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Director’s NoteDirector’s NoteDirector’s Note

If the idiom of art has become extensive and found ever increasing 
constituencies, it has also become more complex and didactic. To 
someone who has been brought up on the standard equation of paint 
+ brush + canvas = artists, the present day boundaries are moving 
beyond this horizon. It over awes but it exhilarates. It challenges 
understanding but rewards comprehension. It makes you feel at 
once illiterate and ignites an urge to get into a classroom without 
any anxiety about your station or time of life. Ladies and Gentlemen, 
welcome to the world of digital art.

Here the canvas is your screen, and the technology driven keyboards 
help you create dynamic images conveying hundreds of thoughts. A 
landscape or a portrait or even abstract art on the customary canvas 
is frozen in time even though conversations around it ‘animate’, for as 
long as the work gets displayed. Electronics and collateral technology 
makes art pulsate whenever it interferes with the viewer.

So, argue or accept, the digital arts and new media are part of our 
lives and these will continue to push the boundaries of excellence as 
scientific discoveries occupy more space in our life.

It is in a sense an obeisance to the new Gods, a reverence to their 
creations that IHC’s Annual Art Journal of this year seeks to celebrate. 
The widespread interest evoked in digital arts makes it all the more 
necessary to bring out different perspectives ranging from the 
exponents to the critics. There is also a bit of history about this medium 
included in this journal.

There is little doubt that electronic media has transformed the way 
the world lives, breathes and talks. We now live in exponential times. 
Not environmental any more, but truly exponential. It is history in the 
making as its roots go on further than the present. We have yet to 
fathom the full scope of the New Media. Till now, what has emerged is 
breath taking, so the future can transform the idiom of New Media.

Raj Liberhan
Director 
India Habitat Centre
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Pro Helvetia New Delhi takes great pleasure in having 
had the opportunity to work together with the Visual 
Arts Gallery, India Habitat Centre in the production 
of its Journal for 2009. Last year, we supported the 
Promising Artist of the Year, Ashish Ghosh who will 
have a residency in Basel as part of Pro Helvetia’s 
Residencies programme in 2010. The Residencies 
programme is open for application until the end of 
January every year.

Drs Nils Roeller and Alka Pande first met in December 
2008 and spoke about this collaboration and to see it 
fructify in such a satisfactory way is very rewarding — 
over twenty pieces in all from India and Switzerland 
— some from people who pioneered ‘new media’ in 
both countries. I am sure the Journal will be of interest 
to art theorists and practitioners alike, both here and 
there, and I thank both the editors for the energy 
and enthusiasm they invested in the project. It would 
not be out of place here to mention the quiet, but 
significant, contribution on the part of the translator, 
Ritu Khanna in making the German texts accessible 
to the readers of this edition.

 

Chandrika Grover Ralleigh
Head, India
Pro Helvetia - Swiss Arts Council

www.prohelvetia.in

Note on 
Collaboration
Note on 
Collaboration
Note on 
Collaboration
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As a human being the artist may have many moods and 
a will and personal aims, but as an artist he is ‘man’ in 
a higher sense  he is ‘collective man’  one who carries 
and shapes the unconscious, psychic life of mankind. 
(Carl Jung)

IN 1938 the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung, 
during his trip to India was  honoured with three 
doctorates from Allahabad, Benaras and Calcutta 
universities.  The sculptor, painter and art historian 
Alice Boner (1889-1981) from Zurich, who spent more 
than 45 years at the banks of the Ganga, in Benaras,  
was awarded the “Padmabhushan” in 1974 by the 
Indian President for her outstanding scholarly work 
on Indian art, especially sculpture and architecture 
is  a  reflection  of  the  slim  yet  tenous  link  with  
India.   During  the  years of  World  War II  well known 
Swiss travel writer Ella Maillard, spent a number of   
years  in the ashram of Ramana Maharishi, south of 
Madras, and reflected her unique experience in the 
novel “Ti Puss”. 

The philosophy of the land and the spirituality has  
been a constant source of engagement with the  Swiss, 
mainly artists and intellectuals. They have been long  
fascinated  with the historic and cultural splendour,  
and  the puzzling diversity of India.  

Swiss  Banking,  the  Swiss  watch  Industry  and  the  
Swiss  chemical  industry  too  has  a  shared   present  
with  us  here  in  India. 

Continuing the tradition of applauding, we thought of 
now collaborating on the most innovative realm of art, 
The New Media and invited niche artists and writers 
on the common platform of Annual Arts Journal.

The  seed  of  the  journal  on  New  Media  started  
exactly  a  year  ago  when  we  invited  Nils  Röller  
to  give  a  lecture on the  ABC of  New  Media  Art  at  
the  Habitat  Centre.  In  an  intense  and passionate  
lecture Roller gave  a  gentle introduction  to  New  
Media  Practices in Switzerland. As  a  lecturer in  the  

Department of Art  and  Media  at  the  University  
of  the  Arts  Zurich, where  he  teaches  Media  and  
Cultural  Theory  and  is  also  co-director of  the  
special  field  of  Media  Art,  Röller  is  literally  at  
the forefront  of  the  development of  New  Media  
Practices. 

I  was presented  with  an irresistible  opportunity  on  
a platter  and  I  grabbed  it.  I  approached  Chandrika 
Grover  the  Head  of  the   Swiss  Arts  Council,  the 
Pro Helvetia  in India  to  come  on  board  as  a  
collaborator  for  the  project,  which  she  did.  And  
ever  since  we  have  all  been  on  a  roll  working  
closely  together  to  produce  a  document  which  is  
a pioneering  one  in  the  disciple.  New  Media  in  
the  realm of  art practice  is  still in its  nascent  stage 
in  India.  A  bit  of  an oxymoron  for  a  country  like  
India  which is  providing   the  top  human  resources  
in the  area  of  Information  Technology  and  scientific  
research  in  the  top  laboratories   globally.

Röller  had  great  insights  into  the  history  and 
practice of  New  Media  in the German  speaking  
world  of  Europe.   Having  read  philosophy at  the  
post  graduate  level,  a practicing  poet, he  brought  
in  a  dimension in his  approach  to investigate  
New  Media  which also  finds  echoes   within  the 
historical  context  of  India’s  cultural  and  aesthetic  
development.  Sacred  geometry,  Yantras and  the  rasa 
theory  from ancient  Indian  cultural practices  have  
a  certain  resonance  in  New  Media  art practices.  
Similar   scientific  thought  processes  are  applied  
in  the  broad  landscape  of  what  is  defined  as  
New  Media  art. 

New  Media art  by  its  very  nature  encompasses  all  
artworks  created  with  technologies  from  digital 
art, to  computer graphics, computer animation, 
virtual art, internet art, interactive art technologies, 
computer robotics, and art as biotechnology.  New  
Media  is  closely  related  to  and  often  derived  
from  technologies  of  telecommunications,  mobile  
phones,  and  computer  software  technologies.  The  

Curatorial NoteCuratorial NoteCuratorial Note
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key  to  this  practice  stems  from  conceptual  and  
virtual  art,  and  also  the  more performance  based  
digital  works  i.e.  the  works  of  the  American  video 
artist  Bill  Viola.  It  is  also  interactive in  nature  
where  the  reaction between the  art  and  the  artist  
is  more  immediate.

The genesis of New Media art goes back  to moving 
photographic inventions of the late 19th Century such 
as the zoetrope (1834), the praxinoscope (1877) and 
Eadweard Muybridge’s zoopraxiscope (1879). During 
the 1960s the development of then new technologies 
of video produced the new media art experiments 
of Nam June Paik and Wolf Vostell, and multimedia 
performances of Fluxus. At the end of the 1980s the 
development of computer graphics, combined with 
real time technologies then in the 1990s with the 
spreading of the Web and the Internet favorished the 
emerging of new and various forms of interactivity. The 
term New Media Art is generally applied to disciplines 
such as: Artistic computer game modification, 
Ascii Art, Bio Art, Computer art, Digital art, Digital 
poetry, Tradigital art, Electronic art, Evolutionary 
art, Generative art, Glitch Art, Hactivism, Hypertext, 
Information art, Internet art, Net art, Performance 
art, Radio art, Robotic art, Software art, Sound art, 
Systems art, Telematic art and Video art.

The  set  of  22  texts  fourteen  by  Swiss  authors  
and  eight  by  Indian  writers  reflect  the  diverse  yet 
eclectic voices of both  practitioners and  theoreticians  
on New Media. Technology  however  remains  
the  common key  which  opens  the  door  to  the  
relatively  emerging  trajectory  of  new  media  art  
in  India.  While  we have  a  strong  and  unbroken  
tradition in  the fine  art  practice, the advancement 
of  mathematics and  scientific learning  in  which  
India  was  the  first  amongst equals  in  the  ancient  
past, saw  huge  fractures  and breaks  through  
history.  Yet  for those  who  are  forging  ahead  in  
the  area  of  New  Media  cannot ignore the  seeds  
of  New  Media  practice  of  which  there is  a  vast  
bowl  waiting  to be picked  and sown. These  ideas 
are  evident in  the  opening  essay  of  Shuddhabrata  
Sengupta  ‘The Fickleness  of  Novelty’.  Karan Sher 
Singh  in ‘A reflection of  perspective  in   art, science  
and  digital media’  explores  the  tensions  between  
what  we  know  and  what  we  see. Suresh  Jayaram 
through  the  bird’s  eye  view  of  evaluating  New  

Media  interventions  from  Bangalore presents  a  
niche  development  from  Bangalore  a  nerve  centre    
of  digital    from South  India, Shukla  Sawant  and  
Shankar  Barua  present  a  historical  narrative  of  
the  recent  developments  in of New  Media in  art 
practice  and  electronic  media. While  Abhishek  
Hazra  in his  text  highlights  the  space  of  a  New 
Media  laboratory  of  curatorial  ideation.  

Through the  rest  of the    essays  we move seamlessly  
through the  matrix of  ideas  and  development of  
New  Media  within  India.  Alice  Cicolini  a  British  
fashion  scholar  who had  lived  in   India  and  worked 
on  a  design  project  local/global  excavates  the  
layering of  digital media in  fashion  technology.  Shai  
Heredia  ‘…….small invisible acts…..’ in  an  open  letter  
lays  out  the  invisible  acts  of  new  media  in  the  
making of  film.

My  co-editor in  the  journal  collected  some of  the 
finest  names  in  New  Media  studies  and practices  
and  created  a  bouquet  of  voices  which  span  
the  development  of genre  from  its  inception  to 
present  times. 

Dr. Alka Pande
Curator and Art Consultant
India Habitat Centre
New Delhi.

Winter 2009



9

Editorial NoteEditorial NoteEditorial Note

The Indian poet Sampurna Chattarji opens a verse 
with the words: “The soul is a moving number.” These 
words are attributed to the mythical mathematician 
Pythagoras who may have had eastern origins. Quoting 
Pythagoras, the Mumbai-based writer expresses one 
aspect of the cultural exchange between India and 
Europe. The exchange has occurred in the past, with 
the invention of the zero for example, and is conducted 
at a variety of levels today. Here, for instance, with 
this issue of the Habitat Centre journal which you now 
have in your hands.

Located in the heart of New Delhi, the architecture 
and organisational structure of the Habitat Centre is 
a manifestation of its openness and interest in “the 
other”. The “other” may be artistic experimentation 
with modern advanced technology or may be 
traditional expertise in the production of pottery 
storage jars. In this context it is an honour to invite 
Swiss authors to contribute to a publication on media 
art. It is a context with a long tradition in mathematics 
and is marked by rapidly growing expertise in the 
development of computer science and communication 
technology (see Bob Bishop in this journal). The chance 
to contribute also presents a challenge. It finds a 
theoretical framework in the history of media. 

In European antiquity the word “medium” was used 
to express a temporal or spatial relationship between 
extremely distant points. Here this understanding is 
productive in two ways: on one hand it encounters 
the dynamics of contemporary India. 

Indians engage on a daily basis with a variety of 
techniques involving extremes: the regular practice of 
ancient oral and written traditions of chanting, divine 
worship and spiritual conduct make up one end of the 
spectrum while modern global trends reflected in fast-
changing lifestyles, economic crises and programmes 
accompanied by the confrontational strategies 
of religious fundamentalists constitute the other. 
Everyday life in India is therefore a permanent passage 
between diverse and antagonistic organisations of 

time and space - this crossing is also productive in 
the context of artistic productions and reflections on 
media on the other hand.  It has been intellectually 
fuelled in part by a tradition of a discourse on media 
in the German-speaking world (see Vilém Flusser). 
Today it is an exploration of time and space with the 
aid of digital technology.

Switzerland has fortunately been able to maintain 
continuity in artistic experimentation with digital 
technology. Tabea Lurk’s essay in this journal 
emphasises the beginnings of computer art with a 
focus on the visual. These works are displayed for the 
first time in an international context. Festivals such as 
the erstwhile Viper in Lucerne, the Video Art Festival 
at the Walcheturm in Zurich, or the Shift Festival 
in Basel are established interfaces between artists 
and the interested public in Switzerland. The private 
institution Migros-Kulturprozent provides ongoing 
support for artists interested in experimenting with 
media technology, be it a single artist or a cooperative 
of artists across Switzerland (see Dominik Landwehr). 
Art schools in Aarau, Basel, Bern, Lucerne, and Zurich 
have introduced courses in media art in their curricula. 
Switzerland has gained special significance in the 
media art scene of the German-speaking world. This is 
because in Switzerland, especially Zurich, it has been 
possible to teach and promote courses in media art, 
while elsewhere interest and support have declined 
for a number of reasons. Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich 
supports this continuity by offering a platform for 
experimenting with the tradition of Dada under digital 
conditions (Adrian Notz).

Most of the contributing authors are based in 
Bern, Baseland Zurich, cities in German-speaking 
Switzerland. That the authors avoid general reflections 
on new media is common to their discourses. They 
focus on “patches” such as the archaeology of media 
(Siegfried Zielinski), questions of authorship (Giaco 
Schiesser), copyright (Felix Stalder), distribution and 
reception (Anette Schindler, Reinhard Storz, Verena 
Kuni), concepts of memory and consciousness (Peter 
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Schneider), public art (Christoph Schenker), and 
instruments (Nils Röller).

