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Media Art needs Histories and Archives: New Perspectives
for the (Digital) Humanities

Oliver Gray'

Abstract: Over the last thirty years Media Art has evolved into a vivid
contemporary factor, Digital Art became “the art of our time” but has still
not “arrived” in the core cultural institutions of our societies. Although there
are well attended festivals worldwide, well funded collaborative projects,
numerous artist written articles, discussion forums and emerging database
documentation projects, media art is still rarely collected by museums,
not included or supported within the mainframe of art history and nearly
inaccessible for the non north-western public and their scholars. Thus, we
witness the erasure of a significant portion of the cultural memory of our
recent history. It is no exaggeration to say we face a total loss of digital
contemporary art, and works originating approximately 10 years ago can
most likely not be shown anymore. The primary question is: what can
we learn from other fields to develop a strategy to solve the problems of
Media Art and its research, to answer the challenges Image Science is
facing today in the framework of the Digital Humanities? This question
opens up a perspective to overcome the typical placement of Media Arts
in an academic ghetto. The development of the field is supported in an
increasingly enduring manner by new scientific instruments like online
image and text archives, which attempt to document collectively the art
and theory production of the last decades. By discussing examples from a
variety of projects from the natural sciences and the humanities, this article
tries to demonstrate the strategic importance of these collective projects,
especially in their growing importance for the Humanities.

Keywords: Media Art, Media Art Education, Media Art Research

Media art’s revolution?

Media art is the art form using the technologies that change our
societies fundamentally, Globalization, information society, social networks,
Web 2.0 - the list could be far longer - are enabled by digital technologies.
Although not ail Media Art comments on the social, cultural and political
conditions, it is nevertheless the art form with the most comprehensive
potential for cultural necessity. We know that media artists today are
shaping highly disparate areas, like time-based installation art, telepresence
art, genetic and bio art, robotics, Net Art, and space art; experimenting with
nanotechnology, artificial or A-life art; creating virtual agents and avatars,
mixed realities, and database-supported art. These artworks both represent
and reflect the revolutionary development that the image has undergone
over the past years (Fig.1).2

Currently, we are witnessing the transformation of the image into a
computer-generated, virtual, and spatial entity that is seemingly capable
of changing “autonomously” and representing a life-like, visual-sensory
sphere. Interactive media are changing our perception and concept of
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the image in the direction of a space for multi-sensory experience with a
temporal dimension open to evolutionary change and gaming. Images
appear, whose condition is defined by the functions of display and interface,
images serve as projection surface for interlaced information, images enable
to move us telematically in immersive scenarios, and reversely images allow
us have an affect into the distance.

Contemporary media art installations include: Digital stills and video,
3-D objects and animation, digital texts and music, sound-objects, noises
and textures, whereas different meanings may be inscribed and combined
with each other. Meaning develops by chance, experiment and well directed
strategy. The active spirit, the combining user, becomes the new source of
art and meaning if you leave enough degrees of freedom to him to develop
to the actual artist. Dynamic he is involved to navigation, interpretation,
transfer, contextualisation or production of image and sound which may
come into being by his participation. Memory, thoughts and experiments
with accident may respond to a fertile connection. Increasingly the art system
transforms to an organism with slices which organize themselves while the
user has a chance to experience and produce combinative meaning.

Media Art makes use of the latest image techniques and strategies
for aesthetic and reflective means: With Johanna and Florian Dombois’
Fidelio, 21st Century, named after Beethoven's “Fidelio,” for the first time a
classical opera was directed as an interactive virtual 3D experience. The
protagonists embody music, follow the dramaturgic direction and react
to the interventions of the visitors (Fig. 2).3 Artist-scientists, such as Christa
Sommerer and Berndt Lintermann, have begun to simulate processes of
life: evolution, breeding, and natural selection have become methods for
creating artworks.*

Eduardo Kac’s installation Genesis raises open-ended questions about
the complicated ethical issues involved in the manipulation of DNA.

In Murmuring Fields, Monika Fleischmann and Wolfgang Strauss create
a virtual space of philosophical thought, where statements by Flusser,
Virilio, Minsky, and Weizenbaum are stored. The work creates a new type
of a “Denkraum” (Thinking-Space) — a sphere of thought.® Constructed
on a database, the interactive installation Ultima Ratio’” by Daniela Plewe
offers a first glimpse of a future system for interactive theatre. Intellectually
challenging, her concept allows the spectator to solve an open conflict at
a high level of abstraction and combination of different dramatic motifs.

