course to any other cultural objects as well, though is written here as “art 

objects” to maintain that we are talking about the “art context” ( / bunker). 

35  “Reproduction, Mimicry, Critique and Distribution Systems in Visual Art.” MIT World. MIT, (29 

April 2007), http://mitworld.mit.edu/video/478 
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with an official documentation photo—the lighting wasn't right, it didn't capture the 

appropriate angle from which to view the sculpture—I have, for example, been 

consistently fascinated by cameraphone photos of my work sent to me by friends or 

found while perusing the Internet. 

 If the primary method of art viewing, then, is in fact through mediation, it would 

follow that the work of art (as experience) should reside not in the object but in the vessel 

of mediation (image), or in the distribution channel itself. 

 This is in part the goal of Image Objects, which is a series which exists 

somewhere on the cusp between sculptural prints and altered of documentation 

photographs.   

 Each piece begins its life as a digital file, of which countless variations exist.  

Over the course of the creation of the file, hundreds of versions may be generated through 

subtle tweaking, alteration of color palate, the adjustment of intersecting angles or order 

of layers, &c.  These are saved and compiled over the course of creation, making the 

versions finally created as physical objects (prints) little but one instantiation of all of the 

possible forms the final work could take. 

 These are then rendered as UV prints on sintra and precision-cut to the form of the 

piece to create photographic prints with the depth and presence of a sculpture.  The final 

titles list only the exact date and time that these versions were generated: for example, 

Image Object Monday 25 April 2011 8:01PM and Image Object Monday 25 April 2011 

11:01PM may hang next to each other on a wall, be derived from the same file adjusted 

over and over again, and may look either very different or very similar to each other in a 
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number of respects. 

 Each time the pieces are documented officially (i.e., by myself, a gallery, or any 

other entity which could be deemed an “official” content provider), the documentation 

photos are altered to create a new form which does not accurately represent the physical 

object, and generate new derivative works that build upon the initial objects. The viewer's 

experience becomes split between the physical encounter in a white cube setting and the 

countless variations of the objects circulated in prints, publications, and on the Internet. 

The documentation becomes a separate work in itself, incorporating elements of collage, 

techniques commonly used in professional image retouching, aestheticized digital 

watermarks, and more. 

 Each venue of distribution in turn receives its own unique version of the 

documentation images, even if the variation is as simple as a minor adjustment to the 

image's watermarks.  In this way, by adopting a methodology of rigorous versioning and 

watermarking, the images are freed to disperse in a variety of forms, none more authentic 

than another.  Rather than creating an artificial index towards the preservation of a single 

legitimate image, the same work is split in experience across all of the versions which 

have been seen by the viewer.  Ideally, the experience of seeing the objects in physical 

space would then also prove an unsatisfying one: having viewed them in a variety of 

forms, and having likely first seen the derivative works, one might come to fully prefer to 

think of the entire series as nothing but a series of jpegs. 
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5. Image Objects Monday 25 April 2011 8:01PM and Monday 25 April 2011 11:01PM  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 cont. Altered version 
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 The colored flares inhabiting the corners of the images on the preceding pages are 

the result of a direct overlap between Image Objects and the second project presented: 

Fingerprints. 

 Fingerprints began as a series of videos created with no content other than an 

assortment of watermarks and embedded digital fingerprints.  In a similar fashion to 

Image Objects, this was a structure used as a starting point from which to generate a large 

volume of material.  The first video produced was a pure white background with two 

color flares presented as a kind of aestheticized watermark: a magenta blur and a cyan 

blur which drift across the screen in prescribed movements over a series of minutes.  

Each time this video is presented in a new location or for a new audience, the movements 

and hue of the flares will be adjusted.  Based on these factors, each work then becomes 

traceable to its original venue of display: a specific screening, a specific show, a version 

intended explicitly to be displayed on YouTube, &c. 