The underlying concept in this journal pursues the 
argument that digital technologies such as computers 
and networks have radically changed our daily lives 
and blinded us to their power. Much like fish that do 
not notice a gradual discolouration of the water, we 
have become insensitive to the “incisive changes in 
the way we think, feel, wish and act” that have been 
induced by digitisation. But there are moments of 
disturbance which lead the authors to their patches 
of analysis. The term “patch” is used positively, as an 
invitation to connect singular fields of research in one 
common weave. The scale of this texture prevents its 
patterns from being programmed by a single author - 
perhaps by many. All the contributing authors holding 
positions in Switzerland were curious and attracted by 
the opportunity to share their patches with authors 
and readers in India. The attraction is reflected by the 
wish to exchange ideas on issues of common interest 
and to develop alternative means of communication. 
The willingness to contribute to this Indo-Swiss 
initiative was remarkable. It may be welcomed as a 
form of respect for the culture which gave humanity 
the concept of zero which has kept souls moving for 
centuries, especially since zeros and ones are essential 
for digital devices.

The production of this journal itself was a question of 
striking a balance between the rare but encouraging 
personal meetings and maintaining regular contacts 
through digital technology. For the opportunity and 
honour to be part of the initiative I would like to 
express my gratitude to co-editor Alka Pande (Habitat 
Centre) and to Chandrika Grover Ralleigh (Pro Helvetia). 
Thanks also to Marina Sawall who meticulously read 
through and coordinated the exchange of texts and 
images and helped us to bring out the journal on time. 
The authors and artists supported this endeavour with 
their contributions and confidence. Thanks to them it 
may be possible to launch more projects in the future. 
Talks with Marianne Burki (Pro Helvetia) were seminal 
in the idea of an exchange between Switzerland and 
India. Christoph Schenker (Institute for Contemporary 
Arts Research IFCAR/ Institute for Contemporary Arts 
Research ZHDK) and Giaco Schiesser (Department 
of Art & Media DKM/ Institute for Contemporary 
Arts Research ZHDK) have been both supportive and 

flexible. The idea could grow and develop thanks to a 
three-month Pro Helvetia grant to Barbara Ellmerer, 
who aroused my interest in India where I stayed at 
the Sanskriti Kendra in New Delhi. Ever since my visit, 
I have understood India as an invitation to participate 
in the adventure of globally evolving humanity. It is 
an adventure, which is also conditioned by the vastly 
different parameters of Switzerland and India: a nation 
with a long standing tradition of democracy and a 
state which is the largest democracy in the world; an 
Alpine country with a population of 7.7 million and an 
international city like New Delhi with a recent count 
of 14 million; and “old” Europe, educated by ancient 
Indo-Germanic institutions and an India which is re-
inventing itself under global conditions.

Prof. Dr. Nils Röller
ZHDK - Zurich University of the Arts
Department for Media Arts
Sihlquai 131
CH-8031 Zürich
Switzerland 

www.romanform.ch
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Dada in its original form started life in Cabaret 
Voltaire; a myth emerged on which all subsequent 
Dada events tried to base themselves. Dada was not 
a style, to say nothing of an art movement, but was 
more of a gesture, as noted by Hugo Ball in his diary 
Flight Out of Time. This is to say, Dada functions 
primarily through language - it is a declaration and 
a message. 

Temporary cultural use

On 5 February 2002, artists occupied the building 
where Cabaret Voltaire had been founded 87 years 
earlier and for three months put it to “temporary 
cultural use”, as Mark Divo, the ringleader and 
spokesperson of the neo-Dadaists likes to express it. 
Thanks to this temporary use, described by the neo-
Dadaists as a revival of Dada, and thanks to the reports 
that went far beyond the borders of Switzerland, 
the attention of the public, the residents and the 
politicians of the city of Zurich was drawn to the fact 
that here, in the heart of Zurich, they had a place of 
high historical and cultural value - the birthplace of 
Dada. A support group, the Pro-Dada-Haus committee 
was formed, comprising over 2000 Swiss artists and 
cultural workers who wanted to campaign for a Dada 
house. At some point the watch company Swatch 
jumped in and pledged funds for five years, if the city 
assumed the rental cost of the space. 

Metastar: Poseur et provocateur

In early 2004, the landscape gardener Philipp Meier, 
was appointed director of Cabaret Voltaire shortly 
before its inauguration. By appointing Meier as 
director, the founders of the new Cabaret Voltaire had 
elected an exponent in Zurich who had a pronounced 
sense of self. As club curator, Meier called himself 
“metastar”, recalling the Dada Baroness who as early 
as 1913 had said: “I am art.” Meier’s self-portrayal, 
nurtured with the help of a stylist, is combined with 
coquetry when he proclaims that he is “only” a 
landscape gardener and provokes the Zurich cultural 
scene with polarising statements. In the summer of 
2007 the mayor of Zurich called for Meier’s dismissal. 
The response was a less radical decision to appoint a 
co-director as supervisor, namely the aforementioned 
department director and author of this article. On 4 
September 2009 another article about Cabaret Voltaire 
appears in which Meier emerges as co-director and 

Stefan M Seydel 
from rebell.tv in 
conversation with 
Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Zoo Art Fair 2008 
©rebell.tv, 2008

claims that he always wants to provoke through 
Cabaret Voltaire. The article carries a photograph of 
him in which, as always, he is unsmiling and perhaps a 
trifle arrogant, virtually forcing the readers to conclude 
that Meier must be an extremely disagreeable person 
or, as mentioned in the interview, “immature”. Meier’s 
criticism of the media is thus both implicit and 
intuitive. He intervenes in the real world with nothing 
(Richard Huelsenbeck: “Dada means nothing. We want 

to change the world with nothing!”) because several 
politicians and people still believe in the newspaper 
as a reliable source of information. 

The Form of Unrest: rebell.tv

Since 2006 rebell.tv has been Cabaret Voltaire’s 
media partner. The company is run by Stefan  
M. Seydel and Tina Piazzi and has a website with 
blogs, as well as television, print media, radio and an 
interactive magazine. The two people behind rebell.
tv are social workers. Although they often deal with 
cultural issues, their primary interest is sociological, 
which is why we describe their work on and with 
Cabaret Voltaire as Social Worker in Residence 
(abbreviated to S.W.i.R.). As the team profiled above, 
rebell.tv analyses The Metamorphosis of the Social 
Question (Robert Castel), covering the entire spectrum 
of social life: art, science, politics and business. In the 
manner of an intervening observer, Seydel also appears 
in bright orange trousers and encounters people face 
to face to collect interviews in the form of podcasts or 
videos. Seydel is constantly aware that by making an 
appearance he cannot pose or observe questions from 
a neutral standpoint - he must intervene repeatedly 
with the questions. The face-to-face encounters are 
contextualised in a blog. The daily 10 o’clock news and 
the Wednesday weekly commentary by Tina Piazzi and 
Hanspeter Spörri are to be understood as stopovers and 
moments of reflection in this ongoing process. Another 
somewhat broader product in chronological terms is 
the rebell.tv magazine. rebell.tv processes content 
according to the principle of ‘radical transparency’ 
- value, attitude and opinion are not the primary 
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computer in Cabaret Voltaire from where all the 
telephones in the city of Zurich were called in 
succession. The residents of the city were given the 
opportunity to listen to opera free of charge. The best 
part was that the opera management reacted exactly 
as one would have hoped for and threatened to sue 
Cabaret Voltaire for infringement of copyright if they 
were unable to find out where the bugs had been 
placed. A tongue-in-cheek report on Swiss television 
- indeed it seemed as though Cabaret Voltaire and 
the Opera House had joined hands to organise the 

factors in assessing content. More recently, rebell.
tv has also dared to venture out of virtual space by 
publishing a 512-page catalogue raisonné and holding 
an exhibition in the crypt of Cabaret Voltaire where it 
presents work that could qualify as art. 

Appropriate, Manipulate, Feedback: 
Opera Calling

On 12 March 2007, the media group Bitnik placed 
audio bugs in the Zurich Opera House. The bugs 
transmitted the Opera House programme live to a 

Installation Opera Calling at Cabaret Voltaire © Mediengruppe Bitnik, Zurich 2007

The Myth is the MessageThe Myth is the MessageThe Myth is the Message
The Myth is the MessageThe Myth is the Message
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event - swung the mood at the Opera House and the 
incident even culminated in a happy end when the 
Opera House management returned one of the audio 
bugs to Cabaret Voltaire. 

Marilyn Manson

In winter 2007, Marilyn Manson exhibited his 
watercolour paintings in Cabaret Voltaire. He was 
personally present at the inauguration along with 
his lover Evan Rachel Wood. They did a round of the 
room after which Manson spoke in front of the rebell.
tv camera: “It is maybe my most favourite exhibition 
because it is in the birthplace of Dada. I am very 
honored. I am such a great fan of Tristan Tzara and 
everything that is Dada. And this is the place where 
it started. It is an honor to be here.”

The video was put out on YouTube and viewed more 
than 150,000 times. A couple of thousand Manson fans 
must certainly have asked about Dada, and must have 
googled the term. This was a rather unconventional 
way of bringing art to the public and using the figure 
of Manson as messenger. 

From the post-Dada side one heard that the event 
had helped recharge the myth of Cabaret Voltaire; the 
Dadalogy side claimed that Manson had used the myth 
of Cabaret Voltaire to recharge himself, acquiring the 
Dada blessing in the process, so to speak. 

Marilyn Manson and Evan Rachel Wood at Cabaret Voltaire © 
rebell.tv, 2007

 

Referendum: Everything is Art

A Swiss People’s Party (SVP) referendum called for a 
public vote for or against Dada to be held in Zurich 
on 29 September 2008. Dada won with 65.1% of 
the votes cast. For the first time in history Dada had 
been put to a democratic test. To raise awareness of 
the referendum, Cabaret Voltaire and the advertising 
agency Spillmann/Felser/Leo Burnett launched a 
campaign under the slogan Everything is Art. The 
idea was to put everything in the city of Zurich up 
for sale as artwork. One could buy a simple hydrant, 
a garbage bin, a zebra crossing, a bridge or even the 
Grossmünster Cathedral, a Zurich landmark. All the 
artwork could be viewed on a website and bought at 
a self-determined price. The Cathedral was sold for 
CHF 30. Each object sold was marked with a large red 
dot. A total of 400 works of art were sold in Zurich 
and the campaign was awarded the 2009 Gold PR 
Lion in Cannes. 

Robydog sold for CHF 3.50 to 
Eva Camenzind, © Spillmann 
/ Felser / Leo Burnett, Zurich 
2008
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Cravan

In an effort to understand Oscar Wilde’s nephew, the 
boxer and poet Arthur Cravan, the director of the 
department of Dadalogy and the artist Kerim Seiler 
travelled to all the places where Cravan had lived: 
Lausanne, where he was born; Berlin, from where he 
was thrown out because of his outlandish behaviour; 
Paris, where he started as a boxer and where he 
brought out the magazine Maintenant for four years; 
in the magazine he wrote such a credible article about 
a 1913 meeting with Oscar Wilde that a journalist from 
the New York Times travelled to Paris especially to 
interview Cravan about the meeting; he also reported 
on the Première Exposition de la Société des Artistes 
Indépendants where he was highly insulting of all 
the participating artists, including Marie Laurencin, 
Guillaume Apollinaire’s lover, of whom Cravan said 
that here was an artist whose skirt should be aired 
and a —— inserted under it to impress on her that 

art is not only about posing in front of the mirror; 
Barcelona, where he boxed seven rounds against Jack 
Johnson, the first black world heavyweight champion; 
New York where he was celebrated as the epitome 
of Dada by Marcel Duchamp and Francis Picabia and 
where he fell in love with Mina Loy, the American poet; 
New Haven, New London, Boston, Portland (Maine), 
Bangor, Meductic (New Brunswick), where he went 
swimming in the Saint John River; North Sydney, 
Port Aux-Basques, Curling in Newfoundland, where 
he signed up on a Danish fishing vessel and travelled 
towards Mexico; Nuevo Laredo, where he crossed the 
border; Monterrey, Mexico City, where he boxed at 15 
Calle Tacuba; Salina Cruz, where Mina Loy travelled to 
Buenos Aires on a Japanese freighter and he wanted 
to follow her on his own ship; and Pochutla, where 
he disappeared in 1918. The research culminated in a 
sculpture Artùr (Pochutla) and an artist’s book in which 
all the research material can be found. 

Arthùr (Iluminación), Kerim Seiler and Caroline Pachoud, 2008
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Roland Wagner as 50m freestyle champion © Sophie Jung, 
Zurich 2009

MacGhillie

Knowbotic Research, a group of artists, created 
the figure of MacGhillie based on Cravan, who was 
in the habit of using new names and identities to 
camouflage himself and once described himself in 
Maintenant as follows: “I am all things, all people 
and all animals.” With the project they studied “the 
phenomenon of simultaneous visibility/invisibility/
non-visibility on the peripheries of urban perception.” 
MacGhillie camouflaged himself with the ‘ghillie suit’ 
and spent five days drifting aimlessly through Zurich. 
The ghillie suit has its origins in hunting and today 
is known primarily as military camouflage in natural 
surroundings. In the Knowbotic Research project, the 
figure tried to camouflage himself to fit seamlessly 
into the surrounding concrete, asphalt and the little 
wasteland that remains. He often succeeded but was 
on occasion exposed as a strange alien. Nevertheless, 
despite surveillance cameras and passers-by, nobody 
reacted to this strange intruder and one that could 
move to boot. Perhaps his invisibility was so unusual 
that nobody knew how to react to him. Only on a 
website (http://macghillie.krcf.org/) could one find 
cryptic notes on MacGhillie. 

MacGhillie on escalator © Knowbotic Research, 2008

Bearing the brunt of the barbs: 
Roland Wagner

In his review of the exhibition of Independent Artists, 
written in 1914 for the magazine Maintenant, the 
boxer and poet Cravan said: “The first condition an 
artist must fulfil is learn to swim.”

Roland Wagner, IBM manager and swimmer took 
this to heart in his attempt to become an artist 
and announced that he would break the 50m world 
freestyle record on 22 March 2009. The 44-year-old 
former Swiss swimming champion intended to achieve 
this feat through special mental training and with a 
technologically advanced swimsuit. 

