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22.1

Form Art

Form Art is a net-based artwork made by Russian artist Alexei Shulgin during
a residency at C3 in Budapest in May 1997 (Figure 22.1). Today, art critics
would mostly agree in defining it as a piece of Net Art, or Internet Art. Back in
those days, these labels didn't even exist. Alexei Shulgin self-identified using
the label “net.art”, first seen in the title of an exhibition curated by German
artist and activist Pit Schultz in Berlin in 1995, and then mostly adopted and
discussed by a small group of artists on Nettime, a mailing list co-founded by
Schultz.1 The label appealed to the group because it sounded like a joke on
most artistic labels, identifying the “net” as its medium and context, while
simultaneously turning art into a file extension, or a top-level domain.† This
irony was important for the group that reconnected to the anti-art tradition –
from the Avantgardes to Situationism to Neoism – and found in the Internet
a platform where you could make artworks, discuss with friends and have an
audience far from an hyper-formalized and hyper-commodified art world.
†

 ut of a joke, the .art domain became a reality in 2016, e.g. https://art.art/ (accessed January
O
2019).

Science and Art: The Contemporary Painted Surface
Edited by Antonio Sgamellotti, Brunetto Giovanni Brunetti and Costanza Miliani
© The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry, www.rsc.org

452

From Context to Content: On the Preservation of Net-based Art

Figure 22.1

453

Alexei

Shulgin, Form Art, 1997. Website, screenshots. Clockwise from
top left: Form Art on Firefox® on a MacBook Air® with OS X (version 10.9.4); Form Art on Chrome® on a Huawei® P8 Lite 2017 with
Android™ 8; Form Art emulated on remote browser, via Rhizome®.
Reproduced with permission from Alexei Shulgin.

In pure Dadaist fashion, Alexei Shulgin contributed to shaping the myth of
net.art as the last Avantgarde of the Twentieth Century, by writing an email
to Nettime in which he explained that the term “net.art” was originated by
a piece of malfunctioning software and “discovered” in a badly converted
email by Slovenian artist Vuk Ćosić, who started to use it for his own work.2
The story became viral, and it's still often reported to explain the origin of
the label.
This beautiful, early example of Russian fake news is, to all effects, another
manifestation of Shulgin's artistic practice. As a newborn platform where art
did not exist yet, the web was essentially, for him and for most net.artists,
a place where the entire game of art could be reinvented; as a disembodied
communication platform where you are what you claim to be, the web was a
place where you could play with identities and rules, define your practice and
the criteria for evaluating it, write your own story, be the artist, the art critic,
the curator, the institution, the gallery, all at once.3
Form Art is a good example of this way of approaching the web as a platform, and as a medium. It is, first of all, an artwork, a series of web pages
made by the artist with the help of a Javascript® programmer. The piece uses
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HTML forms – checkboxes, buttons, text boxes, menus, functional elements
conceived to allow web users to enter data that is sent to a server for processing – depriving them of their functionality, and using them as the only visual
elements available to design a web page. A basic feature of HTML forms is
that they are simple textual tags in the HTML code, that are rendered graphically by your web browser of choice with a visual style which is embedded
in the interface. For Shulgin, this meant HTML forms embodied a new, web-
native, readymade aesthetics in the purest way. HTML forms allowed him to
focus on “the unique and proper area of competence” of net.art, that is on
what “was unique to the nature of its medium”, to say it in Clement Greenberg's words.4 He was making formalist art with forms, and he called it Form
Art.
This reference to Modernist formalism is a way to reply, tongue-in-cheek, to
a remark often made by critics of early Net Art, and Media Art in general: that
its focus on the medium is, in post-media, postmodern times, completely
outdated, and sets it outside of the paradigm of contemporary art. It's also a
fundamental element, when you want to play the Avantgarde. With Form Art,
Shulgin does not only make an artwork: he proposes Form Art as a “new form
of artistic expression”, and to consolidate it, he launches a competition. The
announcement of the First International Form Art Competition was spread
online in June 1997; as the only Form Art expert, Shulgin appointed himself
as the only jury member for the competition, and after evaluating the submissions, he awarded two prizes and an honorary mention. The ceremony
was celebrated in September at the Ars Electronica festival in Linz (Austria).‡
In a short report written for Ars Electronica's online diary, and posted to Nettime, German journalist and critic Tilman Baumgaertel wrote:
  
“While many observers agreed that they had witnessed the birth of an
important new art movement, some felt that form art will mainly lead to
more crashes of their browser. Shulgin refuses to serve as a leader to the
new art movement, that he has started. Asked how he communicated with
his followers, he replied: “Very formally…”.5
  
In other words, in Form Art the formalist approach to the web page goes
hand in hand with myth making, a performative play upon the social roles of
the art world – from the art theorist to the curator and the juror – and a parasitic exploitation of existing institutions (Ars Electronica and its historical
“Prix”).
Made in 1997, both Form Art and Form Art Competition are still online and
publicly enjoyable through a web browser. Form Art is part of the C3 online
collection;6 the Form Art Competition website, originally hosted by the Ars
‡

 ounded in 1979, Ars Electronica (https://ars.electronica.art, accessed January 2019) is one of
F
the main events and institutions of reference for Media Art. While its annual festival is central
in defining the trending topics of this field, the Prix Ars Electronica – with its evolving set of
categories – plays a role in shaping the practice, underlying the importance of a given area of
activity.
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Electronica server, is currently available through Alexei Shulgin's online
portfolio, easylife.org.§ This domain change has some consequence upon
the correct preservation of the piece, because we lose the parasitic implications that were made readable by the original domain name: “http://
remote.aec.at/form/competition.html” is not just a location, it's also an
endorsement. But apparently, both the work and the competition website
are fully enjoyable in all their hyper-textual glory. I visited them with three
mainstream current browsers – Firefox®, Chrome® and Safari® – on a MacBook Air® with OS X (version 10.9.4) and they look almost the same on all
of them. This could be seen already as a small miracle: a code written in
1997, for a browser (Netscape® 3) and the operative systems of the time,
still works properly in 2018 on interfaces and softwares that had yet to be
conceived at the time. It even works on a device that in 1997 we could only
dream of: the smartphone.
This miracle is, indeed, the consequence of a conscious choice: the effort –
committed over the years by the World Wide Web inventor Tim Berners-Lee
and the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C®) – to keep the HTML language
an open standard; and, of course, of the persistent usefulness of HTML
forms. Using just HTML and Javascript® code, Form Art can still be properly
interpreted by current software, without any restoration.
And yet, this is not the work Alexei Shulgin designed in 1997. If we look
at the work through the original software and hardware, we see that the
colors are different; the design of the HTML form elements is different;
their distribution on the web page is different; the “frame” provided by
the web browser is different. And these are just the discrepancies that can
be experienced at a surface level. Back in the days, this work offered an
interactive, time-based experience that's totally different from the current
one. The only way to see it at the time was from a desktop computer, with
a CRT screen and a 800 × 600 pixel screen resolution. Netscape® was the
main web browser. It didn't have tabs: the page you were visiting was the
only web page open in front of you. Internet connection was served by a
56 K modem, so the time taken to visit the work, loading pages and interacting with them, moving from page to page, was slower than the current,
hectic web experience. Professional web design didn't exist yet, and the
graphic possibilities made available by HTML code were extremely basic
and simple. In other words, these minimalistic abstract pages were floating in a context in which there was little difference between a mainstream
media portal and an amateur personal homepage. Today, we can recover
this experience by using obsolete machinery, or by faking it through an
emulator:¶ it feels archeological rather than alive, but it works. And yet,
whatever we could do to artificially reconstruct the original experience of
§

