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Absract

Thisinforma essay addressesthe current satus and trgjectory of mediaart and mediatechnology. In formulating my
ideas on these topics, | found mysealf being drawn away from my usud technica concerns, and increasingly to the
sociology, economics, and palitical relationships of eectronic mediaart and itsmodes of production and dissemination.
Thereare averd rather bold statements b ow on the subject of new mediaart and art-making on the world-wide web,
and | rely heavily on a series of quotestaken from the literature to make my points, without the implication that |

necessaxily agree with every one of them. | takeacritica stancein these comments, but till do not wishto be consid

ered a“web-Luddite” | usetheweb daily, and it isamgjor component of my research. On the other hand, | am very
concerned by severa trends | seein the web culture and feel that it is necessary to draw attention to them.

1 Music, Technology, and Media

A number of mediatheorists have noted that the most important
changesin the parforming artsthat have come about dueto 20th-
century technologies were precipitated by two inventionsthat trace
their roots back into the 19th century: recording and broadcast.
Sound (and later visud) recording gave the audience freedom of
time—onedid not haveto hear (watch) an event inthe samemo
ment asits production. Thistechnology dso gaverisetotheno
tion of direct archivd of artifacts (recordings) rather than of gpoken
or written accounts, which hed served asthe medium for the record
ing of history up to thistime. The advent of radio (and later televi
sion) broadcast granted the 20th-century audience freedom of
place—an event taking place in onecity could be Smultaneoudy
“witnesssd” by audencesthroughout theward

With repect to how thesetechnological advanceshave changed our
relationship to the arts, however, “many of the dementsthet are
upposed to provide accessto music actudly impoverish our rela-
tionship with it” (Michel Foucault in Contemporary Musicand
the Public). Now that music-making and music-consuming are
completely digoint for the mgjority of liseners, “music has...]
shifted from amedium of cregtion to the excessve archiving and
consuming enterprisethat Jacques Attdi described [in Noise: The
Palitical Economy of Musd” (Dominique Richard in Computer
MuscJourrdl).

Threemorerecent deve opments based on the digitd technology of
the 1970s give usthreemore*“ degrees of freedom.” Digitd sound
gynthesisgivesthemusica performer fresdom of gesure—onecan
control an organ sound with the gestures of playing asaxophone,
for example. Digita recording and CD magtering give musicians

freedom of production—thereistoday no Sgnificant technica dif-
ferentiator between *low-budget” and “high-budget” recordings.
Ladlly, dectronic digribution, especidly viathe world-wideweb,
gives credtive artigs freedom of avail ability—one doesnot need a
mgor marketing organization and widespreed didribution channds
tofind an audiencefor one€ smusc, graphics, or video.

Many voicesin the community have noted that the new media
have not brought Sgnificant new art forms or aestheticswith them.
“The new face of computer musicisasshalow asitisbroad. [...]
Reather than promating research into basic musicd questions mogt
computer music now merely subgtitutes newer, chegper technol-
ogy for gringsand pipes Inthat sense, thefidd of music hes effec-
tively ‘absorbed” computer music with little or no effect on what
musicisproduced or our underganding of it” (F. Richard Moorein
Computer Music Journdl).

2 The Sociology of the New Media

2.1 Technologies that Empower, Equaize, and
Free—or Separate, Rigidify, and Stratify

Technology is, by nature, socidly neutrd, but much can be deter-
mined by how anew technology isgpplied within asociety. Epe-
cidly inthe 20th century, we have seen examples of new tech-
nologies used to link people together, to lessen the distance
between the*haves’ and the* have-nots” and to mekeit esser for
every person’ svoiceto be heard. Mediatheorigts often point to the
telephone as agood example of such atechnology; they citethe
fact that (in the developed world, a least) telephones are widdy
avalableand rdivey inexpendve Thisis however, largdy due
tothefact thet tdephone sarvice has higtoricaly been dither entirdy
date-run (ssin mogt of the devd oped world) or heavily regulated (as



inthe USA). Because of itsgenerdly wide availability, we have
aso tended to loose sight completely of those who—because of
choice, poverty, geographical location, illiteracy, or other rea
Sons—do not have access to telephones; they are smply no longer
members of society. Seen paliticaly, this aspect of ectronic
technology hasled to an even more strongly dratified society. It
has* helped to build the sense of deprivation of man’shirthright,
and that sense of deprivation hes played alarge part in the nationd
revolutions of post-war Asid’ (Indonesian dictator Sukarno, as
guoted by Marshdl McLuhan in The Mediumisthe Message).