Like Cravan, Roland Wagner used the press to 
write things about himself that were completely 
contradictory. He built a large fan club on Facebook 
with special fan articles in pink and produced videos 
about himself, his surroundings and his training 
methods. He signed autographs, appeared in talent 
shows and posed for photo spreads. 

Setting a world record was Wagner’s way of criticising 
the achievement-oriented society. He joined all 
the other swimmers at the National Swimming 
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Championships, swam to the middle of the stretch, 
turned around abruptly and swam back to the start. 
A world record in 00:00:00.

There was uproar and aggression in the pool. Wagner 
was disqualified for his unsporting behaviour; some 
swimmers threatened to physically assault him so 
much so that the police had to be called. Many fan 
club members, the press and television were at a loss 
to explain what had happened - they were outraged 
and deeply disappointed by the “fraud”. 

From the dadalogical point of view, Roland Wagner 
should of course have been beaten up and sent to 
prison, the way Cravan had been sent to prison by 
Appollinaire. For Dadalogy, the referendum of 28 
September 2008 takes on a historical dimension, as 
this was when the entire city had been besieged by 

Dada. The dadalogical stance means taking a look at 
Dada after a gap of between 50-90 years, when one  
is aware of all that the movement triggered and of  
what exactly it influenced. A sense of history is 
therefore vital. 

The post-Dadaist activities take place in Here and Now 
through the new, universally accessible media. Dada 
is imparted through all channels of communication, 
be they blogs, free newspapers, the daily papers, 
YouTube or Facebook, just as newspapers, tickets, 
advertisements and urinals were used for collages in 
the past. In comparison to Dada between 1916 and 
1923, today things are being produced and processed 
without end, resulting in a dynamic system with a 
constant feedback loop, just like the Merzbau.

Adrian Notz is co-director of Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich where he has curated several exhibitions, including Dada East? 
The Romanians of Cabaret Voltaire. The exhibition has been touring Europe for three years. Notz heads the department 
of Dadalogy and is responsible for Cabaret Voltaire’s international projects. He studied art in Bremen, Germany, as well 
as the theory of art and design in Zurich.
http://www.cabaretvoltaire.ch

The Myth is the MessageMyth is the Message



Before going into the details of the concept of media 
author that I introduced to the discourse in 1998 
and helped implement1, it seems expedient to briefly 
outline the structure and history of the two terms on 
which the concept of the media author is built and 
through which it is transformed.

Authorship before and after the 
death of the author

From the historical perspective, the term “author” in 
European cultures is intrinsically linked to the moment 
when composers and writers broke free of their feudal 
bonds as court musicians or court writers in the 
18th century.2 From the very start, the author figure 
pursued the goal of establishing an independent and 
individual existence as an independent producer.3 This 
encompassed then and still does an economic, legal 
and artistic level: economically, one had to be able 
to live off one’s occupation as an author; legally, the 
compositions and literary texts had to be recognised 
as intellectual property; and artistically, one had to 
ensure that a series of artefacts could be identified 
as the original “artworks” executed by an individual 
with a name.

This arrangement remained stable for a good 200 
years. In 1968 two texts emerged that sought to bring 

Giaco Schiesser

about a fundamental change, and which developed 
a long-term (if unintended) impact: The Death of 
the Author by Roland Barthes (1968) and What is 
an Author? by Michel Foucault (1969). For the first 
time thought is given here to changing the function 
of authorship and to the possibility of reconfiguring 
the figure of the author. Foucault is particularly clear 
about the fact that his “plan” is a far-reaching one. 
What is up for discussion here is the entire dispositive 
of traditional European thought and way of life; the 
term author is quite simply the pivotal point for the 
European concept of the individual or the subject.4 
The theses put forward by Barthes and Foucault were 
before their time, and evoked an appropriate response: 
harsh and dismissive, which continues to be the case 
today. The response so far has overlooked the fact 
that Foucault’s sketch of a new author dispositive in 
particular against the background of the digitisation 
of modern society and the related crises of authorship 
stands for an unsettled enterprise into which a 
contemporary dispositive of authorship can tie in 
profitably after the death of the author.

The mediality of the media

Media and the mediality of the media are a tricky 
matter. It is generally agreed that media and mediality 

Media authorshipMedia authorshipMedia authorship

1 During the process of designing a course on New Media (today: Media Arts) at the University of the Arts in Zurich (ZHdK). The term is now 
established and has several different meanings. In Germany for instance one can obtain a master’s degree in Media Author studies. In the 
English-speaking world, the term media author is taken for granted and there is software called Media Author.
2 In respect of authorship in the visual and performing arts, the term “artist” is still used instead of “author”; the film world speaks of the 
“director”. For a few years now there has been a trend to use “author” as an overarching term for all art. For example, the authoritative German 
handbook on basic aesthetic terms (Ästhetische Grundbegriffe/2001) lists the terms artist and author under the keyword “author/artist”.
3 The difficult development of the composer into an author is impressively described by the German author Wolfgang Hildesheimer in his 
book Mozart where he uses the example of Wolfgang Mozart (1974). 
4 Because of constrictions of space I refer to my detailed contextualisation and discussion of Barthes’ and Foucault’s suggestions and their 
meaning for contemporary art and art education. See: Autorschaft nach dem Tod des Autors. Barthes und Foucault revisited. In: Autorschaft 
in den Künsten, Konzepte - Praktiken Medien. Edited by Hans-Peter Schwarz (= Zürcher Jahrbuch der Künste, Bd. 4), Zurich: Museum für 
Gestaltung (Museum of Design), Zurich 2007.



are difficult to understand. In the context of artistic 
procedures and authorships, there are two situations 
of particular significance today.

Firstly, media as media, in other words media as 
an independent object of knowledge has been in 
existence since the beginning of the 20th century. 
Of course there was media even before this, but 
neither was it considered media, nor were its impacts 
analysed.

According to what we know today, media is not 
only made up of instruments with which things 
are produced for practical purposes (for instance a 
computer on which I am writing this text that I will 
later print out and read, but media as media have 
an Eigensinn, or mind of their own (Giaco Schiesser) 
or there is the “mediality of the media” (Christoph 
Tholen) to be reflected on and experimented with.5 In 
a paradoxical process, an artist or a media author is 
subject to the Eigensinn that is inherent in the media 
while, as a strong-minded author, he tries relentlessly 
to subject himself to the Eigensinn of the media for 
his own purposes. 

Secondly, if one studies the development of the 
relationship between art and media in the 20th and 
21st centuries, one can agree with the media theorist 
Siegfried Zielinksi when he says: 

“art before media art with media art through media 
art after media.”

Art before media is still unaware of the mediality of 
the media as the corresponding social consciousness 
is lacking. Art with media uses the media and 
experiments with it (for example all avant-garde art 
movements such as Dadaism, écriture automatique, 
first and second French avant-garde in film). Art 
through media addresses mediality in artistic terms 
(an early example would be Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
Zabriskie Point in 1970; a contemporary one would be 
Pedro Almodóvar’s Los Abrazos Rotos in 2009). Finally, 
art after media. This refers to a generation of artists 
growing up today in a fully mediatised environment 
for whom the mediality of the media and therefore 
experimenting with media as media is a matter of 
course (example: the younger generation of media 
artists and some of those engaged in the creative 
industry). 

For the modern era, Peter Weibel, director of the 
Centre for Art and Media Technology (ZKM) in 
Karlsruhe, Germany, has recently brought into play the 
term “post-media condition” with explicit reference 
to the arts.6 In his manifesto he writes that, from 
the perspective of art, the new post-media situation 
is defined by two phases: “1. the equivalence of the 
media and 2. the mixing of the media.” We are living 
today in the second phase in which “in an artistic and 
epistemological sense, the new second phase is about 
mixing the media-specific idiosyncratic worlds of the 
media. “ He describes the upheaval in the media that 
has been evident for twenty years and concludes that 

5 Cfl. Medien|Kunst|Ausbildung. Über den Eigensinn als künstlerische Produktivkraft. In: SchnittStellen. Edited by S. Schade, Th. Sieber, G.Chr. 
Tholen. (= Basler Beiträge zur Medienwissenschaft, BBM, Bd. 1). Basel: Schwabe 2005. And: Georg Christoph Tholen: Dazwischen Die Medialität 
der Medien. Eine Skizze in vier Abschnitten. In: Adam, H./Fehrmann, G./Jäger, L. (ed.): Medienbewegungen. Munich 2008.
6 Peter Weibel: Postmediale Kondition. In: Postmediale Kondition. Edited by E. Fiedler, Chr. Steinle, P. Weibel. Graz 2005. Quoted in: http://
www.snm-hgkz.ch/flz/postmediale_kondition_weibel.pdf. The following quotes have also been taken from this text.



“nowadays all of art practice keeps to the script of the 
media and the rules of the media: in art today there is 
no longer anything beyond the media.” Weibel makes it 
clear that the mediality of the media in the arts under 
the post-media condition does not lose in significance 
but, on the contrary, stands to gain.

Diversity of authorship - media 
authorship

Against the background of the continuities, caesura 
and transformations outlined here that cover the last 
two hundred or last seventy years, and in the middle 
of this digital and post-media era, the concept of the 
media author that we have before us is an attempt to 
accommodate the developments and transformations 
of authorship and media/mediality that are described. 
The figuration of the media author is the attempt to 
create space for an authorship that is not identical 
to that of the “classical” artist, writer, filmmaker or 
musician but is open and fluid in all these directions. 
It serves the self-perception of a new generation of 
authors for whom wilful experiments with artistic 
procedures and methods are paramount. In other 
words: “Art as Technique” (Viktor Sklovskij) is the 
focus, not art as the production of artwork. Students 
or graduates of media arts, members of the “art-after-
media” generation see themselves sometimes or partly 
as artists, sometimes or partly not, while others reject 
the term artist for themselves. But they all combine 
artistic skills, hybridity, an interest in current issues, 
the urge to experiment and the execution of hybrid 
authorship functions. They all intervene with their 
work, in several different places and of course in those 
fields of art which are usually still extremely well 
sealed from each other such as the art system, the 
concert hall, the public space, film, literature (theatre 
has been an exception for a few years).

“…only, as far as the concepts [....] are handles with 
which one can move things, things and not concepts 
again.” (Bertolt Brecht). 

The concept of media authorship aims to facilitate 
an understanding of authorship that is serious about 

Giaco Schiesser is a professor for the theory and history of the media and culture with a focus on “Media Cultures 
Studies”, director of the department Art & Media and a member of the board University of the Arts Zurich (Zürcher 
Hochschule der Künste, ZHdK). His work focuses on theories of culture, media, and the construction of the subject / 
aesthetics, art and literature / democracy, public spheres and everyday life.
http://www.giaco.schiesser.zhdk.ch, http://www.dkm.zhdk.ch

the fact that what was once a clear demarcation 
between the art(space) from non-art(spaces) is now 
blurred and more fluid. It is serious about the fact 
that an authorship, without thinking about and 
without experimenting with the mediality of the 
media is more unlikely than ever before; it is serious 
about the fact that the interlinking of art/technology/
science is a seminal field of art; it is serious about 
the pluralising and co-existence of authorship that 
we can observe and that is familiar with and equally 
supports individual, collective and collaborative, 
classical and hybrid formats; it is serious about the 
knowledge that artistic authorship is found not 
only where it has been tried, tested and refined for 
several years.

Media authors are interested in artistic techniques 
and methods, they have their own specific themes and 
lines of enquiry. What unites them is knowing that 
they want to create artefacts in a post-media world, 
artefacts that intervene or are needed in many places 
in different social spaces in museums and galleries, 
clubs and discotheques, in the art system and theatre 
halls, in concert halls and in public spaces, in mass 
media and other fields of creative industry. 

Even the configuration of the students and graduates 
of media art that has been offered as an immersion 
course at the University of the Arts Zurich for a good 
ten years now (space constrictions prevent me from 
including their presentations) makes it clear that 
they - as artists? or media authors? - address these 
issues in extremely diverse ways and in equally diverse 
forms - much like the world around us, which is being 
increasingly built on digital technology and media 
and is being transformed by the very same media 
and technology. 

The current and future developments of authorship 
will show whether Foucault’s hunch and hopes will 
be fulfilled, that someday the “author function will 
disappear” and be replaced as the “source of meaning” 
by another far-reaching configuration that “has yet 
to be identified or perhaps experienced.”
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Dominik Landwehr 

Do-it-yourself can refer to any kind of work 
undertaken in the house. When used in the context 
of artwork, however, the term takes on a broader 
meaning and implies that everyone is capable of being 
productive, creative and artistic. This also holds true 
for electronic art, long considered highly specialised, 
complex, cumbersome and expensive. However, this 
is no longer the case today, as demonstrated here 
by artists who pursue diverse approaches: some find 
sources of inspiration and material in junkyards and 
discover new ways of reassembling old pieces; others 
buy cheap appliances in a store and draw attention to 
ways of using the appliance that are not mentioned 
in the instruction manual; and some play on the 
original purpose of a device while actually creating 
something new, which is only indirectly related to the 
initial function.

Do-it-yourself is based on the principle of participation: 
participation in an increasingly complex world and in 
increasingly complex technology. Participation and 
personal experience are also forms of critical reflection. 
Engagement and critical reflection constitute the 
guiding principles of Migros-Kulturprozent the 
organisation that gave birth to the project HOME 
MADE. The book Home Made Sound Electronics that 
dealt primarily with projects in the field of audio 
electronics was published in 2006 followed by Home 
Made Electronic Arts in 2009. 

The institution of Migros Culture 
Percentage 

Migros Culture Percentage is a household name in 
Switzerland. The Swiss company Migros undertook a 
voluntary commitment to culture, society, education, 
leisure and business for which it earmarked an annual 
budget of CHF 100 million (US$ 95 million or EUR 
75 million). Migros Culture Percentage is part of the 
Migros group, a unique corporate with a cooperative 
and decentralised structure. Total sales in 2008 
amounted to CHF 25 billion (US$ 18 billion/EUR 
15 billion). The company embodies the vision of its 
founder Gottlieb Duttweiler (1888-1962) who from 
the very outset stated the advancement of culture and 
education to be a company objective and set aside a 
certain amount of the company’s annual turnover for 
this purpose.