 he original domain was http://remote.aec.at/form/competition.html; currently, the piece is
T
available at http://easylife.org/form/competition/competition.html (accessed January 2019).
¶
The piece can be experienced in emulated form through the Net Art Anthology: https://anthology.rhizome.org/form-art (accessed January 2019).

Chapter 22

456

this piece, it would always be impossible to emulate the cultural shock
generated among early web users by such an alternative use of HTML
code.
In other words: even if not a single line of code was changed in the original
piece, its experience changed completely, because the social and technical
infrastructure it is part of evolved around it. To make an impossible comparison, it would be like – not because of deterioration, but through some
weird law of our physical universe that causes this change to be perceived as
natural and unavoidable – the colors in Tableau 1(1921) by Piet Mondriaan
changing from primary yellow, red and blue to green, orange and purple, and
the black lines turning 45° clockwise. Could we still understand it as the very
same painting Mondriaan made in 1921?

22.2

Net-based Art and the Loss of Context

This is, nonetheless, the very basic condition of the existence of net-based
art in an online, constantly evolving, shared space. Any online piece of art
has to deal, sooner or later, with this form of obsolescence which is somehow inborn in the system it is part of. The Internet does not only provide,
for a work of art, a location from which it can be experienced from any side
of the world. It's not like a white, empty wall in an institutional space. It's,
first of all, a technological infrastructure that evolves constantly at any level
of its complex body: the physical network, the servers, the communication
protocols, the languages used to build the interface, the content providers,
the search engines and, on the client side, the devices, the operative systems,
the softwares used to access it. It's, on a second level, a social infrastructure:
an online society that grows in numbers (from 32 million users in 1995, to
the 4 208 571 287 “netizens” estimated in June 2018)7 and in social complexity, and that over the years shaped its social spaces, both mirroring existing
institutional or commercial spaces and generating brand new ways of gathering, communication and exchange (i.e. social media platforms). This society, which was initially academic in terms of social composition, anarchic in
terms of organization and amateurish in terms of design capabilities, became
increasingly subject to economic interests and political interferences, which
impacted both on its social and technological structure, and of course on our
way of thinking about the Internet.
The net-based art that was produced over these two decades mirrors this
evolution; but if the evolution of the social infrastructure of the Internet
caused changes that, even when traumatic, affected only the story around
the work, which can be effectively reconstructed with research, documentation and storytelling, the evolution of its technological infrastructure can
affect, at various levels, the actual nature of the work – the lower level being
the one we already discussed when talking about Form Art: the work remains
the same, yet it has completely changed.
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Let's consider early net.art again. Although jodi.org was registered in
August 1995∥ and Pit Schultz's Berlin exhibition dates back to the same
year, we can conventionally set a starting point in May 1996, when Slovenian artist Vuk Ćosić organized a meeting at Teatro Miela, Trieste, called
Net.art per se. Ćosić celebrated the event with a webpage, a clone of the
homepage of CNN Interactive, opening with the hot news: “Specific Net.
art found possible.” The piece is now recognized as one of the first net.art
readymades.** Only three years later, everybody seemed to agree that net.
art was over. Alexei Shulgin co-wrote “Introduction to net.art (1994–1999)”,
bearing an opening and closing date, and ending with a chapter titled:
“Utopian Appendix (After Net.art)”.8 Other artists contributed to this narrative with symbolic gestures, like the infamous “fuck you” with which JODI
greeted the Webby Award they received in the “Arts” category. Most artists
who recognized themselves in this label stopped, for some time, making
web-based projects, and moved on to software, music, video and installation. What had happened? How can an art movement expire in three years?
Alexander Galloway, at the time editor at Rhizome®, a web-native institution and mailing list, explained it in this way:
  
“Net-dot-art is dead.  
Or, as Tilman Baumgartel has noted, it's “the end of an era. The first
formative period of net culture seems to be over.”  
People want more than email. They want new interfaces. They want
killer aps (sic!). They want to escape the offline. All art media involve constraints, and through these constraints creativity is born. Net.art (the
jodi-vuk-shulgin-bunting style) was the product of a particular technological constraint: low bandwidth. Net.art is low bandwidth through and
through. We see it in ASCII art, form art, HTML conceptualism – anything that can fit easily through a modem. As computers and bandwidth
improve, the primary physical reality that governed the aesthetic space of
net.art begins to fall away. Today, plug-ins and Java are good. And software
trumps them both.”9
  
If “the primary physical reality that governed the aesthetic space of net.
art” was low bandwidth, its primary social reality was its existence in a space
∥