Thisexampleisintended to show how the same technologiesthat
can be said to empower people, and to lessen the dratifications
within odety, caninfact sgparate useven moreand further enforce
economic and socid boundaries. Thinking of the unredlized pos-
tive potentid of the new media, | am reminded of a1960s sdirica

drawing (from New Yorker) that shows an adult couple sitting
beforetheir tdlevison with one of them saying to the ather, “When
you condder televison' sawesome power to educate, aren't you
thankful it does't?’ (The Mediumisthe Message p. 128)

2.2 “Technology, Commaodity, Power” and the
New Media

Thetechnologies of recording and broadcast have beenwiddy rec-
ognized asingtruments of economic and socid power, and have
aso been widdy explaited by large corporations according to the
capitaist vaue structure. “Music has dways been about power.
Sound itsdlf is power, and it was very clearly understood in that
seneintraditiond cultures. Empowerment isthen represanted in
socialy and economicaly determined sites, from sacred sweat
lodges and Stonehenges, to cathedrals and courts, to concert hdls
and universities to ABC and MTV. [...] Technology itsdf isaso
quitedearly about power. All toolsempower their user [and] dec-
tronic mediaare the empowered sitesof our time. [...] They arethe
very core of power inanindustrid economy” (Roger Johnsonin
Computer Music Journal).

Becausethereisno massmarket for it, and no sodid power assodi-
ated withit, art isbeing margindized and replaced by entertainment.
“Thesodd gatusof modern music is characterized by thefact theat
aninnumerable mass of peoplefrom dl dassesand layersof the
popul ation condder entertainment music as such, and do not even
know that modern [arf] music exigs Itismoreover impossibleto
correct thisview. [...] Entertainment music isthe modern instru-
ment of power” (Heinz-KlausMetzger inMusicinthe* Entertained
Society’).

3 Art in the Commercial Age

Thethreemgor shiftsintheart world brought about by the emerg-
ing commerdid ageare (1) thetrangtion from usevaue (thevaue
to the producer) to exchange va ue (the vaueto the consumer) asa
metricinthearts (2) the centrdized (and economic-basad)) decison
meaking related to arts production and distribution; and (3) the cen
trdization of control of the dectronic media One can identify the
1970s asthe dawn of the commercid erain both popular enter-

tainment music and in art music practice. Inthe 1980s, CD tech-
nology brought the “freedom of production” described above, and
the 1990s Internet technology promises*“freedom of digtribution.”
Theproblemisthat dl of thesetechnologiesrdly heavily onlarge
corporate sructuresin order to function; eventhough thellntemet is
currently ahaven for “ cottage” industry, therewill inevitably bea
consolidation of power in asmal number of large corporations,
just asthere hasbeen in every other powerful media- and technol-
ogy-rdatedindustry.
3.1 Mass Market Exchange Vaue as an Artistic
Metric

Credtive artists, especidly in the USA, have long lamented the
predominance of the market asthe determinant of artistic success.
“ Approva-seeking behavior aimed at the generd publicisconsid-
ered ingpproprigtein crediiveindividuds|...] but isseen aspostive
or even essentid in commerdid enterprises [..] Thedesrefor pub-
lic approva can be asinhibiting to technologica or scientific crea
tivity asit isto other cregtive arts. [...] Profound and powerful
changes have resulted from the dissemination of computer-based
technology through market channe s—essentialy, from computer
music’'scommercidization, [...] thetrangtion from usevdueto
exchange va ue as the common and expected mativation for tech-
nological R&D for musical applications’ (Laurie Spiegdl in
Conputer Music Journdl).