Daniela Plewe's goal is to generate a visual language for argument and
debate.

Diana Domingues, one of the most known artists in the Americas,
created with TRANS E: My Body, My Blood for more than a decade poetical,
transitoric and immersive experiences for body and senses: Again and again
her artistic will "Kunstwollen” pushed the transposition of the technological
border by developing innovative image procedures, With this, she questions
the growing aesthetics of medical and scientific image worlds, using them
in her work strategically.
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Media Art and the Humanities

Typical for media revolutions is, they are again and again platonistic
or even apocalyptic commentaries. Their positions often exhibit an anti-
technology thrust and have developed partly from Critical Theory and
Post-Structuralism. At the other end of the spectrum are utopian-futurist
prophesies. Variations on ideas like: “now we will be able to touch with our
bodies into the far distance,” and “now the illusion will become total” on the
side of the utopians have collided with fears like “our perception will suffer,”
or “our culture will be destroyed,” and even “we will loose our bodies!” This
discourse mechanism, provoked by media revolutions, comes again and
again. Let's remember the discussion the discussion around VR in the 1990s,
the cinema debate in the early 20th century, the Panorama in the 18th
century, and so forth. Both poles are either positive or negative teleological
models, which follow largely the pattern of discourse surrounding
earlier media revolutions. But analogies or fundamental innovations in
contemporary phenomena can only be discerned through historical
comparison.

Seen in this light we cannot consider the protagonists of this latest media
revolution debate with their projections and dark fantasies as contributors
to a serious discussion anymore, but rather as meaningful sources of the
thinking from their time. In addition, it must to be assumed that not only
analogies but also fundamental innovations of current phenomena become
clearly recognizable only through historical comparison. “Depth of field”
analyses of images can play an important role in facilitating our political and
aesthetic analysis of the present. Only if we are aware of our media history
with its myths and utopias, its interests and power games, we will be able to
make decisions that go beyond the heritage of ancient believers in images.
Beyond that, by focusing on recent art against the backdrop of historic
developments, itis possible to better analyze what is really new in media art
and to better understand our present and our goals in a period where the
pace appears to get faster and faster — that is the epistemological thesis. It
is necessary to take stock soberly in the realm of art and media history.

It is essential to create an understanding that the present image
revolution, which indeed uses new technologies and has also developed a
large number of so far unknown visual expressions, cannot be conceived of
without our image history. Art History and Media Studies help understand
the function of today’s image worlds in their importance for building
and forming societies. With the history of illusion and immersion, the
history of artificial life or the tradition of telepresence, Art History offers
sub-histories of the present image revolutions. Art History might be
considered as a reservoir in which contemporary processes are embedded,
like an anthropologic narration on the one hand, but as well the political
battleground where the clash of images is analyzed on the other hand.
Furthermore, its methods may strengthen our political-aesthetic analysis
of the present through image analyses. Not left to last, the development
and significance of new media should be illuminated since the first utopian
expressions of a new media often take place in artworks.
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The evolution of media art has a long history and now a new
technological variety has appeared. However, this art cannot be fully
understood without its history. So the Database for Virtual Art, Banff
New Media Institute, and Leonardo produced the first international
MediaArtHistory conference. Held at The Banff Centre, Refresh! represented
and addressed the wide array of 19 disciplines involved in the emerging
field of Media Art® Through the success of Replace (2007) at Berlin's House of
World Cultures, (the Department for Image Science hosted the brainstorm
conference in Gottweig 2006), Re:live was planned for Melbourne 2009, and
an established conference series was founded with Re:2011 is on the way.?
Re:fresh! was not planned to create a new canon, but to create a space for
the many-voiced chorus of the involved approaches. The subtitle HistorlES
opened up the thinking space to include approaches from other disciplines
beside ‘art history’ Re:fresh, Re:place and Re:live were organized via the
MediaArtHistory.org platform, which is now developing into a scholarly
archive for this multi-faceted field, ranging from art history, to media, film,
cultural studies, computer science, psychology etc. Meanwhile almost 1000
peer-reviewed applications have been coordinated on MediaArtHistory.
org.’® With the 19 disciplines represented at Re:fresh! serving as its base,
MAH.org is evolving with future conferences under the guidance of an
advisory board, among them: Sean Cubitt, Paul Thomas, Douglas Kahn,
Martin Kemp, Timothy Lenoir or Machiko Kusahara.