J odi.org is the website of the Dutch/Belgian duo (JODI) Joan Heemskerk and Dirk Paesmans.
Although the couple came out gradually with their names and faces, in the mid Nineties JODI
was perceived as an opaque online entity – a place more than a subject, governed by some superhuman entity speaking a hybrid – half machinic half human – language on mailing lists and
private emails, yet characterized by a signature style and a subversive take on the languages,
aesthetics and behaviors of software. This opacity is still a distinguishing feature of their online
presence: their website offers today random access to an increasing number of projects, with no
index page, no captions, no information, no About page or artists' CVs. See, at your own risk,
www.jodi.org (accessed January 2019).
**The work is available online at http://www.ljudmila.org/naps/cnn/cnn.htm (accessed January
2019).
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with no institutions, no art professionals and no interest from institutions
and art professionals working “outside of the Internet”. Yet, this social reality
was fading out as well. Documenta X introduced net.art in the institutional
space already in 1997. In 1999, institutions as diverse as the Webby Awards,
Ars Electronica, the Whitney Museum were honoring net.art. In 1999 ZKM,
the Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie in Karlsruhe, Germany†† – at
the time, the one and the only museum of media art – launched Net_Condition, a major exhibition of networked art: according to Galloway, the exhibition “was received as simultaneously an introduction to and a retrospective
of net art (despite its relative youth as a medium).” And finally, a specialized
network of critics, curators and institutions like Rhizome® was taking shape.
Of course, the end of net.art didn't mean the end of net-based art. On the
one hand, the more neutral term Net Art had already been proposed as “the
more generic term we use to identify work for which the network is a necessary and sufficient condition”,11 without necessarily identifying with the
ethos and the narrative of net.art; on the other hand, other artists were starting working online, enjoying and experimenting with the new technological
and social infrastructure. But if it's so difficult, today, to communicate to
younger generations the excitement that those early works produced when
first experienced in the late Nineties, this happens because, even if the pieces
are still there, the Internet that made them possible has completely disappeared, to an extent that it's extremely hard to imagine (and even to recall for
those who experienced it). Low bandwidth and 800 × 600 pixel CRT screens
are not easy to imagine if you grew up in a world with WiFi connections and
flat screens everywhere; the radical weirdness of jodi.org's first interface12 is
hard to understand if you don't know that, at the time, a mainstream website
such as CNN Interactive had a graphical and technical complexity comparable to what can be achieved today by a web design student in ten minutes of
coding. And of course, it's also hard to imagine a web inhabited almost only
by nerds, Prof. Drs,‡‡ amateurs and artists, with no commercial interests, no
political tensions, no commodified spaces.
As we said, the problem of the loss of context does not concern only those
early years, but any net-based artwork. Let's take another example. In 2000 in
the US, Al Gore and George W. Bush were running for the Presidential Elections. James Baumgartner, then an MFA student at Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute (RPI) in Troy, New York, made a website called voteauction.com,
inviting American voters to offer their vote for sale to the highest bidder. The
website didn't allow people to sell their votes, it just invited them to register,
either to sell or to bid. In other words, it was a work of political criticism, that
by suggesting a paradoxical, imaginary solution made people think about
††

 KM was founded in 1989, but it opened its premises in Karlsruhe to the public only in 1997.
Z
Although a relatively young institution, in 1999 ZKM – defined by his Director Peter Weibel the
“Mecca of Media Arts” – was already perceived in the net.art community as an established, old
fashioned museum for its commitment in collecting and preserving huge interactive media
installations from the previous decades – the so-called “ZKM art”.10
‡‡
Artist Olia Lialina has identified and described the “Prof. Dr Style” in her essay.13
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the value of their vote and the relationships between business and politics.
This brought it some attention, and the author understood that there was
no way to run such a website from the US. He discussed this topic with a
member of the ®™Ark collective, who was teaching at RPI. ®™Ark was, at
the time, a newly established activist collective, which registered as a corporation with “corporate sabotage” as its core mission. The idea, rooted in
culture jamming philosophy, was to adopt the privileges usually reserved to
corporations (what is called the “corporate shield”) to boycott them. Hiding
behind a dotcom website, the faceless group was running email campaigns,
organizing funds to support various causes and secretly registering domains
where modified mirrors of corporate or political websites were uploaded. By
running the gatt.org website, a modified version of the World Trade Organization (WTO), in 2000 they started receiving invitations to appear in public
and on the media as spokespersons of the WTO. The two ®™Ark members
who decided to accept the challenge started a new group identity, The Yes
Men, under which they made a number of performances and interventions.14
®™Ark loved Vote Auction, so much that it was featured in one of the first
presentations made by The Yes Men as WTO spokespersons. Speaking in Salzburg at a conference organized by the Center for International Legal Studies,
Dr Andreas Bichlbauer (one of the many fake names used by The Yes Men's
frontman) explained that “consumerism is the ultimate form of democracy”,
and presented Vote Auction as a positive example of how one could optimize
democracy by directly connecting the corporations that financially support
political campaigns with the “consuming voter”.§§ At that time, ®™Ark had
already sold the website to UBERMORGEN, another mysterious dotcom just
founded in Europe. UBERMORGEN was the brainchild of Hans Bernhard and
his partner lizvlx – the latter working as an individual artist, the first as a co-
founder and member of etoy.com¶¶ until 1999. Got lost? The important information here is that if, on the one hand, UBERMORGEN was mostly unknown
and invisible online, on the other hand it was supported by a strong awareness and experience of how the Internet actually works. Their opacity allowed
UBERMORGEN to play the role of the aggressive Eastern-European dotcom
trying to speculate on the American elections; their awareness helped them
to anticipate the reactions and bring Vote Auction to an incredible level of
visibility. UBERMORGEN re-designed the website, registered it under different domain names, bought server space on different servers around Europe
and kept the project online for months, while government agencies started
§§

 he lecture, titled “Trade Regulation Relaxation from ca. 1970 to the present”, is partially docT
umented in the movie Infowars (J. F. Sebastian, Austria 2004).
¶¶
Etoy is an online collective and a registered shareholder company founded in Switzerland in
1994 by a group of artists, musicians and activists who wanted to “leave reality behind” by
abandoning individual identity and building up a strong online identity (http://www.etoy.com,
accessed January 2019). Etoy was massively launched in March 1996 with the Digital Hijack, a
huge online performance/promotional campaign that, by cheating search engines, brought
around 1 600 000 unaware web users to their website (http://www.hijack.org/, accessed January
2019). The Digital Hijack won the Golden Nica at the Prix Ars Electronica, Linz in September
1996, the first artwork to be awarded in the “Web” category.
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investigations, various American states took legal action against them – none
of them following the correct procedure for delivering legal papers to non-US
residents – and the media discussed the project widely, with over 2500 news
features on television, radio and print magazines and a whole episode of
CNN's legal format Burden of Proof dedicated to it.
Vote Auction can be understood as a media hack and a performance that
takes its strength from the fact that it happened in the public space of the
media and on the international platform of the Internet, without being
understood as art throughout its development. The website is one part of it
– the trigger of the whole thing. The background story, the media reactions,
the legal prosecution are equally important to understand the work in its
complexity. To present the project in the white cube, in later years UBERMORGEN designed an installation (Figure 22.2) usually including the printed
seal of the project, a paper stack collecting all the press reactions and legal

Figure 22.2

UBERMORGEN,

[V]ote-Auction Seal, 2000. Pigment print on fabric. [V]
ote-Auction 700 Kg, 2005, A4 Paper. Reproduced with permission from
Hans Bernhard, UBERMORGEN.
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papers circulated around it and the screening of the Burden of Proof episode:
documentation replaced the time-based, immaterial artwork, as often happens with performance. This is a good starting point, but a better understanding can only come by offering contextual information in the form of
storytelling. This information shall not only reconstruct the networking
dynamics that generated the piece, but also illustrate a moment in the history of the Internet that, again, belongs to the past. As Diana McCarty writes
in a recent piece on Rhizome®:
  