Migros Culture Percentage is the largest private 
promoter of culture in Switzerland. It supports cultural 
initiatives and projects, promotes artists through grant 
programmes, has its own institutions, and organises 
festivals: these include the Migros Museum of 

HOME MADE and do-it-yourselfHOME MADE and do-it-yourselfHOME MADE and do-it-yourself

do-it-yourselfHOME MADE 
do-it-yourselfHOME MADE 

do-it-yourselfHOME MADE 
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Contemporary Art, the dance festival Steps, the club 
festival m4music or the cultural offices that offer 
support and assistance to up-and-coming artists. 

Since 1998, Migros Culture Percentage has been 
increasingly involved in the fields of technology, 
society and electronic art. The projects launched 
include the event platform digital brainstorming 
(www.digitalbrainstorming.ch), the youth competition 
bugnplay.ch (www.bugnplay.ch), and the do-it-yourself 
project HOME MADE (www.homemade-labor.ch). 

www.dim-tech.ch

Swiss Mechatronic Art Society

The Swiss Mechatronic Art Society is a young 
association that seeks to promote research, know-
how and the exchange of ideas: one of their projects, 
MICRO_NOISE, is offered in workshops designed 
for children and adults. MICRO_NOISE is a small 
synthesizer capable of producing a large variety of 
sounds. It can be assembled in two hours, using simple 
and cheap parts.

www.kulturprozent.ch

Daniel Imboden and the VIBRA ROBOT

Daniel Imboden (*1970) recently completed the music 
robot duo PETROL and SUPERMAX. PETROL rhythmically 
taps his fingers on his belly, an empty gasoline can, 
while SUPERMAX plucks a string stretched across his 
vacuum cleaner stomach. Whenever possible, Daniel 
Imboden uses materials from the junkyard. Similarly, 
his robot project VIBRA-ROBOT can be assembled in 
a very short time.
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Dominik Landwehr (*1958) has always been fascinated by the inner life of electronic gadgets and machines and by 
the surrounding stories and myths. He holds a master’s degree from the University of Zurich in German literature and 
cultural studies and a Ph. D. in media studies from the University of Basel. He has worked abroad for the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and has been part of missions in various conflict zones, including Afghanistan. He 
is head of the pop and new media department of Migros Culture Percentage in Zurich and regularly publishes articles 
on the history of computers and technology. He is married and has two grown-up children.
http://www.peshawar.ch/

www.mechatronicart.ch, www.diyfestival.ch

Tangible video art - the ideas of  
[ a n y m a ]

Tangible video art and do-it-yourself video art artists 
Michael Egger (*1974) and Maité Colin (*1958), 
members of the collective [ a n y m a ], have their 
own unique style when using this medium to make 
music or when taking it to the street. To play as visual 
improvisers in a music band, they develop their own 
video instruments, an example being the videobass, 
which is an electric bass that produces and processes 
images instead of sound. 

www.anyma.ch

!Mediengruppe bitnik: Hacking as 
Art

Wherever they appear they infiltrate systems, causing 
annoyance and irritation: in one of their projects they 
installed bugging devices in the Zurich Opera House. 
In the project CCTV SNIFFER !Mediengruppe Bitnik 
demonstrate how minor alterations can transform 
a commercial surveillance camera into a detector 
capable of perceiving signals in a public space.

www.bitnik.org
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A collection of digital media art with an integrated 
art store is coming into being in Basel under the 
name of DACollection and DAStore. As local space 
for the collection is not yet available, the DAinitiative 
uses its website as an electronic display room and 
catalogue.

Annette Schindler and Reinhard Storz

The website functions as the display room and catalogue 
for the DACollection

addition to its own permanent collection, it will also 
regularly display larger pieces on loan from artists 
and museums. Besides setting up the collection, the 
focus will be on developing restoration techniques 
and strategies with the aim of preserving media art. 
We are therefore looking to collaborate with experts 
from Switzerland or from parts of Germany and France 
that border Basel.

The DAStore is the second pillar of the DA project. Here 
we offer a growing selection of digital artworks for 
sale, including objects and installations, internet-based 
productions and computer-generated animation. In the 
interests of collectors of digital art, we have combined 
with the artists to identify work packages for the 
DAStore, which engage with the issues of ownership, 
reproduction and restoration. The revenue from the 
DAStore is used to run DACollection and to acquire  
new work. 

DACollection/DAStore sees itself as a pioneer project 
that extends beyond the borders of Switzerland. There 
have for instance been few practical answers to the 
question of how internet art can be collected. Such 
artwork is contrary to the traditional understanding 
of ownership in art and challenges fundamental 
categories such as the concept and reception of 
the work, as well as its permanence. The DAStore 
endeavours to motivate collectors to include art 
projects that are universally accessible via the World 
Wide Web and, being interactive, can be influenced 
by the observer. As we often do not know how long 
these works will survive, we offer conservation 
and restoration know-how and services or provide 
suggestions on how work can continue to exist in 
documented form. 

In contemporary art, similar questions are already being 
asked of other formats such as photographic imaging 
techniques, art videos, land art and performance art. 
Like digital media art, work in these media is also 

The DACollection/DAStore projectThe DACollection/DAStore projectThe DACollection/DAStore project

DACollection collects international, national and 
local works that illustrate the development of digital 
media art. It also sees itself as a national archive 
that documents the history of Swiss media art and 
the net art scene and is available for use by diverse 
study projects. Lines of enquiry and texts that have 
emerged within the framework of a research project, 
parallel to the development of the collection, will also 
be used for this purpose.

There are few collections of digital media art in 
the world today. DACollection is therefore seen as 
a model that presents a range of possibilities for 
owning, archiving and conserving digital art. The 
stock collection includes work owned privately by 
the two founders (the authors of this article), work 
loaned by artists and work from the archive of the 
Swiss cultural server Xcult. For the time being, 
DACollection will have its own display room where, in 



part of our cultural heritage. Public collections, in 
particular, are entrusted with the task of preserving 
this heritage and are therefore under increasing 
pressure to turn their attention to the aspect of 
conservation as well. In the process, DACollection/
DAStore seeks to support the rationale and to provide 
practical assistance.

One of the motives for launching the DAStore/
DACollection project is the observation that although 
there is always an interest in buying media art 
for example on the part of municipal purchasing 
commissions - it is considered risky because of the 
many uncertainties involved. Museum curators also 
appear reluctant to display media art because of 
apparently insurmountable technical hurdles. Yet 
digitalisation has radically changed most of the 
techniques of production, culture and imaging in our 
society to an extent that is perhaps comparable only 
with the impact of the invention of photography. 
Internet usage continues to soar. Digital media is 
shaping the cultural practice of a new generation just 
as television and cinema shaped earlier generations. 
Art - often digital art - explores the means and 
strategies of imaging in society and reflects on their 
limits.

To learn more about the conditions required to 
introduce net art in the art market, we have teamed 
up with the Institute of Art at the Basel School of 
Design to launch the research project Owning online 
Art. Study for a Netart-Gallery. In collaboration with 
various Swiss colleges and universities, a discussion 
on the commercialisation and collectibility of net art 
was conducted in the form of a dialogue with an inter-
disciplinary team. The aim of the study was to promote 
the DAStore in its nascent phase and to support it  
with research.

Owning online Art debates various economies, such 
as the economy of the market, of innovation and 
of recognition, or aspects of the economy for free, 
immaterial commodities. Art historians draw up lines 
of enquiry based on media history regarding the 
relationship between internet art and the market, 
and analyse the aesthetic context of selected works 
of net art. The past and present development of the 
commercial offer and the collection of net art are 
examined and models developed for the restoration of 
net-based work. A conference with scientists and artists 
and interviews with museums and collection curators 
and with international and Swiss artists experienced in 

net art reinforce the empirical basis of the study. 

The DAStore made its first public appearance only 
recently in September 2009. With the works of six 
artists from our commercial programme we were 
invited to Shanghai to participate in eARTS BEYOND - 
International Gallery Exhibition of Media Art. That the 
first public appearance of DAStore should be in a city 
with a population three times the size of Switzerland 
bodes well for the future of the project.

www.digital-art-store.com

The DAStore at the exhibition eARTS BEYOND in Shanghai. In 
the picture a work by Jodi

Annette Schindler is an art historian. She was director 
of Kunsthaus Glarus from 1992-1997 followed by the 
Swiss Institute New York from 1997-2000. Since 2000 
she has been director of art and new media [plug.in] in 
Basel and was part of a joint venture that founded the 
Shift Festival of Electronic Arts in Basel in 2007. Annette 
Schindler regularly curates exhibitions, events, and 
seminars on media art and digital culture. Besides her 
activities abroad, the most recent being coordinating 
the Swiss projects in the exhibition Synthetic Times 
Media Art China 2008 in Beijing 2008, Annette 
Schindler, as a new media expert, is a frequent member 
of national and international juries and commissions.
http://www.iplugin.org

Art historian Reinhard Storz lectures on art and media 
history at the Basel School of Design/University of 
Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland. He also 
publishes the online platform xcult.org that has 
been promoting digital culture and the production 
of internet-based art since 1995. In co-production 
with various Swiss cultural institutes, Storz has 
curated several online art projects that have included 
contributions from international artists and authors. 
Storz also publishes texts on art critique and heads a 
research project titled Owning online Art Study for a 
Netart Gallery.
http://www.xcult.org
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Peter Schneider 

The psychoanalyst Peter Schneider is much in demand for 
interviews by the Swiss media. Schneider, who is believed 
to be a cautious cultural optimist, received an award for 
applied psychology, which underscored his ability to ‘build 
bridges’. The following ‘conversation’ developed into a 
written game of ping pong with the playing surface 
comprising quotes from the media theorists Vilém Flusser 
and Marshall McLuhan. 

How does a psychoanalyst build bridges today? Today, 
as against the time of Freud when there was no 
computer and no digital network?

Bridges can be built with diverse technical tools. To 
speak in the words of Levi-Strauss - it is a kind of 
bricolage: one may and must use the materials that 
happen to be available. This is what distinguishes 
it from the art of engineering that is used in bridge 
construction. In contrast to constructed bridges, bridges 
that are built are always makeshift. They create points 
of contact just where one needs them for a particular 
reason; they can be dismantled and then used to 
create completely new links. The act of bridge building 
is not an end in itself but a means to achieve vastly 
differing goals. To put it a little less metaphorically: 
when one builds bridges between psychoanalysis and 
philosophy or business or whatever, one does not set up 
a common ‘interdisciplinary’ structure, but experiments 
with venturing into another field to discover something 
there that can be used for one’s own thought processes, 
or to test the usefulness of familiar figures of thought 
on unknown ground.

Are we today in the process of destroying our ability 
to make history yet again by putting too much 
information about ourselves on the internet, on CDs 
and on hard disks?

Nothing is being destroyed here. But something is 
certainly being changed. Where nothing written is 
handed down, the lines separating the past, present 

and future are softer. Oral tradition builds on repetition, 
the past does not deposit sediment, as does written 
tradition. Book printing and the internet are creating 
new time structures. Archives are possible; on the 
internet, the option of building an archive is giving way 
to widespread simultaneity. This makes old pictures, for 
instance from the subconscious which is an inaccessible 
archive within which the elements are arranged in 
timeless simultaneity, less plausible. This timelessness 
is, after all, a characteristic of internet consciousness, 
yet in which it is no longer a product of suppression. 

When is there a change in the talk about 
consciousness?

For instance, when new options in technology come 
up with new metaphors and comparisons that are 
more plausible, make more powerful statements, or 
are simply more elegant. Or to address something 
new that could only be poorly formulated in the old 
images, if at all.

Can one go so far as to say that the computer and the 
net are changing the way in which countries such as 
Switzerland perceive themselves? How would such a 
change be described?

Firstly, the future cannot be predicted. Of course 
computer networks transcend national borders, but 
they do not destroy them. Differing systems global 
and national are not mutually exclusive per se; but 
as shown by the attempts to control the internet 
with regard to the laws of a country they can come  
into conflict.

Is a co-existence of different forms of time and 
consciousness with reference to states and subjects 
conceivable?

Yes. This kind of co-existence is not only conceivable, 
it is reality. And goes back as far as our written history 
itself. One can only speak of culture (and history) when 

Building bridges  Building bridges  Building bridges  
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one is also aware that other cultures are different. In 
other words: culture is a notion that always embraces 
the idea of difference.

How would you describe consciousness to someone 
who cannot read, write or count, and lives on another 
planet?

In an elementary sense, all explanations are redundant 
if one can assume that this alien being has a 
consciousness: everyone with a sense of consciousness 
takes it for granted, and yet it is precisely this taking for 
granted that impedes understanding. In other words, I 
would try to explain how people have tried at different 
times to retreat behind this implicitness, tried to 
understand it by using comparisons, images, metaphors 
that facilitate both recognition and alienation. And I 
would talk about problematising consciousness through 
phenomena such as delusion, perceptual illusion and 
dreams. Based on the assumption that the being is un-
conscious, mentally active, but without direct access 
to consciousness.

The media theorist Vilém Flusser once wrote: “If one 
wants to understand an apparatus, one must try to pit 
it against its stubborn absurdity; in other words, break 
free of the universal rhythm with the danger of being 
flung centrifugally into nothing.”

By apparatus Flusser implied corporations such as 
the state-run radio and television broadcasting 
companies. What does an apparatus look like today? 
Has it become invisible? Is the internet also an 
apparatus that controls us? Mr. Schneider, what hope 
do you see today?

There is no universal physiognomy for such an 
‘apparatus’. I dislike generalised diagnoses of culture. 
While they have much to suggest, they have nothing 
to say. It is no coincidence that a thorough analysis 
of power mechanisms as described by Foucault is 
based on a meticulous analysis of detail, culminating 

eventually in the diagnosis that there is no such things 
as THE power; there are instead only flexible strategies 
which one cannot simply oppose but can at best avoid. 
Yet, in reality, these strategies, which often aim to see 
everything, tend to remain unseen. They do not flaunt 
their power, but conceal it. However, there is no simple 
way of opposing the act of controlling and of being 
controlled. Not even on the internet. And therefore I 
am also not obliged to decide between optimism and 
realism. A realistic criticism of the details seems easier 
to grasp, and there is certainly much to be done here. 
For example, one must ask oneself: How does Google 
change the way in which we acquire information? To 
be able to answer such questions, one should, as far 
as possible, resist the temptation to glorify the process 
of searching and finding with the help of a library 
catalogue card. Only the extent to which one learns 
to handle an apparatus, can foster an understanding 
of how we are controlled by the way in which it 
functions.

