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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



7

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
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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



















































































































































































Biju Jozes: Swistik pocket knife 2006. Source: Made by Indians. Paris: Galerie Enrico Navarra, 2007.

Nils Röller
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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 



105

Nils Röller is professor for Media and Cultural Theory 
at the University of the Arts, Zürich, where he is co-
director of the special field of Media Art (www.vmk.zhdk.
ch). He obtained his masters in philosophy from the 
Free University Berlin and a PhD on media theory from 
Bauhaus University, Weimar, Germany. He was a visiting 
fellow (2002-2003) at the Centre for Art and Media 
(ZKM) in Karlsruhe. Nils Röllers research is focussing on 
the history of media and instruments (www.romanform.
ch); he is also co-editor of the Journal for Art, Sex, and 
Mathematics
(www.journalfuerkunstsexundmathematik.ch)

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.