“Eighteen years ago, the internet was a different thing, in the process of
casting off its utopic metallic cast of '90 s cyberspace and entering the
popular imaginaries of people around the world (if not their homes).
Dial-up modems were still a thing, website design was a viable career,
the cool kids were surfing, Europeans were sniping at WIRED, and the
whole world had just survived the impending doom of Y2K – the Millennium Bug – when the 20th century computer codes would reset the date to
'00. There wasn't any social media, not a Friendster in sight. East Europe
was another dangerous, exciting place (almost a real life second life in
the American mind), where money could be made, wars could break out,
and anything was possible. The masses mostly experienced this virtually,
through the firmly established screen of the 24 hour cable news cycle. Like
today, there was a deeply entrenched fear of election rigging, albeit for very
different reasons. For the mainstream populations in Western Democracies, and especially in the US, the internet was a fantastical space and networked computers held a sexy, promising, and slightly dangerous allure.
An oft-cited new wild west, similar to Eastern Europe, distant places where
dreams could be realized – both offered gold, freedom, unlimited space,
porn, perverts, and outlaws. Y2K and its attendant fear-mongering had
given people some idea of just how networked and omnipresent computers were in the world. Al Gore's electronic superhighway was also a potential space for a different kind of gerrymandering and vote rigging. Cable
news was rife with speculation about how the internet could be used to
rig the vote and how computers could be infiltrated by those with bad
intentions.”  
[Reproduced with permission from ref. 15. Originally published on Rhizome®, November 6, 2018.]
  
It would be easy to object, to these considerations about the loss of context, that the same has always happened with any kind of art from the past.
Time goes by, and the socio-cultural conditions that produced an artwork
get lost and can only be reconstructed through research, historiography and
storytelling. We do not live in the same world in which Botticelli painted his
Primavera; the Paris in which Picasso painted the Demoiselles d'Avignon is not
the same city we can visit today, and even Basquiat's New York is definitely
lost. We can enjoy these works for what they still have to say to us, and then
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maybe learn to know them better and better through study and research. If
I meet Vote Auction in the exhibition space, I should be open to approach it
with the same, layered approach: check if it still engages me formally and
conceptually and, if it does, be open to go deeper and learn more about it. So,
what's the point here?
The point is that the Internet, as a platform, is both persistent and ever-
evolving. We experience it as something that belongs to the present, to the
here and now, even if it has been built over the years, and still encapsulates
uncountable fragments of the past. If an artwork is kept online, and if it's
not made dysfunctional by technological evolution, we experience it in the
here and now, on our current devices, surrounded by the present web. On
the Internet, the past is not just deleted, it's replaced. The way an old website
or any media fragment (an animated GIF, a YouTube™ video) is experienced
on the Internet is closer to the way an old building or a monument is experienced in the chaos of the city, rather than to the way an artwork is experienced in the museum, but with a difference: it doesn't belong to a respected
past we can somehow connect it to, but to a continuous present to which it
has little or no connection.
To clarify, let's make a last example. YouTube Earthquake is a one-minute
video uploaded by Dutch artist Constant Dullaart on YouTube™ in June
2008, as part of a series titled YouTube as a Subject.16 For the distant future
reader, YouTube™ is a video sharing platform that was founded in February
2005 by three young guys, and bought one year later by Google for 1.65 billion dollars. The slogan of the platform was “Broadcast yourself”, and the
first video published, by one of the founders, was called Me at the Zoo. Amateur videos and pirated media content were, for a long time, what YouTube™
had to offer, and what actually made it grow exponentially. In 2008 it was
three years old, and it still had the crappy interface design it was born with.
The media player displayed a big grey 3D play button upon all videos, and
a similarly invasive play bar under them.∥∥ YouTube as a Subject was meant
as a kind of instant, ironic, formalist take upon YouTube™, turning the
medium into its own content: in the videos of the series, the 3D play button
falls down, goes out of focus, bounces as the DVD player screensaver flickers,
shivers, changes color upon a black background. The series responds to the
platform, its influence over the content uploaded, its relationship with older
media experiences. In 2008, experiencing these videos would mean clicking
on the button and seeing the very buttons fall down, go out of focus, bounce,
etc. People had fun with them, and Dullaart collected many video responses
from other users.
In 2018, YouTube™ is a mainstream medium, with 5 billion videos shared
to date, and 300 hours of videos uploaded every minute,17 strongly regulated by copyright laws and commercial interests. Amateur videos are still
uploaded, but are less and less visible if they are not by successful “YouTubers”.
∥∥

 o have a feeling of how YouTube™ looked in 2008, check out this Reddit® thread: www.redT
dit.com/r/nostalgia/comments/20fcrw/2008_youtube_layout/ (accessed January 2019).
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The interface design has changed, the slogan “Broadcast yourself” has disappeared from the interface, the default video ratio is 16 : 9, and there is no 3D
play button anymore. Videos are controlled with a minimal, transparent play
bar that disappears when you move the pointer away, and the only additional
graphic that shows up on screen is the “loading” circle. For a user that was
not there in 2008, the joke is lost, let alone the fact that it was not just a funny
joke. Dullaart's videos are still there, in all their 4 : 3, 480 pixel wide majesty,
encrusted like old gems in this functional interface, but they can speak only
to older users' nostalgia.

22.3

Preserving Net-based Art: Saving the Context

Constant Dullaart was so aware of the fragility of net-based art that he started,
together with Berlin-based curator Robert Sakrowski, the netart database: a
platform where an online work is documented by two videos of the same
length, a screen grab of the computer screen displaying the artwork and a
video documenting the user while using the artwork, with the hardware and
software of its time (Figure 22.3). The idea behind the project is that the very

Figure 22.3

Netart

database. Above: experiencing Turn Off the TV Set, 1995, by
Alexei Shulgin. Below: experiencing The Sleeping Internet, 2011, by
Constant Dullaart. Reproduced from netart database with permission
from Constant Dullaart.
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way in which we access a work of net-based art has changed, and will change
in the near future, to such an extent that we might not be able to recall the
situation in which an artwork from 1999 or 2018 was typically experienced.
From here, the idea is to document this experience, and invite people to collaborate in this process of “subjective guerrilla archiving”. According to Constant Dullaart:
  
“There are so many different kinds of works, and only a very small percentage of the works are static enough to archive through copying or backing
up the data. Also most of the works are very, if not fully, dependent on the
context in which they are viewed if they are to function as intended. Think
of works in domain names, works that exist on video or blogging services,
generative works etc. To draw the comparison with Performance Art again,
I felt as if people were trying to archive the body of the performer to be
able to archive the work. As if you would freeze Marina Abramovic.”18
  