Can we still manage today without technicians who 
provide us with software and hardware with which we 
can read and write? Was it ever different? Can you 
do without technicians if you want to publish on the 
internet, for instance?

In the good old days a publisher and printer were 
indispensable when one wanted to publish. Today, 
with a bit of know-how, one can accomplish this 
oneself on the computer, if necessary. However, as 
soon as the tasks become more complex, we require 
specialists again. Computer technology is like driving 
a car: in contrast to the early days of the automobile, 
today one no longer has to be a mechanic to get one’s 
vehicle moving; but neither can one simply make do 
with spanner and pliers when something needs to be 
repaired. I designed my first website myself; I now have 
it designed.
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Vilém Flusser claimed that “art and science must 
be seen as political disciplines.” Do science and art 
resemble each other? Is a scientific study of the soul 
conceivable without art? 

Of course they are similar. Ever since the philosophy 
of science bid farewell to the paradigm of the 
ideal language and we turned our attention to the 
history and sociology of science, this has become 
commonplace. And psychoanalysis has always been 
not only the science of the soul but also rhetoric and 
the art of interpretation.

Has writing changed at all? 

Yes. Wikipedia for instance has led to the emergence 
of a new form of lexicography, not only as regards the 
new manner of referring to something through hyper 
links (a dynamic reference that is undergoing constant 
change) but also with regard to the position of the 
‘expert’. There is a new ‘author function’. But now one 
must beware of being anthropologically intimidated by 
such statements and take care not to announce the 
death of the author. 

What do you mean by anthropologica l ly 
intimidated?

With this expression I mean that when we know 
that new techniques and practices do not remain 
extrinsic, we should not always conclude that a major 
technological innovation automatically results in 
humankind reinventing itself from scratch.

“For me this is a model of future ethics: to be 
aware of one’s limitations and to be compelled by  
my limitations to be able to recognise others”  
(Vilém Flusser). How can one be aware of one’s 
limitations today when one can send an inconceivable 
number of mails and messages and so communicate 
with others?

Quite simple: try to retrieve an email that you have 
already sent; or to delete a photograph of yourself on 

the internet. And you will soon be very aware of your 
limitations.

Let us move from Flusser to McLuhan: “Instead of 
crawling into a corner and whinging about what the 
media does with us, one should sound the bugle for an 
attack and kick them in the electrodes.”

Have you ever kicked the media in the electrodes? 
What would constitute an attack on the media 
today?

For example the hard disk recorder than allows one to 
fast forward the commercials.

“Every new technology calls for a new war” (Marshall 
McLuhan). What do the wars required by mobile 
phones look like?

The misery of ‘Kulturkritik’ starts when one would like 
to use a good aphorism to derive prophecies about the 
future of human society. 

“In a culture like ours that has long been used to 
fragmenting and dividing everything in order to bring it 
under control, it is a minor shock to be reminded that in 
function as well as practical application, the medium is 
the message.” (Marshall McLuhan). 

Which habits does the internet change and which the 
mobile phone? How do you explain the sentence: the 
medium is the message?

One of the usual complaints about the mobile phone 
is that the people whom one listens to when making 
a call have nothing important to say. This charge 
completely misjudges the performative aspect of 
language. The complaint about the ‘message-lessness’ 
of the medium is the media-theory version of whinging 
about meaningless mobile phones. One can counter this 
argument by saying that the grooming of monkeys is 
not just a hygienic act but a social one too, which is 
not rendered pointless by the fact that there may be no 
lice at all in the animal’s fur.

Peter Schneider was born in 1957 in Dorsten, Germany and now lives in Zurich, Switzerland. He studied philosophy, 
German literature and some psychology in Bochum, Münster and Zurich, and graduated in 1983 with an M.A. in 
philosophy. He subsequently studied psychoanalysis at the department of psychoanalysis in Zurich, obtained his 
doctorate in psychology in 1987, and completed his post-doctoral thesis in 2004. 
Schneider teaches at various universities and is a lecturer in psychoanalytic psychotherapy at the University of Zurich. 
Since 2004 he has been an associate professor for psychoanalysis at the University of Bremen, Germany. He has had 
his own practice since 1988. Peter Schneider is also a satirist and columnist (he appears every day on Swiss radio DRS3 
and has a weekly column in the Swiss newspapers Sonntagszeitung and the Tages-Anzeiger). Professor Schneider has 
published several books and, in collaboration with Bruno Deckert, brings out Sphèressays.  
http://www.peterschneider.info
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Nils Röller: Would you like to share with us some 
insights into the Geneva Lake Region where you are 
now based? (It seems to be in no way comparable 
with Silicon Valley, but nevertheless a region which 
will influence the history of computing).

The region is a delightful part of the world and 
at the crossroads of international policy making, 
science, medicine, technology, fine engineering 
and private banking. The United Nations (UN), 
World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), World 
Trade Organization (WTO), World Health Organization 
(WHO), World Meteorological Organization (WMO), 
International Committee of the Red Cross (CICR), World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF), World Economic Fund (WEF) 
and numerous Non-Governmental Organizations 
all bring vast amounts of intellectual capital to the 
region. Research into high-energy particle physics 
is conducted at CERN, the European Centre for 
Nuclear Research, and from this establishment the 
World Wide Web infrastructure and HTTP protocol 
emerged. From the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de 
Lausanne (EPFL) we saw the successful design of 
the Swiss yacht ‘Alinghi’, the two times America’s 
Cup winner, a combined fete of human leadership, 
technology and scientific computing. In addition, the 
well known global leader in computer peripherals 
Logitec emerged from EPFL.

The Geneva Lake Region has for many years been 
a crucible for precision engineering. Today it is 
applying nano-technology and IT knowledge to the 
mix, and moving rapidly into med-tech and green-
tech applications.

NR: Computing Pioneer Alan Turing saved the life 
of many people in the Second World War due to 
his genius at cracking the Enigma code. What is 
the situation today? What is the leading edge in 
the computer world of today? Are there chances 

that pioneering computer research will enable us 
to save lives in the future?

Information Technology within medical and life 
science applications is where the greatest long-
term opportunity exists to improve human health 
and save lives. From drug discovery to non-invasive 
surgery to brain simulation and stimulation, IT is 
driving great improvements on the medical paradigm 
of the past. We will all benefit from the coming wave 
of pioneering IT activities in this field, but it takes 
time to change the practices and processes that have 
been in place for many years.

Saving lives in the short term however, is best 
done by accelerating the engagement of IT in the 
environmental, climate and Earth sciences. Read the 
local newspapers to see the increasingly common 
occurrence of natural disasters and the concomitant 
loss of human life: Earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, 
mudslides, droughts, dust-storms and wildfires. It 
is obvious that we do not yet fully understand the 
complex dynamics of our home planet, but I believe 
that it is high time for us to apply our very best IT 
instruments to this task.  

NR: Are there different approaches between 
building, programming and using computers in 
Switzerland and in the US?

Historically there has been a significant difference: 
the US is the leader in developing fundamental 
aspects of computing, such as operating systems, 
languages, compilers, middleware, and the like. 
Switzerland, on the other hand (and the same can 
be said for most of Europe), has been a champion 
in applying IT to its own areas of specialization-
precision engineering, pharmaceuticals, food 
processing, medical devices, robotics, banking, etc., 
at the application level.

Interview with Bob Bishop - 
A trend of computing 
Interview with Bob Bishop - 
A trend of computing
Interview with Bob Bishop - 
A trend of computing 
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Progressively however, the Internet, ‘cloud computing’ 
and G3/G4 mobile phone technology are blurring 
the difference as to where IT developments take 
place. And we should keep in mind that India and 
East Asia are rapidly contributing to the entire IT 
industry spectrum from manufacturing, Research 
and Development (R&D) and system integration out 
through full commercial and scientific application 
deployments. We should therefore consider that the 
IT industry is now truly global, and that any aspect 
of it can be carried out in any geography. 

NR: You have a dream in which computational 
simulations and experiments are running 
simultaneously. Please share your general ideas 
with us: do you think that simulation and 
experimentation will converge?

I think that theory, experiment and simulation go 
hand-in-glove. In fact, we can say that computational 
simulation is becoming the third branch of science 
after theory and simulation and it is accelerating all 
aspects of scientific discovery.

Essentially, simulation enables us to ask ‘what 
if’ questions in the computer, and check out the 
consequences quickly, with minimal expense, and 
without safety concerns. Simulation assumes 
that we have successfully modeled the situation 
accurately into the computer as a starting point. If 
the model is correct, then the simulation essentially 
allows the model to ‘run’, which will then predict 
outcomes that can be confirmed experimentally. If 
these outcomes are not confirmed experimentally, 
then the model is in some way not correct and will 
therefore need to be modified. By asking ‘what if’ 
certain changes are made to the model, and then re-
running the simulation, we can explore the necessary 
changes to ultimately arrive at congruence between 
the model and the experimental results.

My belief is that by tightly coordinating experimental 
activities with modeling and simulation activities in 
near real-time, one can let experimental observations 
guide the modeling and simulations, and vice versa, 
thereby iterating onto a correct understanding and 
formulation of the underlying physical phenomenon 
rather quickly. ‘Mutually steering ourselves into the 
unknown’, so to speak.

We should keep in mind that scientific discovery 
requires not only a conceptual understanding of 
a problem, but a detailed modeling and predictive 
capability as well.

NR: CERN has made the WWW popular. What will 
be the benefits and the pay-offs of the research 
you are currently engaged with for the global 
community?

From successful brain science simulation work, 
the pay-offs will be enormous: The World Health 
organization (WHO) estimates that the social cost 
of brain dysfunction for all of humanity exceeds 
$1 trillion US dollars per year. We would hope to 
relieve some of this cost and help sufferers along 
the way.

For successful Earth science simulation work, we 
would produce earlier warnings of extreme weather 
events, such as tornadoes, typhoons, hurricanes, 
tropical storms, and heat-waves. We would foresee a 
non-normal Monsoon season. We would have some 
chance to adapt to and mitigate the development 
mistakes of past eras that have put most of our cities 
in the flood plain of certain rivers or on coastlines 
with rising sea-levels. We could plan a low-carbon 
future with more confidence of the outcome than 
we can at present, and we could more accurately 
foresee the global consequences of geo-engineering 
projects that are currently being contemplated. With 
some luck, we could also achieve more accuracy in 
Earthquake forecasting, both location and timing. 

A forest of neurons. A dye is injected into each neuron and 
then developed in order to reveal the morphology. This image 
shows a minute fraction of the cells and connections within 
the microcircuitry of the neocortex. This picture is taken from: 
www.bluebrain.epfl.com.
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Bob Bishop began his scientific life as a physicist, earning a first class Hons. B.Sc. in mathematical physics from the 
University of Adelaide, an M.Sc. from the Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences at New York University and 
his Dr.Sc. honoris causa from the University of Queensland. He joined Digital Equipment Corporation in 1968 at its 
headquarters in Maynard, Massachusetts. In 1982 he became the international vice-president for Apollo Computer Inc, 
and then joined Silicon Graphics Inc in 1986 as founding president of the SGI World Trade Corporation. He was chair 
and CEO of Silicon Graphics, Inc., from 1999 to 2005. Today, he is involved in a broad range of global initiatives. Among 
these, two projects stand out: The Blue Brain Project and an Earth Science Project. The first has the ambitious goal of 
attempting to reverse-engineer the mammalian brain in order to understand human brain function and dysfunction 
through detailed simulations. The second is about creating an International Centre for Earth Simulation (ICES), 
specifically designed to provide input to guide the successful transformation of human society in an era of rapid 
climate change and frequent natural disasters.

ICES Digital Photography Montage. Dimensions: w 24” x h 24”. Artist Concept created by Tony DeVarco and Bonnie DeVarco. © 2009 
Tony and Bonnie DeVarco, Bob Bishop and the International Centre for Earth Simulation. Some of the source imagery used to make 
this work is courtesy of NASA.
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Reinhard Storz

Based in Basel, Xcult is an independent and curated art 
platform in the World Wide Web. The aim of the project 
is to promote net-based art and the online publication 
of texts on art and media theory. Xcult is privately 
operated and has a limited budget. It requires nothing 
more than a laptop and a server, the curatorial work  
is unpaid, and no long-term pledges are made to the 
public. The first ten years of Xcult’s existence could  
be described as a Swiss community project; today  
it is a launch pad for the development of larger  
offshoot projects. 

Xcult - the parent project

Xcult was launched in 1995 under the name of thing.
ch, and was intended to be the Swiss hub for the 
international art network thing.net. The platform 
continued under the name of xcult.org two years later 
and offered certain artists the opportunity to publish 
their online works or texts under the Xcult address. 
Several artists initially needed our support because 
they either lacked computer experience or were not 
well versed in web publication. The core idea of Xcult 
took shape in this initial phase and was reflected in 
the following programme: a select group of artists 
will realise their new online works on the server, using 
the Xcult address. Not only does this give them public 
exposure to the users of the platform, but they are 
also provided with a curated project environment. 
The quality of the contributions and the ongoing 
expansion boost demand for the Xcult address and 
keep the platform alive. As there is no money involved 
in the interaction between authors, the public and the 
platform, the objective and monetary value lie in the 
attention accorded to an author’s work and to Xcult 
for its role as intermediary. The public is offered an 
address where one can learn more about the online 
work of Swiss and international artists. Over the last 
15 years, more than 150 artists and authors, two thirds 

of whom live in Switzerland, have contributed to the 
Xcult programme. 