 This process quickly found its way across my entire body of work.  Each of the 

images on my website, posted to blogs, sent for press, &c., is now watermarked in a 

similar way.  This allows for a certain degree of traceability—not for purposes of the 

control of these images, but rather to witness how they circulate in our otherwise 

amorphous digital landscape.  Some versions and some watermarks have found their way 

to unexpected places.  For example, in one case as an experiment with audience I created 

an entire alternative version of a website made specifically to display Image Objects 

(imageobjects.info rather than image-objects.com).  The only differences between these 

two sites, other than their URLs, were in image positioning and the color of the 
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watermarks overlaid on them.  This second alternative site was never advertised or linked 

to by myself, and never mentioned, but somehow these versions ended up recirculated on 

a Netherlands-based arts blog within one month of creation. 

 

 

 

6. Recirculated image found on the Internet—the color and position of the watermarks 
indicate that this version could have only been found on a site I created in secret and 
never advertised or linked to—which nevertheless still manages 3 or 4 page views a 
week. 
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 To these ends, the exhibition I am presenting towards my thesis is equally an 

exhibition which occurred in physical white cube space as it is a series of alterations and 

placements of images on the Internet and elsewhere to correspond with the show. 

 In May of this year the physical segment of my exhibition was held at a space 

called Reference Gallery in Richmond, Virginia.  Reference is an interesting space in that 

it is a small artist-run gallery lacking in the organizational drive and capacity to even file 

itself as an official 501(c)3 non-profit.  While they present a series of well-curated shows 

year-round, art exhibition attendance in Richmond only varies between a small gathering 

and a slightly larger small gathering.  Instead, the majority of Reference's viewership and 

fan base comes from Internet traffic, prompting artist and theorist Brad Troemel to 

classify it as a “Dual Site,” “an exhibition space symptomatic of physical and digital 

commingling—an example of how art, like life itself, now exists somewhere between the 

two.”36 

 Working together with Reference Gallery, I assembled a series of files to be 

produced as Image Objects on site in Richmond.  When I arrived, the raw materials for 

the pieces had been procured or printed, and together we assembled them and mounted 

the show.  Around 25 people attended the opening, while closer to 300 people listed 

themselves as “Attending” on Reference's Facebook page, despite the majority of them 

not living in Richmond, and many not even living in the United States. 

 The works were then photographed and hundreds of altered versions were 

produced, often variations on the same techniques of blurring and twisting elements of 

                                                
36 Brad Troemel, “The Emergence of Dual Sites,” Peer Pressure, Link Editions (2011) 
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the photographs into incoherent marks.  Unique altered and watermarked versions were 

created for my personal website (the venue of exhibition where my work is primarily 

seen by others), Reference's website, two unique websites created on the occasion of 

exhibition (image-objects.com and imageobjects.info, as stated previously), a number of 

blogs, and for a Berlin-based publication called PWR which I partnered with to present 

Image Object Flow, a web page which allows you to view altered Image Objects using an 

interface similar to Apple's CoverFlow system.37 

 In October, as an extension of these pieces I also launched a piece called Similar 

Objects38 which presents a number of the original installation photographs from the 

Reference Gallery show alongside a glut of images sourced from Google's recently-

launched “Similar Image Search” function.  My own images become mingled in a large 

resizable grid with other images which are deemed to be algorithmically similar to 

them—whether in lighting, color, shapes, &c.  Interestingly and unsurprisingly, the most 

common type of image that comes up when an installation photo of an installed artwork 

in a white cube is entered into such an engine is not other art but instead commercial 

product photography and other images typically associated with design rather than art. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
37 http://www.pwrshare.info/10/imageobjects.html 
38 http://www.similarobjects.com 
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 What remains to be seen is whether by introducing versions and watermarked 

copies of my work I will be able to successfully denigrate the attention paid to any 

singular object I could create.  Image Objects and Fingerprints are an attempt to dodge 

traditional notions of scarcity and authenticity by flooding all possible channels with 

countless variations.  The linking of the objects to their time, date, and context of creation 

also lays bare a distance between these objects and labor or traditional notions of craft, as 

in some cases it can be plainly seen that two sculptures were generated within mere 

minutes of each other.  The hope is that by adopting authoritative practices of the 

entertainment and other industries, merged with a levity towards the preciousness of 

objects, labor, and time itself, the work will become illustrative of many of the ideals 

expressed in Part I—that we inhabit fully our age of ultimate plasticity. 
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