3.2 Centralized Decision-Making

Although the Internet has historically been praised as“theworld's
largest functioning anarchy,” itisrgpidly changing asgovernments
start to regulate it and large corporations get more and morein-
volved. “Thetendency toward decentrdization, evenin theface of
the enormous concentrations of power in the entertainment and
broadcasting industries, isan exciting and optimigicsign. [..] In
somedirdes thereisan argument that technology and information
sysemsinvariably decentrdize and thus chdlenge the very powers
that created them. This has a utopian and romantic ring to it”
(Roger Johnsonin Computer Music Journal). “The paradox isthat
thereisahighly persondized, contained art that fitsinto the con-
finesof asmall screen, and yet that belongsto agloba network
thet rdieson ahuge governmenta or otherwise bureaucratic entity
to support it. Persona computers may bejust that [persond], but
the technol ogy needed to makethem talk to oneancther [...] rdies
onjust thekind of establishment that networked art istrying to
subvert” (Richard Poval in Computer Music Journal).

3.3 Contral of the Media

The optimist believesthat new mediaart will break down the
traditiond “art ddivery sysems’ and replace them with an open
plurdidic anarchy run by artigs “Electronic art haslittle or noth-
ing to dowith traditiona gdlery or concert hdl paces Itisame-
dium that belongsin the ether, and onethat is capable of entirdy
new moddsof presantation and cregtion. I the [galleriesand concart
halg are not to become margindized themsdvesin the next cen-
tury, then they need to be paying atention to their modd s of func-



tion and presentation, and to their rdlationshipswith creatorsand
audience. Thedectronic atist isdso a fault in attempting to fit
within thistired construct” (Richard Poval in Computer Music
Jourdl).

Thesameauthor, however, datesthat “true guerillaart isamost
oxymoronic on the net, and net artigtstend to bethoseindividuds
with themost highly developed technologicd sensibility—white,
young, male, educated, middledass [...] The capitdist dream of
ultimate world domination (actudly, forget the domination, just
read ‘vad profit’) is chdlenging the very concept of afree network,
and even the palitical visonaries are seeing the profit potential in
theworldwidewed’ (Richard Poval in Computer Music Journal).
Even though | am frequently quite optimistic, | believeit to be
hopdesdy unredidtic to expect the current state of affairs—with
meany small-scae not-for-profit web content providers and * cow-
boy” Internet service providersbeing the rule rather then the excep-
tion—to continue. | can only citethe higtories of radio, film, tele-
vison, and recording as precedents “ Surdy therearereasonsto be
gpprehensive about mediaregulation. Thewhole history of sate
censorship counsds againg it. But theincreasing concentration of
mediaoutletsin afew powerful handsis cresting acompelling
counterargument—thet *the state might become the friend, rather
than the enemy, of freedom’ as Owen Fissputsit in hisnew book,
Thelrony of Free Speach” (Andrew Shapiroin The Nation).

4 Some Observations on the Web

| would now liketo addresstheworld-wideweb and itsrlated techr
nology. Higtoricaly, it isimportant to note that the theoretica
underpinnings of theweb come from the hypertext experiments of
Douglas Engdbart and Ted Ndson—work that was centered around
accessing stored text in anon-linear fashion, and on multi-user
interactive collaboration. The two sandards on which the current
web isbassd—HTML and HTTP—areamed a representing and
digtributing text and il imeges. Thereisno provisoninthem for
dynamicimages sound, music, or active behavio—these havedl
been added on as afterthoughts and are currently handled by web
browsing software viaacollection of different scripting languages
and mutudly incompatible, non-portable” plug-in” software mod-
ules.