The Xcult offshoot projects

The Xcult concept includes regular offshoot projects 
in which artists and authors are invited to work on a 
common theme. Six larger projects have emerged since 
1995. We seek financial assistance for these projects 
and we enter into production partnerships with public 
institutions. Xcult’s reputation is mobilised in order to 
pay project participants somewhat realistic production 
costs. Our work in the global network is also influenced 
by local economic conditions. In our more recent 
projects, the remuneration for artists from low-income 
countries can help them get by for several weeks;  
for artists from Tokyo or New York it barely covers a 
month’s salary. 

The manner in which such art and text projects are 
published on the internet has yet to be fully explored. 
It can be compared with a virtual art exhibition, an 
online television channel or an e-newspaper. Yet such 
comparisons with older channels of communication 
prove above all that the quality of the recent media - 
the internet with its multimedia formats - must first 
be discovered and explored further. 

From the very outset, the selection of topics for the 
Xcult offshoot projects has dealt with the issues of 
understanding reality and use of the media in the 
information society. The internet as a new means of 
publishing images (Schnittselle Netzhaut, 1995/96), 
WWW commercialisation (shopping mall, 1998), 
a collective hyper text narration of identity issues 
(The Ram Show, 1999), miniatures of the attention 
economy (shrink to fit, 2001/02), and our web 
television bastard channel (2004/05) our projects 
to date have dealt with themes that fall within this 
spectrum. In our experience, the preparatory phase 
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or concept development, fund raising and interacting 
with artists and authors is just as lengthy as the 
stimulating phase of project realisation.

Beam Me Up - the ongoing offshoot 
project

Our new project Beam Me Up is based on the 
assumption that the understanding of space in the 
information society is subject to increasing change. 
In the digital age we use terms such as cyberspace, 
globalisation and World Wide Web, even though we 
had barely grasped the dimensions of electricity and 
communication specific to the power network, the 
telephone and the radio. With audio-visual means we 
conquer a new space for communication that presents 
itself as a space for images and action, for symbols 
and real presences. 

For the online project Beam Me Up we invite artists 
and authors from different disciplines and different 
countries to deal with the concept of space in art-
related contributions and essays. The concept is thus 
interpreted according to images and texts, artistic and 
philosophical models as well as scientific experience. 
Artists from North and South America, Europe, India, 
China and Japan are involved in the project.

Within the framework of Beam Me Up, we are 
interested in phenomena such as Second Life, 
international call centres, the understanding of space 
in astronomy, nano technology and the theatre stage, 
as well as mythological and religious spaces, and the 
cyberspace of the internet. For the project, the Zurich 
media artist Marc Lee developed the search engine pic-
me.com that searches for names beyond the internet 
and uses associated data to draw up new profiles 
of people. The result is hybrid characters that are 
sometimes closer to reality on this side while at other 
times they appear to be pure constructs, crossbreeds 
between completely alien identities. 

Other artistic and scientific contributions deal with 
the cosmos, with the search for the dark material and 
the difficulty of creating meaningful images of outer 
space. One of the works shows fictitious images of the 
Phoenix lander, encased in ice on Mars; in actual fact 
these are real webcam images of a frozen toaster in a 
freezer in the New York studio of the artist. For another 
contribution, artists and visitors from three continents 
were invited to a Second Life performance. With the 
use of digital and conceptual art, spaces in time, 
sound, image and colour are opened up, the experience 
of which is not tied directly to the architectural and 
topographical space. Thus the psychedelic colour 
canals in the work of Monica Studer and Christoph 
van den Berg lead us on a virtual journey through 
transcendental spaces, a journey that relies on a 
scientific base and produces strong psychological and 
emotional overtones. 

www.xcult.org

www.beam-me.net

The contribution pic-me.com of Zurich artist Marc Lee 

Art historian Reinhard Storz lectures on art and 
media history at the Basel School of Design/University 
of Applied Sciences Northwestern Switzerland. He 
also publishes the online platform xcult.org that has 
been promoting digital culture and the production 
of internet-based art since 1995. In co-production 
with various Swiss cultural institutes, Storz has 
curated several online art projects that have included 
contributions from international artists and authors. 
Storz also publishes texts on art critique and heads a 
research project titled Owning online Art Study for a 
Netart Gallery.
http://www.xcult.org
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Helga Nowotny, who specialises in the study of science 
and technology, has defined the spreading of a new 
mode of producing knowledge, which she claims is 
undermining traditional innovation based on specific 
disciplines and linear in form.1 This change is linked to 
the rapid multiplication of knowledge production, and 
its causes and effects are manifold. The background 
of this new principle of organisation is formed, on the 
one hand, by the globalisation of science and research, 
and, on the other, by the expansion of the level of 
education and, hence, the increasing distribution 
of knowledge within society. It also includes the 
increasing complexity of issues relevant to society, the 
steadily growing pressure of problems as well as the 
fact that, for basic research, concrete and extremely 
varied areas of application are beginning to play a 
greater role than generalised situations confined to 
the field of science.

This perspective reaches beyond the sciences and can 
be applied to the art system. The rapid multiplication 
of novelty in art is a consequence of the increasingly 
numerous and diverse means of production and 
marketing that can be activated within and outside 
the art system. It has become self-evident for art to 
encroach upon other fields of knowledge, competence 
and activities in many different ways, and the scope 
of action is no longer restricted to the post-industrial 
countries of the West. This expanded scope of action 

Christoph Schenker

1 Helga Nowotny, “Transdisziplinäre Wissensproduktion eine Antwort auf die Wissensexplosion?” in: Friedrich Stadler (ed.), Wissenschaft als 
Kultur. Österreichs Beitrag zur Moderne (Vienna: Springer, 1997), 177195; , “Grenzen und Grenzenlosigkeit: Kreativität und Wissensdistribution” 
in: Jörg Huber and Martin Heller (eds.), Konturen des Unentschiedenen (Basel: Stroemfeld, 1997), 151172; , et. al., Wissenschaft neu denken. 
Wissen und Gesellschaft in einem Zeitalter der Ungewissheit (Weilerswist: Velbrück Wissenschaft, 2004); , “Wissenschaft neu denken. 
Vom verlässlichen Wissen zum gesellschaftlich robusten Wissen” in: Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung (ed.), Die Verfasstheit der Wissensgesellschaft 
(Münster: Westfälisches Dampfboot, 2006), 2442. 
2 On the concept of the intellectual, see Jean-François Lyotard, “Tomb of the Intellectual” (French 1983) in: Political Writings (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1993).
3 On appreciation and appreciators, see Ludwig Wittgenstein, “Lectures on Aesthetics” (1938) in: Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, 
Psychology and Religious Belief (California: University of California Press, 1966), 140.
4 On the relationship of science and public, see Priska Gisler, Michael Guggenheim, et. al., Imaginierte Laien. Die Macht der Vorstellung in 
wissenschaftlichen Expertisen (Weilerswist: Velbrück Wissenschaft, 2004).

in all its aspects goes hand-in-hand with the steadily 
accelerating speed of ever new developments. Helga 
Nowotny speaks of the “knowledge explosion” that has 
been triggered by innumerous scientists scattered all 
over the world and mutually connected in a closely 
knit network of research institutes. Similarly, new 
work is created with greater and greater speed in 
the art system as well. This accelerating momentum 
increasingly curtails the half-life not only of the 
market value of artworks but also of their artistic and 
social relevance.

It is impossible for any single scientist or artist to take 
in, let alone master, the wealth of knowledge and 
innovation in art and science that is available in today’s 
highly developed civilisations. Traditionally, specialised 
disciplines and organisations attempt to cope with 
the rapidly rising flood of knowledge and innovation 
and to define manageable domains by introducing 
additional classifications and hierarchies. These 
correspond to the differentiation and specialisation 
that underlie modern civilisation’s social, economic 
and political achievements. Functional differentiation 
is illustrated, for example, by the institutional 
specialisation of universities, art academies and 
higher institutes of education, by distinguishing basic 
research, applied research and the development of 
marketable products, or indeed by distinguishing 
scientists, artists, intellectuals,2 appreciators3 and lay 
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experts.4 Within the art system, such differentiation 
may involve the distinction between art intra muros 
and art extra muros5 as well as the classification 
of art by material, technique, medium, extension in 
space and time, function and context. But it may also 
be expressed in the “art world community”6 and the 
workings of its institutions through the social and 
cultural hierarchy’s educational capital, information 
capital and economic capital. Within the context 
of the ideal whole of contemporary art, artists are 
becoming increasingly more specialised, and now 
beginning to work as “micrologies”.7 On the other hand, 
however, they address a range of issues and concerns 
in the interests of making a successful contribution 
that goes beyond conventional borders and no longer 
defers to traditional classifications by media, discipline 
and discourse, nor by function, type of use, principle, 
subject matter or style.8 Between micro and macro, 
customary categories are eroding in both art and 
academia; their boundaries are becoming blurred, soft 
and permeable. Even such firmly established social 
categories as state, market, culture and science have 
become fuzzy and unclear.

The new form of knowledge production, which Helga 
Nowotny calls “mode 2” in contrast to its conventional 
predecessor, “mode 1”, is characterised by elements 
that also largely apply to art projects in public space. 
These include transdisciplinarity as a privileged form of 
knowledge production and the attendant site-specific 

5 Daniel Buren, “Kann die Kunst die Strasse erobern?” in: Klaus Bussmann, et. al. (eds..), Skulptur. Projekte in Münster 1997 (Ostfildern-Ruit: 
Gerd Hatje, 1997), 482507.
6 Ulf Wuggenig, “Soziale und kulturelle Differenz. Die Segmentierung des Publikums der Kunst” in: Heinz Schütz (ed.), Stadt Kunst (Regensburg: 
Lindinger + Schmid, 2001), 3359. 
7 Jean-François Lyotard, The Sublime and the Avant-Garde (French 1985) in: , The Inhuman (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), 89-107.
8 Cf. Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” (1979) in: , The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths 
(Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1986), 276-290. Krauss introduces new concepts for postmodern art forms to which the term sculpture no 
longer applies.
9 Buren 1997 (see note 5).

production of knowledge, in other words, knowledge 
produced for a specific context. The new mode 
prevails primarily in non-hierarchical undertakings 
staffed by a heterogeneous combination of people. 
Research groups are frequently formed for a limited 
period of time and transcend established institutional 
boundaries in selecting their members. Moreover, the 
involvement of different agents and stakeholders 
increases the commitment to instituting a dialogue in 
the public sphere. One far-reaching consequence of 
this new form of knowledge production has been to 
extend the spectrum of traditional scientific criteria to 
include “context-sensitive” criteria, in other words to 
expand “reliable knowledge” through the addition of 
“socially robust knowledge”. The process of knowledge 
production has become more open and reflective. The 
diffusion of this mode has led Helga Nowotny to rethink 
the epistemological foundations of science. Similarly 
one might inquire whether art extra muros, which 
explicitly engages in dialogue with the public, forms a 
field within the system of art that could serve as a point 
of departure for rethinking the concept of art.

Art projects in the public sphere are currently caught 
up in an extremely complex situation. This situation 
is determined not only by spatial, architectural and 
aesthetic concerns but equally by social and economic, 
political, cultural and historical factors. In fact, the 
relations are so complex and the demands of the 
situation so exacting that they cannot be resolved 
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by the artist alone. Artists must therefore rely on 
the expertise of other specialists in order to take 
appropriate action.9 And since there is no longer any 
consensus on generally binding knowledge and basic 
values in our pluralistic, fragmented world, knowledge 
has to be tailor-made from case to case and artistic 
projects have to be developed for the specific local 
context. In addition, artists no longer treat context as 
a framework to which they respond in creating their 
works of art; instead, it has become the very medium 
of their work. They intervene in a situation and 
interact directly with its stakeholders. Art in dialogue 
with the public sphere has a working tradition of its 

Christoph Schenker is head of the Institute for Contemporary Arts Research IFCAR at the Zurich University of the Arts 
ZHdK, Switzerland. Principal areas of research and teaching interest: artistic research, philosophy of art, art and the 
public sphere, contemporary art, transculturality. 
http://www.ifcar.ch 

own, whose objective is not only to be artistically 
right but also socially relevant. Context, society and 
public obviously play a role in all art, even art intra 
muros, functioning as a stronger or weaker factor, as 
a more or less reflecting background phenomenon 
or as the implicit or explicit subject matter. This 
applies especially to long-term art projects that tie 
in with living experience. Here, all of these mutually 
interacting relations to context, society and public 
become more explicit, complex and conflict-prone. 
Exposed as a problem, they form an integral part of the 
artwork’s concept. The laboratory of art is its context; 
its partner is the public.10
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Barbara Ellmerer: hallocenogenic 2006. Source: www.journalfuerkunstsexundmathematik.ch
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What do art, sex and mathematics have in common? A 
fair amount it seems, if one is to go by what the journal 
of the same name suggests. Put online as E-Zine in late 
2006, the journal offers new contributions virtually 
every day. And it certainly knows how to spring a few 
surprises in the process.

By way of example: a day before Christmas 2006 
one saw a small, black, lonely figure huddled by a 
swimming pool. To witness a scene like this on that 
particular date is so rare that one is almost forced 
to conclude that this has to be art. However, it is 
not quite so conclusive, because this amounts to a 
classical conditioning of perception. After all, the point 
in question here is not just an image, but an entry in a 
blog, which can actually be entered under the specific 
subject category, as is the case in online journals such 
as this. If one knows a little bit about the scene, one 
would have immediately recognised the author of 
the work: Yves Netzhammer, a Swiss artist and expert 
in digital drawing. That mathematics is inherent in 
his hybrid worlds, which may be created with rigid 
lines yet mushroom into infinite transformations and 
metamorphoses, is obvious not only because the work 
is computer generated.

In contrast, the neighbourhood in which his works 
crop up here appears infinitely stranger. In addition 
to the works of two colleagues Barbara Ellmerer and 
Daniela Keiser - one is also surrounded by all kinds of 
texts to read. However, these texts are by no means 
dedicated solely to art, but also deal with what at 
a glance seem to be rather obscure themes such as 
the idea of a “female seed”, similar to the male seed, 
that was prevalent in the Middle Ages, or Abyssinian 
Farmers’ Multiplication. Barbara Ellmerer’s lucid 
water colours, in particular, provide for poetic breaks 
in the rigid mathematics of the blog format: with 
sensually flowing forms that seem to be the forbidden 
fruit of analytical thought when placed alongside 
Netzhammer’s constructs; with colour gradients and 
delicate dabs that settle on the lines of the screen like 
flower dust from Novalis’s fragments and are yet as 
precise as the thoughts on science that the Romantic 
poet expressed in verbal images.