Preserving, via storytelling, documentation, storage and emulation of original hardwares and softwares, the original experience of a work of art, is definitely a good starting point for a comprehensive strategy of preservation of
net-based art, but only one of the many articulations of the larger problem of
preserving the context in which a work of art originated. A provisional, inevitably
incomplete list of them may include:
  
●● The preservation of the intellectual context, the discussions, the relational
dynamics that originated the piece. As for any other art form, this can be
mostly achieved via storytelling and documentation: letters, memories, interviews, reviews, essays, photographs and videos. Without Man
Ray's or Hans Richter's memories, the few physical artworks left by the
Dadaists would mostly be lifeless leftovers of a game we can't understand anymore. Likewise, we would not understand Form Art if we look
at it as a simple exercise with HTML coding, nor Vote Auction if we see
it as a solo work by UBERMORGEN, developed online for a few months
and later translated into an art installation. In this respect, the Internet
apparently allows us to preserve even more than in the past, as a post on
a mailing list, a blog, a forum, a social network is more persistent than
a phone call or word of mouth. It is, indeed, if somebody cares: keeping
things online, archiving them on hard disks or printing them, taking
screenshots, devising strategies to archive something as ephemeral as
a Facebook™ comment or any contribution on a proprietary platform –
that might be, for the contextualization of that specific artwork, much
more important than a review on Artforum.19
●● The preservation of the responses the piece produced, when it took
place and over time, in the art field and outside of it, on a range that
goes from mainstream media to anonymous media producers. A net-
based artwork is a performative piece that takes place in a public
space that is intrinsically participative; and, no matter how old it is,
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it is perceived as “present” any time it is accessed. So, a net-based artwork is not limited to the enclosed piece the artist uploaded or delivered
(a website, a picture, a video, an email), but it includes the way it was
delivered and the responses it received over time. Vote Auction is not just
a website: it's the performance of its existence online between 1999 and
2000, between servers and domains; and of the responses it got from
the media, the legal system, the Internet service providers and the audience. Similarly, YouTube Earthquake is not just a digital video that could
be easily preserved on a local storage device: it's a public intervention
on a commercial video sharing platform that responds to this platform
and includes its own metadata (title, description, tags) and the reactions
posted by the audience in the comments section of the video or on their
own accounts. YouTube Earthquake is like a joke in a foreign language
we don't understand; we need to recall what YouTube™ was in 2008 to
understand it, but we need to snap into the conversation it generated to
get its nuances, see how its concerns were shared by a diversified audience, and finally, maybe, be able to smile.

  
The problem with reactions – especially when they are user-generated –
is that they are even more ephemeral than the artwork itself. They may be
removed by the author, or censored by the platform; they may be dispersed
in various context and conversations that require different levels of access;
and it may take a long time before the one who's working on the preservation of a given piece recognizes their importance. The artist is probably
the best archivist for them – the first to understand their importance, as
well as their fragility. A fitting example is provided by Jon Rafman's video
piece Still Life (Betamale). Released in 2013, the video is part of a trilogy
based on the materials collected over years of exploration of image boards,
social networks and the so-called deep web, researching the visual debris of
online subcultures. In a way, the video is itself an archive: an unsystematic,
idiosyncratic archive with no labels and footnotes, arranged around the
artist's stream of consciousness, preserving the visual outputs of obscure
subcultures in a given moment in time. When it was published, the video
immediately sparked a long discussion on 4chan®, one of the image boards
it drew upon. One of the features, and problems, of 4chan® is that it isn't
archived: a given discussion is up there while it is participated in; when
nobody seems to care about it anymore, it disappears from the Internet,
forever. Jon Rafman saved the conversation in a 43-page pdf that is made
available from his website, on the artwork's page.20 This document is relevant not just because it saves the public discussion generated by an artwork
whose reach went far beyond the realm of art; but also because it provides
many insights into the visual material featured in the video that only the
community that produced, or first circulated, that material could offer. In
the future, Rafman's iconographers – as well as Internet culture researchers – will find in this document a unique source of primary information
about Internet cultures ca. 2013.
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Finally, and obviously, the preservation of the context in which a net-
based artwork is born should imply the preservation of the state of the
Internet at the time in which it was conceived and published. By all means:
historiography and storytelling, documentation and actual archiving.
In this titanic effort, of course, the art conservator is not alone, but is
supported by all kinds of professionals: historians, researchers, media
archeologists, cultural analysts, media theorists, hackers, archivists and
so forth.

  
One impressive initiative that should be mentioned here in terms of actual
archiving of the Internet, is the Internet Archive. “A non-profit library of millions of free books, movies, software, music, websites, and more”, the initiative started in 1996 by archiving captures of web pages, that were later made
available through the Wayback Machine®, a tool that allows the user to see,
in the browser, how a specific website evolved over time. Today, the Internet
Archive provides access to more than 345 billion web pages.*** Yet, although
monumental, the Internet Archive is not enough – for various reasons: its
spiders are not saving the whole Internet – they only take captures, and are
often unable to save embedded content, like images, videos, sound files, etc.
It has many problems with storing the content of most sharing platforms,
like YouTube™ and Flickr®, and only saves the public side of password-
protected social media accounts, such as your Facebook™ page.
Of course, no single initiative could be expected to archive “the whole
Internet”. And, at the same time, everybody can be of help. In 2009, Yahoo!™
announced that it was going to shut down Geocities®, a free hosting service
that was launched in 1995 and bought by the company in 1999. On October 26, 2009, thousands of personal homepages – a big portion of what was
left online of the web of the late Nineties – were taken down. Yet, before it
happened, a hacker group called the Archive Team saved almost a terabyte
of Geocities pages, that a year later were made available online as a huge
Torrent file. Even if not on this scale, the “Save as” option is available to anybody; and as the netart database proved, we can all contribute to archiving
the current web for the future by saving, or even printing out,††† the parts of
the Internet we like the most, in a form of “subjective guerrilla archiving”.
The history of the Internet is a big part of the history of our society and culture over the last twenty years, and its preservation doesn't matter only to art
conservators. And yet, as we will see below, sometimes art preservation (and
even art making) proved to be the ideal ground on which to test preservation
solutions that could be used as well outside the field of art.