Image science: from the image atlas to the virtual museum

The integration and comparison of a “new” image form within image
history is not a new method, there were different historic forerunners:
Inspired by Darwin’s work “The Expression of the Emotions” Aby Warburg
began a project of an art-historical psychology of human expression.
His famous Mnemosyne image atlas from 1929 tracks image citations
of individual poses and forms across media - and most significantly,
independent from the level of art niveau or genre. He redefined art
history as medial bridge building - for example including many forms of
images. Warburg argued that art history could fulfill its responsibility only
by including most forms of images. The atlas, which has survived only as
“photographed clusters’, is fundamentally an attempt to combine the
philosophical with the image-historical approach and Warburg arranged his
visual material by thematic areas.

Let's remember that it was art historians dealing with artifacts in a
non-hierarchical manner who founded the first arts and crafts museums
for the artifacts that were not counted as art. Art historians also founded
the first photographic collections at the end of the 19" century containing
besides art photography, also images of everyday life. Alois Riegl examined
the popular culture of late Roman art industries and Walter Benjamin
was drawn to Aby Warburg's cultural studies library, whose ground floor
was completely dedicated to the phenomena of the image. Warburg,
who considered himself an image scientist, reflected upon the image
propaganda of World War | through examination of the image wars during
the reformation. Warburg intended to develop art history into a “laboratory
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of the cultural studies of image history”, that would widen its field to“images
{...) in the broadest sense” (“Bilder...im weitesten Sinn”)."

Let us remember too, that Film Studies was started by art historians: An
initiative by Alfred Barr and Erwin Panofsky founded the enormous Film
Library at the New York MOMA, called by its contemporaries the “Vatican
of Film". This way film research already in the 1930s possessed a dominant
image science approach and cultivated it further. This initiative allowed the
large scale comparison of film for the first time. The same spirit concerned
with new investments for infrastructures to provide for and analyze the
Media Art of our time is needed in the Digital Humanities.

Art history — visual studies — image science

We know that for years academic discussions and battles have been
raging around the fields of images and the visual and perception of them.
Specific to segments of the English Language Humanities there continues
to be a not very fruitful and ultimately simple polarization between Art
History, which partly is considered conservative, formalistic, aesthetic,
sometimes even elitist and male-dominant and the Visual Cultural Studies™,
which emerged to a large extend from Literature Studies. Drawing upon a
multi-cultural and post-colonial® etiquette, Visual Cultural Studies attempts
to research the visual within approaches of societal and identity politics.”
Within the traditionally strong German Language Humanities we perceive
a two folded development: Art History departments increasingly rename
themselves as Institutes for Art and Image History, allowing Art History
as the oldest scholarly endeavor dealing with images to avoid tendencies
of separation; and at the same time to renew the interdisciplinarity that
bloomed in German Art and Image History before National Socialism with
representatives like Warburg, Panofsky, Kris or Benjamin.

Image Science does not imply that the experimental, reflective, and
utopian spaces provided by art are to be abandoned. On the contrary,
within these expanded frontiers the underlying and fundamental
inspiration that art has provided for technology and media is revealed with
even greater clarity. With strong representation of art history®, the project
of Image Science expands towards an interdisciplinary development that
connects neuroscience's, psychology', philosophy'®, communication
studies'®, emotions research?, and other scientific disciplines.2' Recently,
interdisciplinary scientific clusters have been built around the subject of
the image that lie increasingly perpendicular to the human, natural and
technical sciences, which have succeeded in profiting from the paradigm
“Image” as well as from an increased disposition towards interdisciplinarity.
More and more, tendencies appear that require a farewell or at least a
new evaluation of the relation Word / Image in favor of the latter. Already
in 1993 Martin Jay triggered with his work “Downcast Eyes” 2? a criticism of
the "sight-hostility” of language-fixated French Philosophy. Contemporarily
this critique unfolds in terms like “Image immersion” (Oliver Grau, 1998 and
2001)%; "Power of the Iconic” (Gottfried Boehm 2004)*: “Picture Act” (Horst
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Bredekamp 2005).% The central thesis is that in every image cognition, the
eyes cannot be separated as the sole perception organs, more so it is that
the entire body perceives.”