It is precisely this blend that constitutes the 
programme of the project. Besides Netzhammer, 
Ellmerer and Keiser, the project team includes the 
media theorist Nils Röller and the author Urs Faes. 

It is not for nothing that the magazine is called the 
Journal for Art, Sex and Mathematics and what could 
be better suited for an exploratory stroll through the 
territory that spans these terms than a blog, quite 
simply the current medium of the data dandy, both 
male and female. Thoughts, finds, quotes, be they 
texts or pictures: whatever can be arranged within 
this system of coordinates finds a place, the individual 
location reflecting the date of the entry, provided 
we momentarily ignore the criteria determining 
selection: beyond values and hierarchies. It is 
concurrently linked to several other entries, through 
chronological texts and by being assigned to one  
or more categories next to “Art”, it would logically  
be “Sex” and “Mathematics”, and the column titled 
“Uncategorized” where Netzhammer prefers to file  
his images.

In terms of perspective, an increasingly close-knit 
fabric is thus woven, but one that is also increasingly 
frayed at the edges and will probably never turn out to 
be congruent with what other people would imagine 
now or at any other time as a web in which these very 
terms are closely interlinked.

In fact everyone who reads the magazine will gain a 
different impression of the area handled, depending on 
how she or he researches the blog: Preferably linear, 
day after day retracing the path that the authors 
tread? Or perhaps still choosing to start with art? Or 
is it sex that is most alluring? If yes, how do we take it 
further if we perhaps unexpectedly initially encounter 
abstract and pastose close-ups of paintings: real and 
extremely sensual, but in no way similar to what is 
otherwise concealed under this keyword in pertinent 
online offers.

There is no doubt that the journal is the rage not 
only because it uses modern media technology. While 
the beauty of mathematics is one of the classical 
reference values in our culture - at least since the 
Renaissance invoked the artes liberals and made 
antique science useful for art and art history, sex 
and art also seem to have belonged together since 
time immemorial, as can easily be borne out by a 
visit to the nearest good museum. And prominent 
precedents can be found for what perhaps at first 
sight seems to be the rather unusual ménage à trois 
of art, sex and mathematics - examples include 
Alfred Jarry or surrealism, within the context of 
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Yves Netzhammer: no title 2009. Source: www.journalfuerkunstsexundmathematik.ch
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which Man Ray photographed the mathematical 
models of a Henri Poincare as erotic sculptures and 
Max Ernst occasionally used graphs from textbooks 
as inventory for unequivocally ambiguous scenes in  
his collages.

It cannot however be overlooked that this field is 
experiencing a renewed boom. It may also have 
something to do with the visibly heightened interest 
in the aesthetics of scientific pictures and models in 
the arts and, with reference to the artists in whose 
work even mathematics can then acquire a new erotic 
aspect. It is probably the digital media that we have 
to thank more than anything else for the fact that 
computer art is popular not only with those who 
for all intents and purposes have to struggle with 
the legacy of Charles Babbage’s Difference Engine 
namely the computers that are considered historical 
computers avant la lettre: Projects announcing a new 
obsession with “information aesthetics” have sprung 
up across the internet, more than anywhere else. For 
the time being one can only guess that there is more 
behind their intensity than love for the beauty of 
proportion, numbers and codes; we will probably not 
have to wait much longer for further reflections on 
these ramifications by cultural theory experts such 
as Friedrich Kittler who was quick to understood how 
to make calculators sexy even for those who would 
otherwise fight shy of figures.

For a start however, the Journal for Art, Sex and 
Mathematics with its loosely connected and growing 
collection can help out - and it provides a solid surplus 
not only because of the inspiring heterogeneity of its 
entries but also with an eye on the aesthetic level 
of the artistic contributions. Although the texts are 
usually in German, the journal has, in the geographical 
sense, now opened a window on the wider world. In 
early 2008, it carried a series of contributions by Amir 
Alexander, the mathematics historian; in the winter 
of 2008, Barbara Ellmerer and Nils Röller travelled 
to India where they invited the Baroda artist Abir 
Karmakar to publish his paintings in the journal; 
works by the poet Sampurna Chattarji were included 
in summer 2009. To establish a direct link with the 
country that invented the zero, one of the most 
fascinating numbers in mathematics, may seem to 

be particularly logical, from the perspective of poetry 
too. Whether this link will strengthen with time? Who 
knows. Not everything is predictable.

Not everything is predictable (II): art 
zines from Switzerland

Not everything is predictable: this could also be 
applied as a general motto to the field which should 
include the Journal for Art, Sex and Mathematics as 
a project. It is a small field that we are dealing with 
here, one in which the crop is constantly changing 
and not a single plant resembles the other: art 
projects in magazine format - in international jargon 
abbreviated to “art zines”. In Switzerland, the field 
is being enthusiastically cultivated by vastly diverse 
actors ranging from artists to art promoters and fans 
of zine culture. There is no doubt that its diversity 
owes much to a Swiss tradition too: Switzerland is 
known not only for its high-quality paper products, 
good typography and excellence in book design, but 
especially also for its productivity as regards art books, 
magazines and editions. With particular reference to 
what is known as the “small press” artist publications 
in small and micro editions there have been some 
interesting recent developments. By itself, this is not 
a national phenomenon, and not only because one is 
almost always treading on international terrain when 
it comes to the art and culture scene. While across the 
world the advertisement-dependent newspaper and 
magazine market is moaning about the competition 
from the internet and struggling to cope with a drop in 
circulation, small magazines and fanzines are virtually 
booming, not only in blog or other online formats, but 
also in print. In contrast to the large publications, 
they appear to be benefiting from a development in 
which well-networked communities have gained in 
significance. Beyond the large majorities, there is a 
mutual sharing of interests, aesthetic preferences 
and specialist knowledge; the situation is local but 
exchanges global, at least in metaphorical terms. 
This is precisely what is reflected clearly in the Swiss 
scene and in its diversity of art zines, of which only a 
small selection can be presented here. They are on the 
World Wide Web and can be read by anyone anywhere 
in the world.

Not everything is predictableNot everything is 
predictable



000x
http://www.000x.ch
Each issue is a little artist’s book devoted to a theme chosen 
by the editor’s collective.

A-Z Public Limited Editions
http://www.azple.com/
Hosted by Mirjam Varadinis. Download, print and collect!

Blutt
http://www.bluttmagazin.net
Art, comics and graphic design zine for those who love 
visual narratives.

Edition Fästing Plockare
http://edition-fasting-plockare.ch/
Small art editions, including printed matter.
Faund
http://www.faund.net/
Found and printed from time to time.

embryo
http://www.embryografik.ch
Magazine for words and images. Four editions now available 
as pdf.

Fahrt
http://www.hallofahrt.ch/
The fancyful art paper. Free, but you have to catch your 
issue at place.

GRRRR
http://www.grrrr.net/
Issue by issue drawn by the Zurich based artist Ingo 
Giezendanner.

Der Kunstabwart
http://www.kunstabwart.ch
Der Kunstabwart is dead? Long liveth Der Kunstabwart. 
Edited by Ulrich Binder, each issue collected a selection of 
artist’s work. 

Verena Kuni is a scholar of art, media, and cultural studies. She is a professor in Visual Culture at Goethe University, 
Frankfurt, Germany. From 1995 to 1999, she co-curated the video section of the documentary film and video festival 
in Kassel, Germany, where she has been director of the annual interfiction summit for art, media, and network 
cultures since 1999. The focus of her research includes the transfer between material and media cultures; media of 
imagination; transformation technologies; DIY cultures; games, toys and play. 
For further information: www.kuniver.se, verena@kuni.org 
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Laser Magazin
http://www.lasermagazin.ch/
Art zine with drawings and collages from St. Gallen, 
published by Beni Bischof.

Used Future
http://www.usedfuture.net/
Artzine and/as edition based in Basel.

Turbo Magazine
http://www.turbomag.ch
All drawn art zine from Biel/Bienne.

Fucking Good Art The Swiss Issue
http://www.fuckinggoodart.nl/fga20.html
Special Swiss Edition published by the Netherlands based 
art zine.

Nieves
http://www.nieves.ch
Started in 2001 and highly active since: The most wonderful 
artist’s books’n’zines publisher in Switzerland.

Motto Distribution
http://www.mottodistribution.com
2007 started in Switzerland; now with a store in Berlin, yet 
still bringing international mags and art zines to bookshops 
its home country and to readers all over the world. 

Journal for Art, Sex and Mathematics
URL: http://www.journalfuerkunstsexundmathematik.ch/
In addition to the online journal, there is a print edition 
in the form of a portfolio with illustrations by the artists 
involved and with one or several written contributions. You 
can contact us through our website or by sending an email 
to journal@ellmerer.com
An earlier version of this text appeared in January 2007 in 
the online journal www.clickhere.ch. It has been updated 
and expanded for this edition. V.K.
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On 29 September 2006, twenty-five of Switzerland’s 
leading artists, curators and critics sent an open 
letter* to the Minister of Justice and to members of 
the legislature’s judicial committee who were drafting 
a revision of the country’s copyright law. The revision 
had become necessary because Switzerland, like India, 
is a signatory to the Copyright Treaty, adopted by 
the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) 
in 1996. This treaty mandates stronger copyright 
protection. Most controversially it grants special 
protection to “technical measures”, that is “Digital 
Restrictions Management” (DRM), which can limit 
the way users can handle digital files, even if their 
use were legal (for example, extracting fragments to 
be used in new art works). In their letter, the artists 
demanded that the revision should start with the 
interests of the current generation of artists, and that, 
in particular, a simple expansion copyright would be 
detrimental to their practice. Rather, the new law 
should reduce legal uncertainties and lower the 
hurdles for using existing works to create new ones. 
This would be necessary to strengthen “freedom of the 
arts”, guaranteed by the Swiss constitution. This letter 
was later to be signed by several hundred artists and 
professional cultural producers.

At first sight, it may seem surprising that copyright 
which was developed in 18th/19th century Europe to 
protect the interests of artists eager to free themselves 
from the dependency of wealthy patrons and who 
wished to survive as autonomous producers should 
conflict with the freedom of art - which arose out 
of the same historical processes, protecting newly 
independent artists against censorship from the 
church and the state. Yet, if we look at the issue from 
the point of view contemporary cultural practice, 
rather than 19th century legal concepts, things look 
very different. In the course of some 125 years (if we 

Felix Stalder 

take the first international copyright treaty, the 1886 
Berne Convention, as the starting point) the practice 
enabled by copyright came to favour, increasingly, 
commercial exploiters of artistic production, rather 
than the artists themselves. To some degree, this has 
always been the case. Even Dennis Diderot’s famous 
defence of author’s rights (1763) “what form of wealth 
could belong to a man, if not a work of the mind” was 
written on behalf of the publisher’s guild. The tension 
between interests of the authors and the publishers 
become apparent right away. The guild published the 
essay in a mutilated form and without identifying its 
author. Historically, the interests of the artists and 
those of the publishers have always found a tenuous 
balance. This is increasingly less so. If we look today 
at sectors of cultural production that are heavily 
dependent on copyright, say literary production, we 
can see that a vast majority of professional authors 
make little or no money from copyright, while 
some (very few) earn very significant incomes (see, 
Kretschmer & Hardwick, 2007). Copyright produces 
a star-system, favouring a small number of authors 
closely aligned with powerful exploiters who control 
the means to create such global stars. This also reflects 
the fact that ever larger parts of publishing industries 
are part of large multinational media corporations 
which are very aggressive in protecting their property 
against what they interpret as unauthorised use. The 
days when publishing literature was a gentlemanly 
business are long gone, and the pressure on remaining 
niches is increasing. And not just publishing houses, 
all commercial players are now actively managing 
their intellectual property portfolio. Andy Warhol’s 
approach - using images from the current media 
environment as a basis for his work would be much 
more complicated today than it was at his time. 
Characteristically, the Warhol Foundation was sued 

Copyright and Freedom of Art in the 
21st Century
Copyright and Freedom of Art in the 
21st Century
Copyright and Freedom of Art in the 
21st Century
Swiss Experiences in a Global Context
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in 1996, 30 years after the fact, by Life Inc. and the 
photographer Henri Dauman (whose son is now CEO 
of Viacom, a major media corporation) for copyright 
infringement for using their photo as a basis for  
his work 16 Jackies (1966). The case was settled out  
of court.

While Warhol’s approach would be much more difficult 
to apply for legal reasons, it has lost none of its 
appeal. On the contrary, even more than in Warhol’s 
day, we live in a culturally oversaturated world and 
working creatively within the contemporary condition 
inevitably brings up the issue of how to engage with 
other people’s work, trivial or high-minded. While 
some uses are protected by fair use rights (in the US) 
or statutory limitations (in continental Europe) most 
forms of transformation, appropriation and remixing 
are not. For these uses, it has become necessary to ask 
for prior permission. In 1992, the American artist Mike 
Bidlo was forced to close his exhibition in Switzerland. 
He showed his paintings, which were closely based 
on Fernand Léger’s, but signed as “Bidlo, not Léger”. 
They were copies, but unmistakenly different from 
the originals. The signature highlighted the issue, and 
Bidlo was well known for his appropriation art. Yet, 
he was threatened with a lawsuit on behalf of the 
Léger estate for copyright infringement and the show 
was closed down. There are scores of similar cases, 
in Switzerland and elsewhere. Usually, the threat of 
legal action is enough to create a chilling effect for 
artists and cultural institutions who rarely have the 
expertise to assess how valid claims really are. And 
even if they do, the risk of an expensive lawsuit is 
most often regarded as too high. Significant aspects 
of contemporary art practice take place in a legal gray 
zone, or, far worse, do not take place at all.