***For more information, visit https://archive.org (accessed January 2019).
†††
Printing Out the Internet is a project launched in 2013 by New York based poet and artist Kenneth Goldsmith, on the occasion of an exhibition at LABOR Gallery in Mexico City. With an
announcement, Goldsmith asked for people to print out pages from the Internet and send
them to the gallery. The space was filled with ten tons of paper during the exhibit, sent by
more than 20 000 people.21
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Preserving Net-based Art: Saving the Artwork

So far, we have only considered works that, despite the evolution of the technological and social infrastructure of the Internet, are still up and running,
without any restoration and with no need to change a single line of code.
This is not to say that the preservation of the actual piece of art is easy, or less
important: but to stress the importance of the preservation of the context
that makes that piece of software, or social software, intelligible and enjoyable. Even so-called “single-purpose websites”, one-page websites with no
links to the outside, typically displaying a simple thing such as an image or a
full-screen animation on a dedicated domain, do not exist in a vacuum; they
may use the net as a canvas, but are not just like paintings; they are woven
within the web and they change with it.‡‡‡
The preservation of net-based artworks includes so many variables that it
would be better considered on a case-by-case basis. Also, the fast evolution
of hardwares and softwares made the problem emerge very quickly, and the
early interest of institutions in the practice made discussions about the preservation of net-based art take shape as early as the late Nineties. It would be
impossible to sum up, here, more than two decades of debates and efforts,
but a few references should be enough to outline some key questions.
In 1998 äda'web, a “digital foundry” and a website commissioning net-
based projects, founded four years before by curator Benjamin Weil and
entrepreneur John Borthwick, stopped its activities. The website, featuring
works by respected artists such as Jenny Holzer, Julia Scher, Doug Aitken
and Lawrence Weiner, was about to disappear from the web, but thanks to
an agreement with the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, which accepted to
host it on its own servers, it's still online in its “frozen”, final state.§§§ Most
works are still working, but Lawrence Weiner's Homeport (1996) was already
inaccessible before the end of äda'web. The conceptual artists opened a chat
room decorated with statements in his signature style within The Palace, a
popular graphical chat software produced by Time Warner Interactive and
first opened to the public in November 1995. The Palace required an external client, which first made the maintenance of Homeport problematic, and
although it had its popularity peak around 1999, in the early 2000s it was
already considered “abandonware”.
Although storing äda'web in its frozen state, the Walker Art Center supported a discussion about its preservation by commissioning the artistic
‡‡‡

 he first “single-purpose websites” have been made within the framework of the NEEN art
T
movement, launched in 2000 by Greek artist Miltos Manetas. NEEN artists such as Rafael
Rozendaal and Angelo Plessas were mostly using dedicated domain names to display colorful, sometimes interactive animations made with Macromedia Flash™. So, whywashesad.com
(2002) by Rafael Rozendaal is a blue sky filled by white clouds that you can delete by moving
your browser cursor. In the following decade, this solution was widely adopted by net artists.
For more information about NEEN, http://afterneen.com/ (accessed January 2019).
§§§
äda'web is available at www.adaweb.com (accessed January 2019). For more information about
the history of the website and its archiving strategies, see D. Quaranta, Net art 1994–1998. La
vicenda di äda'web, Vita e Pensiero, Milan, 2004 [in Italian].
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collaborative Janet Cohen, Keith Frank and Jon Ippolito to produce an artwork, The Unreliable Archivist (1998).¶¶¶ At the time, Ippolito was already working as a curator at the Guggenheim Museum, New York, with a focus on
collecting and displaying New Media Art. Ippolito followed the integration
in the museum's collection of some seminal pieces of net-based art, such as
Mark Napier's Net.Flag and John F. Simon's Unfolding Object;∥∥∥ he was among
the initiators of the Variable Media Initiative (since 1999), the first consistent
institutional attempt to develop a theory and a practice for new media preservation.**** He was also the curator of Seeing Double. Emulation in Theory
and Practice (2004), a groundbreaking exhibition that first tested the promises of emulation as an experimental preservation model, by pairing original
art installations with their emulated versions.††††
At the time, the Guggenheim and the Walker were not the only institutional
subjects dealing with collecting and preserving net-based art. Thanks to its
Adjunct Curator of New Media Arts, Christiane Paul, in 2001 the Whitney
Museum of American Art established artport,25 a platform for commissioning works of net-based and New Media Art. But the Whitney's first huge effort
in restoring a net-based artwork came about only in 2012, when the museum
undertook the restoration of The World's First Collaborative Sentence, created
by Douglas Davis in 1994 and donated to the Whitney in 1995.‡‡‡‡ The Sentence employed a CGI script to allow the audience to infinitely contribute
to a sentence started by the artist, in a sort of endless, collaborative, online
cadavre exquis, until it stopped working properly around 2005. The project
was presented as a case study, adopting different strategies to preserve the
piece. First, the historic online version was restored, in order to be fully readable. Second, a new live version was launched, using a new code to make the
online experience of the Sentence fully interactive again, and to allow people
to keep contributing (which is no longer possible in the historic version).
¶¶¶

I ronically, neither the project nor the essays related to it are on the museum website
anymore. Gallery9, the major output of the “New Media Initiatives” of the Walker Art Center,
was stopped in 2003, and it gradually disappeared from the Internet. The Unreliable Archivist
was restored by Jon Ippolito in 2010, and is now available at www.three.org/z/UA/ (accessed
January 2019).
∥∥∥
Both works have been commissioned by the Guggenheim in 2002 and made available through
their website, respectively at http://netflag.guggenheim.org/ and http://unfoldingobject.guggenheim.org/ (accessed January 2019). Unfolding Object was restored in 2018, while Net.flag
doesn't seem to work with the latest versions of Java®.
****The Variable Media Initiative, which included a number of institutions among its founding
members, is responsible for a seminal publication22 and for establishing the Variable Media
Questionnaire: a tool for collecting information from artists that could be useful in establishing best practices for the preservation of their work.23
††††
Seeing Double took place at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York from March 19
to May 16, 2004.24
‡‡‡‡
The Sentence is available online at https://whitney.org/artport/douglas-davis (accessed January 2019). The project team included Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, Associate Director of Conservation and Research; Christiane Paul, Adjunct Curator of New Media Arts; Farris Wahbeh,
Manager, Cataloguing and Documentation; Ben Fino-Radin, Digital Conservator at Rhizome®; and the Museum's Digital Media department.
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Third, documentary material was published, including photo documentation of the way it was presented in physical spaces, screenshots of how it
looked on Netscape® in 1994, and an artist's essay about the work.
In 1999 Rhizome®, founded in 1996 as a mailing list and after a short-lived
attempt to exist as a dotcom (1996–1998), launched the ArtBase, an online
repository of born digital artworks. The ArtBase accepted submissions from
artists, which soon turned it into the largest collection of digital artworks
ever. According to Mark Tribe, Rhizome®'s founder:
  