Preconditions

In contrast to other disciplines concerned with images, ones that not
infrequently try to explain images as isolated phenomena springing from
themselves, the primary strength of art history is its critical potential to
define images in their historical dimension. Exactly because art history
emphasizes a rigorous historicization and the practice of a critical power
of reflection can it produce its most natural possible contributions to the
discussion around images. Scientific work with images is based on three
pre-conditions: 1. definition of the object, 2. building of an image archive
and 3. familiarity with a large quantity of images. This enables and defines
the understanding that images follow a diachronic logic; without this
historic base, image science remains superfluous and cannot realize its
full potential. If those pre-conditions are fulfilled, image science may be
practiced within any field - medicine, natural science, history of collections,
design orart technique. If these requirements are not fulfilled, we see merely
a form of aesthetics. All of those approaches of comparison are based on the
insight that images act diachronic, within a historical evolution and never
function simply as an act and without reference. This diachronic dynamic
of image generations is increasingly interwoven with understanding the
images alongside those of their time, the synchronic approach.

Image Science, or Bildwissenschaft, now allows us to write the history
of the evolution of the visual media, from peep-show to panorama,
anamorphosis, stereoscope, magic lantern, phantasmagoria, films
with odors and colors, cinéorama, IMAX and the virtual image spaces
of computers: The medium of the phantasmagoria for example is part
of the history of immersion, a recently recognized phenomenon that
can be traced through almost the entire history of art in the West, as |
have documented in a previous book?”: History has shown that there is
permanent cross-fertilization between large-scale spaces of illusion that
fully integrate the human body (360°frescoes, the panorama, Stereopticon,
Cinéorama, IMAX cinemas, or the CAVEs (Fig. 4) and small-scale images
positioned immediately in front of the eyes (peepshows of the 17 century,
stereoscopes, stereoscopic television, Sensorama, or HMDs). Evidently
among the latest examples of this development are computer games like
Grand Theft Auto, which mix the emotional involvement of the story with
immersive graphics. It is, let me underscore, an evolution with breaks and
detours; however, all its stages are distinguished by a relationship between
art, science and technology. Image science is an open field that engages
equally with what lies between the images.

André Malreaux, the adventurer and former French minister of culture,
described after the war the field opened up by photographic reproductions
as museé imaginare, because it goes beyond the museum and can contain
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works of art that are bound to architecture, like frescoes. The famous
picture at the introduction of the book shows Malreaux in an archival grid
compiling, side-by-side, the most diverse objects from various epochs and
cultures. Being recontextualized like this, a crucifix becomes a sculpture and
a sacred effigy for example a statue.® We may say, the museé imaginare is
both product and symptom of globalization. And now as a key project for
the Digital Humanities we are witnessing the birth of the Virtual Museum.

The virtual museum

The Virtual Museum represents an extension of traditional museum forms.
It is a museum "without walls,” a space of living, distributed information,
database driven and network oriented. It is a space where artists and
scholars can intervene and foremost it is museum where documentation
and preservation of media art is supported and international networks can
develop. Art and the connected information are presented on new forms of
displays, via new interfaces within the traditional museum cube, but also
via networks beyond the walls to a larger public. The Virtual Museum offers
a multimedia data flow in real time that continuously reconfigures over
time, and on the other hand it preserves the physical elements media art
installations contain.

Collective strategies and new tools for the humanities

In the first generation of Digital Humanities?, data was everything.
Massive amounts of data were archived, searched and combined with other
databases in the nineties for interoperable searches yielding a complexity
and realization at a previously inconceivable rate. Yet the amount of material
to be digitized is so vast that, in real terms, we are only at the tip of the
data iceberg. In non-textual fields, such as visual arts, music, performance,
media studies, we are “at the tip of the tip”. Now remember that digital art
has still not “arrived” in our societies; no matter how well-attended digital
art festivals are or how many scientific articles the artists have published.
Due to the fact that this art depends entirely on digital storage methods,
which are in a constant state of change and development, it is severely at
risk. Many art works that are not even ten years old can no longer be shown
and it is no exaggeration to say that 30 years of art threatens to be lost for
the next generations.

During the last decades the natural sciences started to address new
research goals through large collective projects, in Astronomy for example
the Virtual Observatory compiles centuries worth of celestial observations®;
global warming is better understood with projects like the Millennium
Ecosystem Assignment, at a detail never before calculable, evaluating 24
separate life systems and the global change they are part of3' The rapid
expansion of computational power has effected biology, and the Human
Genome Project became already legend.® So far, unknown collective
structures give answers to complex problems. For the field of Media Art
research and the Digital Humanities in general an appropriate approach is
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