During much of the 1980s and 1990s, such problems 
affected, primarily, artistic practices that were 

selfconsciously playing with these issues. One could 
have regarded their problems as marginal and relevant 
in a conceptual sense only. But they foreshadowed 
much more serious things to come. At the end of the 
1990s, the Internet was becoming a mass medium 
and means of digital production and distribution 
were beginning to be widely dispersed. The issues of 
authorship, authenticity and reuse, which artists had 
explored for decades, flooded into the mainstream. 
What used to be avantgarde techniques - appropriation 
and remixing - became standard methods of digital 
practice in many fields of culture. At the same time, 
the numbers of cultural producers increased vastly, 
reflecting the changing structure and demands of 
advanced sectors of the economy. Those sectors are 
now bleeding into culture and research to a degree 
that these formerly distinct domains become part 
of the same continuum. This creates a fundamental 
dilemma. The economic logic of maximising property 
clashes with the cultural and research logic of frequent 
and largely uncontrolled exchanges as a precondition 
for individual works (which, in turn becomes freely 
available to others). If the economic logic prevails, 
it will create what Lawrence Lessig (2004) calls a 
“permission culture” where artists and other cultural 
producers need to ask for permission by the right-
owners of existing culture to do their work. 

To counter this deeply undesirable vision a global 
movement for “semiotic democracy” the right of 
everyone to take part in the cultural exchanges that 
constitute public life - has sprung up, inspired by the 
experience of free software and driven by the need 
for access to knowledge, and demanding free culture. 
Within this movement, artists play an important 
role, because they are, together with researchers the 
quintessential creative producers enjoying a certain 
social prestige, particularly with the media. Thus 
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their rejection of the 19th century model of cultural 
production, ossified in copyright law and in, still, 
Fordist cultural industries, is an important step for 
developing a new framework fit for the 21st century. 
Such a framework must start from the recognition that 
freedom to create and collaborate takes precedence 
over the demands of property in areas where there 
should be none.

* Together with the curator Anette Schindler (cf.: Das Projekt 
DACollection/ DAStore in this publication, plug-in Basel, I drafted 
this letter. It is available at kunstfreiheit.ch. We were inspired by 
the Canadian campaign appropriationart.ca.

Felix Stalder is lecturer in the theory of media and society at the Zurich University of the Arts where he also co-directs 
the media arts programme. A sociologist by training, he has been doing research on the intersection of social, political 
and technological dynamics, particularly in the context of new modes of cultural production. Over the last decade, he 
has written several books, including Open Cultures and the Nature of Networks, published by kuda.org, and organized 
international conferences, most recently “Deep Search” (Vienna, 2008) and World Information City (Paris, 2009). He 
lives in Vienna.
http://www.felix.openflows.com
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Biju Jozes: Swistik pocket knife 2006. Source: Made by Indians. Paris: Galerie Enrico Navarra, 2007.
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In November 2008, an Indian weekly carried a mobile 
telephone on its cover under the headline: A Swiss 
Knife of Communication. To associate a knife - an 
implement that conjures thoughts of efficiency, 
compactness and the archaic act of cutting - with a 
digital gadget is surprising. One immediately notices 
the differences between the Swiss officer’s and sports 
knife and the new generation of web-enabled mobile 
phones. The knife has been patented since 1897 and is 
known worldwide as the Original Swiss Army Knife. It 
has to be flipped open to be used. This is the case with 
some mobile phones too, although in general mobile 
phones can only be activated by pressing buttons. 

One must have a feel for these devices when using 
them to protect against injury caused by sharp blades 
and tools in the case of the knife and to save time 
and money in the case of the mobile phone. The open 
blade of the pocket knife serves to cut something that 
is outside the human body. The cut object can then 
be used, for example, the fruit inside the peel or the 
flower on a branch. The knife removes and detaches 
while the mobile phone, at the push of a button, 
provides options that create connections. When the 
knife is flipped open, it can be used; with the mobile 
phone, the movement in the opposite direction namely 
back into the gadget - is what counts. This is to say 
that the spatial vectors that are spanned when using 
the knife and the mobile phone point in different 
directions. How is it then possible to interweave image 
and text and display mobile phones as knives?

The metaphorical combination of cutting tool and 
communication gadget has been documented since 
July 2004. The author of the text that was published 
online at the time stresses that the digital device is a 
robust one that cannot be damaged by water or coffee. 
This is the criterion on which the comparison rests. 
One year later, on 14 November 2005, a report in the 
online edition of India Today was already highlighting 
the aspect of diverse functions being compactly 
integrated. As the Swiss army knife combines different 
tools such as a knife, can opener, and screw driver in 
one body, the mobile phone integrates different forms 
of media that produce, send, receive and save voice 
mail, text messages, photographs, films and music 
in one device. The binding element in the imagery is 
the idea of a toolbox that is available to the owner at 
any place, any time. The metaphor therefore activates 

a promise of autonomy over the means of worldly 
experience, orientation and production. The promise is 
suggestive in the case of the analogue as well as the 
digital toolbox. That the use is socially embedded in 
both cases is implicit: the army and sports knife points 
to the integration of its use in social organisations (in 
the corps) and therefore connotes the rules governing 
use. The mobile phone presupposes the existence of 
a network for which a user has to pay in addition 
to being legally obliged to register. Linking the two 
devices at the level of the name is also plausible. 
The names are metonyms that use just one of the 
characteristics of an object to denote the object 
itself. The knife is used as a name for the toolbox in 
the trouser pocket. Likewise the miniature version 
of the digital multi-media workbench is called a 
mobile phone, even if making a phone call is only 
one of the possible media-related features that the 
device offers.

The metaphorical interlinking of the headline and 
picture on the title page gives rise to the thought 
that mobile media gadgets are cutting tools. In 
this context we are able to resort to the history of 
technology to activate an argument that has been 
built on the example of Galileo Galilei’s telescope. 
While the astronomer’s telescope expanded his range 
of vision, making it possible to discover new stars, 
it also led to the understanding that all perception 
- even when supported by technology - is limited. 
According to this figure of thought, every instrument 
that transforms the perception of space and time 
comes with the discovery that new dimensions of the 
non-perceivable will emerge. Instruments push and 
modulate the limits of perception, but do not lift them. 
If this thought is applied to mobile communication, it 
can be argued that each and every link that extends 
beyond one’s own space and time creates new cuts 
and limits between the subject and the environment. 
According to Vilém Flusser, to take a photograph with 
a mobile telephone or make a video can be described 
as a gesture that selects from a set of possible 
relations. The photographic gesture is therefore an 
act of cutting something out. If the mobile phone 
is then used to further process the selected section, 
for example by zooming in, giving the file a name 
and saving or sending it, the cuts become deeper. 
The subject is first and foremost linked to the device 
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and accords privilege to the selected section vis-à-
vis the environment by concentrating his perception 
of time and space. The selected section will after all 
be prepared for the future, for example with regard 
to communication in the future with people who are 
not present at this particular place at the same time. 
The mobile multi-media production bank results in 
space-time selections and therefore to modulating the 
limit of what is relevant or not to the subject in the 
present. The situation at the receiver’s end can also 
be described as a shifting of the limit, and through 
cut-outs. An incoming call “cuts through” the silence 
or “pulls” the receiver out of momentary situations 
such as a conversation. A mobile phone therefore 
cuts space-time pieces, a movement that trims the 
metaphor “razor-sharp” or “acute”. 

The metaphor of the army knife of communication 
is a bold one when we look back on the devastating 
attack in Mumbai on 26 November 2008. The terrorists 
used mobile satellite phones when carrying out the 
attack. One of the telephones was discovered in a 
boat in which the terrorists had reached the port of 
Mumbai. The phone memory had recorded contact 
to Pakistan, digital evidence that exacerbated the 
existing political conflict between India and Pakistan. 
Yet unlike the Emser Depesche, it did not lead to 
the outbreak of war between the two countries. The 
metaphor in the title boldly anticipated the political 
and legal functions of mobile phones equipped with 
digital memory. This makes the phone an archive that 
stores evidence, which can be used for or against 
the user. The digital network that facilitates these 
connections becomes a tool used to capture a person. 
In contrast to an analogue weapon that carries signs 
of criminal use, the clues provided by the digital tool 
are profoundly immaterial and therefore structurally 
open to manipulation. 

That the memory as well as the data network can be 
manipulated however shifts the journalists’ metaphor 
away from the spotlight. In this sense, an analysis 
of the metaphor does not yet lead to the discovery 
of what is specifically new in digital devices. In my 
opinion this is not achieved by analysing the purpose 
for which it is used - for example do digital gadgets 
help to extend the range of terror attacks to the 
civilian population, or do they help the state to reach 
out to its subjects? Implicit in both considerations is 

Dieter Roth: Faxgeklingel 1998. Source: Daniel Spoerri: 
Anekdotomania. Ostfildern-Ruit 2001, Hatje Cantz

the view that digital devices are a means to an end 
that like vectors extends from one subject to other 
subjects or to objects. Based on this notion, the device 
extends the will of a subject to the environment. It 
is only a means to achieve a goal. The knife is used 
to eat food or to cause injury. The mobile phone is 
used by terrorists or is a storage unit that becomes 
relevant when the perpetrators have to be convicted. 
According to this logic, minorities or art reserve the 
right to transform the determinants of these tools. 
Agamben and Deleuze speak for instance of the 
improper tools used by migrants. An improper tool 
can be a glass shard or a safety pin with which a 
refugee protects himself against an assault. The use 
of computers and mobile phones as improper tools 
has a tradition in art that is determined in part by 
the fact that computers were neither readily available 
nor easily accessible. The Swiss artist Dieter Roth 
puts it succinctly when he says: “They don’t let you 
get close, this lot. Computer people are like gallery 
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owners.” In 1964 he demonstrably starts working 
with computers. He develops a code for classifying 
letters and numerals, bright and soft tones. The so-
called “computer alphabet” is to translate letters into 
sound and then be available for everyone to use. Roth 
understands the computer as a translation aid for 
“both the blind and the seeing”. He is not interested 
in the details of computer programming but sees it as 
a means to manage the switch in medium from letter 
to sound. He is unable to realise the work. Instead 
he develops a notation system that automatically 
changes letters and numerals into sound. He is 
bothered by the thought that something “unexpected” 
cannot happen in this “regulated” game and tries to 
“lure” the unexpected in a later concept of the work: 
“Certain alphabets, upon appearing over and over 
again, would have played back (recording) news from 
traffic, slaughterhouses, hospitals in war and peace 
and other similar things.” After aborted attempts in the 

Valentina Vuksic: Harddisko 2004. Source: www.harddisko.ch

later 1970s - the work is to be temporarily recorded as 
Yamaha Grundig Olivetti Combo, Tinguelys Kopf bei 
Soisy - Roth executes the work in one night shortly 
before his death. It can be viewed under the title 
Faxgeklingel (Fax Tone) in the Garden of Daniel Spoerri 
in Seggiano and can be used worldwide by sending a 
text to one of Spoerri’s fax numbers. It is converted 
by Roth’s machine into sounds that can then be heard 
in the sculpture garden.

Roth’s Faxgeklingel illustrates that between 1964 and 
1998, the computer changed from being a number 
cruncher to becoming a multi-media machine. What 
once appeared to be the misuse of the computer is 
now part of the technical possibilities. In the work 
Roth uses the computer as a means to a particular 
goal. The media group Bitnik uses mobile phones in 
the tradition of tactical media activism for a particular 
purpose to explore participation. In the work Opera 
Calling, mobile phones transmit the opera from the 
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Zurich Opera House to the residents of the canton of 
Zurich who are usually unable to afford a ticket to the 
subsidised opera (refer also to the articles by Adrian 
Notz and Dominik Landwehr). Both works show that 
digital devices are more open in structure than their 
analogue counterparts. In the case of art work this 
proves to be a challenge, as the diversity of digital 
options makes it difficult to go beyond the paradigm 
of means and goal. 

An exploration in this direction is undertaken by 
Harddisko an installation by Valentina Vuksic. In 
2004 the artist presented for the first time a set of 
computer hard disks that are supplied with electricity 
at different intervals when they start to work. The 
work demonstrates that hardware itself produces 
sound. The rhythmic sound and tonality pose a riddle 
to the observers and listeners as the sound seems 
to be structured, that is, it emanates from a system 
that does not simply unlock. Thus the computer can 
be experienced as an orderly but alien system that 
amazes us the way the cosmic order of the heavenly 
bodies did in ancient times. While the computer is 
reduced to the core of its hardware, at the same 
time it cores the projections linked to the computer. 
It can be experienced as an independently moving 
entity, it appears to be an object without it being 
clear which movement belongs to which purpose. The 
dominion of calculation as well as attitudes of logical 
reasoning in our heads are temporarily suspended by 
the attractiveness of the machine that appears to 
move on its own. 

The comparison between Harddisko and the cosmic 
order of the heavenly bodies projects the thought 
of an orderly system onto human culture and its 
artefacts. It loses its conservative connation if culture 
is thought of as a project that can be developed jointly 
throughout the world. This presupposes that the means 
with which a culture organises its self-perception 
are seen as relative and not absolute. To relativise 
absolute patterns of thinking and seeing, metaphors 
are productive as are artworks. The metaphor Swiss 
Knife of Communication conveys the notions that 
Indian journalists have of Switzerland. Instrument 
and metaphor guide perception and carry notions that 
are counter-productive in a transcultural exchange if 
not modified, relativised and contrasted with other 
notions. What becomes relevant in this context is 
the thought of the backward projection of tools that 

Subodh Gupta: Very Hungry God (2006), Installation view at 
church Saint-Bernard. Stainless steel structure and utensils, 
360 x 280 x 330 cm. Courtesy in SITU Fabienne Leclerc, Paris, 
Photo: Marc Domage.
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follows the organ projection in Ernst Kapp’s Philosophy 
of Technology. An example of projecting a technology 
back on the people is the metaphors for the human 
psyche that are changing rapidly. In the 1950s it was 
“in” to compare the brain with the von Neumann 
architecture of the computer. Metaphors of parallel 
and networked processing machines are currently 
establishing themselves besides the paradigm 
of the communicating network. The tone of the 
academic debate on the human psyche hinges on the 
instruments that donate metaphors and are projected 
back onto psychological notions. The models used by 
different cultures to design the intercultural exchange 
could also be dynamic and variable. To this end artistic 
exploration can be beneficial because artists modulate 
instruments, boundaries of perception, metaphors 
and models.