“We were talking about this stuff, but often the stuff was vanishing. Somebody could stop paying the bills on their internet hosting service and a
systems administrator could delete art history with the click of a mouse.
We wanted to give artists a place to put their work for safekeeping.”26,§§§§
  
While archiving and storing the works, Rhizome® had to envision strategies for their preservation, which made this topic increasingly crucial for
its institutional strategies. After becoming, in 2003, an affiliate of the New
Museum, New York, in 2005 Rhizome® hired Lauren Cornell as Executive
Director. In 2006, Cornell appointed Ben Fino-Radin as the institution's first
Digital Conservator. Trained as an artist, Fino-Radin – who would get his
Master of Science in Library and Information Science at Pratt Institute only
in 2014 – somehow had to invent his discipline and methodology based on
previous experiments and theories.¶¶¶¶
This brief, incomplete history of the establishment of media art conservation on an institutional level already shows a few things, when it comes
to net-based art preservation. First of all, it needs somebody who cares for
the artwork: for keeping it online and for maintaining it when some code
becomes obsolete. It may seem a pretty obvious statement, but it isn't: physical objects have a resilience that online digital files don't have. If somebody
doesn't keep them online, they become digital files on a local hard disk, or
even less if we are talking about, for example, a social media account with
no local backup that is disabled or censored for whatever reason. This could
have been the fate of äda'web, and has been the fate of uncountable artworks
so far. If somebody doesn't maintain their code, they can survive online as
ghost artworks that work only partially or don't work at all: this happened to
Douglas Davis' Sentence – a work collected by a museum – between 2005 and
2012, when the museum undertook restoration. The “somebody” can be the
artist, a collector or an institution. While for museums and institutions the
preservation of the art they own is somehow part of their missions (even if it
§§§§

Ref. 26 is also a good reference for a detailed history of Rhizome® as an institution.
Ben Fino-Radin left Rhizome® in 2013 to become Associate Media Conservator at MoMA,
New York. In 2017 he left MoMA to establish his own venture, Small Data Industries: “a consultancy providing services to support the collection, exhibition, preservation, and storage of time-
based media art” (http://smalldata.industries/, accessed January 2019). The company works
with individual artists as well as with big institutions, such as MoMA itself, the Museum of the
Moving Image, the Whitney Museum and the DIA Foundation.27
¶¶¶¶
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can take years), with artists things get complicated. While many of them take
care of their work, only a few have the patience to document the versioning.
Many, when updating their online presence, feel free to “rewrite” their story,
i.e. changing titles of the works, or deleting/hiding works they don't consider
relevant anymore (but that may have, in background, a historical relevance
they don't recognize yet). Some artists, who may have had a central role in
a specific time and community, may stop making art and completely delete
their online presence. An example is offered by American artist Kevin Bewersdorf, who had a key role – as a producer, animator and writer – in the so-
called surfing clubs generation between 2007 and 2009. At some point, right
after his first solo show, he decided to delete his online presence and to stop
making art. Only partially recovered by the Internet Archive, his websites are
now lost. In the following years, Bewersdorf occasionally resurfaced online
with new net-based projects related to his daily practice of Taoist meditation,
but this presence proved to be, again, temporary.∥∥∥∥
If kept online, as we already noticed, a net-based piece can be put at risk
by various degrees of obsolescence. The simplest one is link rot: the disappearance of pages or content that is linked from or embedded into the main site
without changing its location. An extreme example of this is provided by
artworks that are literally scattered through various servers and domains.
Russian artist Olia Lialina often worked this way, to stress the fragility of a
net-based artwork but also to entrust a network of friends, making them co-
responsible for her own art. Summer (2013) is a full page animated GIF of the
artist riding a swing (Figure 22.4). Yet, every single frame of the animation
is “physically” located in a dedicated folder of a friend's domain: the second
frame is at http://1x-upon.com/∼despens/olia/summer/, the third frame at
www.newrafael.com/olia/summer/, and so forth. Metaphorically, Olia Lialina
rides her swing over the Internet, traveling from site to site and from country
to country, seamlessly. But if one of her friends decides to let his domain
expire, or just forgets to pay for it, then one frame is gone, and the swing
stops running.
Other common problems may be: changes in the specifics of the browser
between one version and the other; obsolescence or changes in the code of
plug-ins and applets; changes in external services that are integrated into
the artwork, as in the case of Google APIs. One famous example is provided
by Data Diaries, a work by American artist Cory Arcangel in which he fooled
Quicktime® into believing that his computer's memory file was actually
a video file (Figure 22.5). So, a given day's computer RAM file was visually
∥∥∥∥
I was personally involved in the preservation of the work of Kevin Bewersdorf on various levels. I recovered most of his writings from the Internet Archive and other sources, and published
them as a book.28 I also launched an online project (Share Your Sorrow, 2012 – ongoing; http://
shareyoursorrow.tumblr.com/, accessed January 2019) in which I archived and shared the fragments of his work I was able to collect over time – photographs, animated GIFs, performance
documentation, songs, websites – and I invited people to do the same, turning their personal
act of collecting and downloading from the Internet into a preservation strategy. In March 2020,
Bewersdorf made an archive of his work available at the domain http://www.kevinbewersdorf.org
(accessed March 2020).
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Figure 22.4

Olia

Lialina, Summer, 2013. Website, screenshot. Reproduced with permission from Olia Lialina.

Figure 22.5

Cory

Arcangel, Data Diaries, 2003. Commissioned by Turbulence.org.
Website, screenshot, courtesy Cory Arcangel Studio. Reproduced with
permission.
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resolved as a glitchy, abstract geometric video consisting of black and white
or colored squares – until it worked. At some point, Quicktime® changed its
code and the edgy, pixelated aesthetics of the original work left room to an
unwanted, blurry abstraction.
Furthermore, net-based works can rely on external platforms and services
that change over time their design and ways of working, but also their internal regulations and terms and conditions. This, as we saw speaking about
Constant Dullaart's videos, can change the context of an artwork beyond
recognition, but can also make it disappear in the blink of an eye. Petra Cortright's VVEBCAM (2007), an apparently harmless video in which the artist
stares into a webcam as cartoonish clip art figures float around her face, was
removed from the platform three years later when YouTube™ realized that,
by using spam keywords as tags to spread the video as much as possible,
she was violating its “terms and conditions”. Last December, Tumblr® – a
popular micro-blogging platform widely used by artists – announced that
posts containing “adult content” would no longer be allowed on Tumblr®,
and that posts that had been flagged as mature would disappear from the
platform. How many artworks have become fragmentary or completely disappeared in this process?29
Finally, many net-based artworks may not be browser-based, but rely, as
in the case of Homeport, on external clients. This can open up another set of
problems as these softwares evolve, or are abandoned by the community that
used them, or stop being updated for newer operative systems. An example
is offered by Second Life®, a virtual world launched in 2003 by a company
called Linden Labs. In Second Life®, a large and active artistic community
was active between 2005 and 2009 – staging performances, designing installations and environments, exploring the world and recording footage for
travel logs and narrative videos. One of these artists was Gazira Babeli, the
code performer: an artist that never revealed her real identity, consolidating
the one of the avatar artist. Babeli made performances and scripted coded
environments that for some time have been collected onto her studio/island,
called Locus Solus. She also made exhibitions in real venues, showing prints
and videos documenting her interventions. Before stopping being active in
Second Life®, she exported most of her environments as standalone simulations that can be explored locally on a dedicated client. These are occasionally exhibited as part of the archive of Gazira Babeli, but nobody can meet the
artist and her works in her native environment anymore.****

22.5

 hizome®, Webrecorder and the Net Art
R
Anthology  

“Art is, in general, a very good field to test tools in, because art has never
followed the rules and this generates edge cases all the time.”26
****The online archive of Gazira Babeli can be found at http://gazirababeli.com/ (accessed January 2019).
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Rhizome®'s recent preservation strategies are trying to take into account
all the problems we have been enumerating so far. In 2014, Rhizome®
appointed Dragan Espenschied to lead its Digital Art Conservation Program.
An artist himself, Espenschied started working as a musician, co-founding
the eight-piece band Bodenständig 2000 together with Bernd Kirsch, and
accompanying his musical activity with a variety of other projects, mostly
dealing with obsolete hardwares and low resolution graphics.30 In 2003 he
started working, together with net.art pioneer Olia Lialina, on various online
projects. Their interest in the vernacular creativity of the early web brought
them to publish essays and visual essays online, and to compile the seminal
book Digital Folklore Reader.31 As, in 2010, the Archive Team started seeding
the Geocities torrent, they started downloading it and analyzing its content.
The output of this long-term project is One Terabyte of Kilobyte Age (2011–
present), a blog in which Olia and Dragan share screenshots, discoveries,
researches, graphic elements, comparative studies and essays about what
they have found in the Geocities archive.32,33
This short presentation outlines a keen interest in obsolescence, media
preservation and Internet history, that easily translated from Espenschied's
artistic activity into his new institutional role at Rhizome®.34 One of the first
things he focused on at Rhizome® was the development of a tool able to faithfully capture websites and webpages, but also dynamic social media pages,
which are controlled server-side and do not belong to the artists, but can nevertheless be a legitimate place of art making. So, he reached out to developer
Ilya Kreymer, who had worked on the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine®,
and together they started developing the first prototype of Webrecorder.
Made publicly available in 2016, Webrecorder was first tested by producing
an archival copy of VVORK, a group blog about contemporary art active from
2006 to 2012,††††† and of Amalia Ulman's performance Excellences and Perfections, that took place over Instagram® in 2014.‡‡‡‡‡ Apart from the fact it can
“create and share high-fidelity, fully interactive copies of almost any website”
†††††

Over the time of its activity, VVORK became a reference for many artists, and somehow
“designed” the forms of art dissemination online that would be later adopted by other online
platforms. VVORK is still available online on its own domain www.vvork.com, which outlines
one of the main functions of Webrecorder: to capture what's online when it's alive and properly
functioning, and keep it in this state.35
‡‡‡‡‡
From April to September 2014, artist Amalia Ulman used her social media accounts – mostly
Instagram® – to perform a radical “makeover” of herself, interpreting a story of self-degradation
and progressive self-design according to the stereotype of the sugar baby: she started taking
selfies in expensive hotel rooms, often in expensive sexy lingerie; she underwent breast surgery,
dancing, crying and being sexy in front of the camera, expressing values such as “Stay pretty. Be
educated. Dress well. Get money.” People believed in the story and reacted to it in the comments.
Webrecorder was able to capture Ulman's Instagram® account – the segment dedicated to the
performance – as it was in 2014, with all posts and comments, the original design of the page,
the number of followers, etc. This capture will stay as it is, regardless of future changes on the
platform.36,37

474

Chapter 22

(it still has some problems with Facebook™), what's really outstanding about
Webrecorder is that it's available to be used by anybody, for any kind of website. This, on the one hand, shows Rhizome®'s belief that net-based art preservation is not just a task for institutions, but a project in which any of us can
play an active role; on the other hand, it makes it not just a tool for net-based
art preservation, but a truly public service, on a scale and with an ambition
comparable to that of the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine®. This has
been clearly understood by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, which in 2018
awarded Rhizome® $1 million for the further development of Webrecorder.38
Other tools developed by Rhizome® in recent years include oldweb.today,
which allows one to explore web archives through emulated legacy browsers,
choosing the browser and the version that better fits to the project we want to
visit, and pywb, an “open-source, high-fidelity web archive replay and recording system (a more advanced version of the Wayback Machine®) that serves
as the core of Rhizome®'s web archiving toolset.”39
Currently, pywb is available online as a Github® project, not as a usable
interface. But it is widely used by Rhizome® for its Net Art Anthology program,
an ongoing exhibition charting the history of net art through 100 selected
artworks.§§§§§ If Webrecorder and pywb help to preserve or restore the artworks, and the use of emulators allow us to view the artworks in their native
environments, the Net Art Anthology combines these approaches with an
effort to reconstruct, around the project, the context that makes it interesting and intelligible: using captions and quotes, commissioning essays
and interviews with the artists, providing documentation. Incidentally, it's
the Net Art Anthology that allowed me to show you Form Art in its original
form; that commissioned Diana McCarty's text about Vote Auction's current
topicality; that restored Cory Arcangel's Data Diaries and reconstructed the
original context of Petra Cortright's VVEBCAM. And the same was done for
dozens of other works we couldn't mention, including, as a very last example,
Eva and Franco Mattes' Life Sharing (2001–2003): a three-year performance
in which the artists shared, on their own domain, 0100101110101101.org,
the entire content of their computer, updated live in an enduring exercise
of data transparency – hiding in plain sight a few years before the explosion
of social networking, and a decade before the Edward Snowden revelations.
Once interrupted, the project was replaced by a portfolio website and never
shown publicly.
Until 2017, when Rhizome® made it available again.

§§§§§
Launched in 2016 and completed in June 2019, the Net Art Anthology (https://anthology.rhizome.org/, accessed January 2019) consists of five chapters collecting net-based projects from
the emergence of the practice up to the present day. It's a curatorial project, aiming “to represent
net art as an expansive, hybrid set of artistic practices that overlap with many media and disciplines”, and dealing with preservation strategies only when it's required by the project.
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