4.1 TheWeb asan Art Medium

Itiswiddy acknowledged that “the content of every new medium
beginswith that of itsdases prior rdaive’ (Marshdl McLuhanin
The Mediumis the Message [paraphrased)]), asthe examples of
early dnemaand tdevison demondrate Theariva of new media
may a0 havealiberating effect on the mediathat they augment or
replace. “It isno accident that the Syle of impressonidic painting
followed closely on the heds of the invention of photography.
Phatography freed painting from the nead to be pure representation”
(Umberto Eco asquoted in The Nation). (Thisraisesthe natura
question of what effect web-based publishing and digtribution
might haveeg., onthe print media)) The cregtor, however, isoften
the driving factor in thelimitation of anew medium. “Thasewho

adopt anew technology that they themsdlves did not crestetend to
expect [it] to solve problemsinherent in whatever older, more
established technologies they were accustomed to using. The new
isusudly seen through thefilter of the old, and may be dtogether
invishlethrough thet filter” (Laurie Spiegdl in Computer Music
Jourrdl).

Ashas often been seen in dectroacoudtic music, thereisdso the
danger of being enthralled by the technology and losing sight of the
aesthetica god. “Thejury found that wewere megicaly atracted to
what wedubbed ‘true Net pages—home pagesthat usetechnology
and narrdtive Sructuresthet are only available and only meeningful
on the Net, and try to teke those astep further. [...] On the down
dde, thesetrue Net pages sometimes gorge themsdves on new Net
technologies, in spite of thefact thet they don't yet know whet to
dowithit” (Statement of the WWW Jury, Prix Ars Electronica
1996).

4.2 The Web-Station as a Performance Space

In Leibnitz sbest of dl possibleworlds, the web-connected com-
puter could be an excdlent performance space (just like thetelevi-
sion-based home thegter systems). “Electronic art—and by this
term | mean dl the acogpted formsthat condtitute dectronic at—is,
ultimetely, apersond medium. It tendsto be astrapped withinits
means of reproduction asit iswithin its means of production (de-
spiteitsparadoxicd potentid for ingtant worldwide trangmission),
and should be enjoyed by theindividud or smdl groupin an envi-
ronment where that means of reproduction can flourish—the
home, the computer screen, the teephone, the bar, the automobile”
(Richard Povdl in Computer Music Journal). The most critical
problem with this semsfrom the use of theweb asadigtribution
medium for multimediacontent (ssebd ow).

4.3 The Web as a Distribution Medium

Oneof the greatest advantages of theweb, and dso itsmost fatal
short-coming, isits* portability”; web browsersrun on dl manner
of computer and termind, even text-only termindswith no facili-
tiesfor graphica display, let donemultimediaoutput. Duedsoto
the finite bandwidth of the underlying wide-area networks, and
vaiationsin the home-to-host connection, it isimpossibleto con-
figureamultimediaweb site for truly universal consumption (a
major portion of our research at CREATE islooking into solu-
tionsfor this). In the new world, it seemsthat the line between
“haves’ and “have-nots’ isdrawn according to who can afford
enough bandwidth to run their web browserswith image display
turned on (without suffering the“ world-widewait”). Note also that
this Situation can only be expected to be exacerbated by theintro-
duction of new kinds of web-TV's, web-boys, pam-top web surf-
ers, etc., many of which will provide lessresolution, lower band-
width, and fewer multimediaoutput fadlities

“The[other] mgor problemsto be addressed in the evolution of
computer-mediated [ content] digtribution are not just the obvious
technical ones of bandwidth, qudity, multimedium formats, and
Internet protocals Thesearedl being worked on dready. Thema
jor problems]...] sem from the entrenched legal and economic



structures, which will fight their own olsolescence, and for which
no adequiate replacement sructureshave yet been designed” (Laurie
Soiegd inComputer Music Journal). Thisstuaionisindeed very
different from thet at thetime of theintroduction of the tlephone.
Noneof the" competing” mediasought to contral itscommercidi-
zation, and therewas generd agreament about the rolethet the state
should play in itsintroduction and regulation.

4.4 TheWeb as“LaRadia’

Sowhat isthe dream? Anyone who spendstime reeding about the
web will come across ecdtatic proclamations about its potentia to
sarve society viaeducaion, the arts, public informetion, and other
agpects (eg., commerce). Inlooking for agood expression of the
vision of what theweb could be (wereit not for al of theforces|
have been discussing), | wasreminded of theltdian futurigs of the
1930sand their grand utopian design for theuse of radio: LaRadia

“LaRadia, the namethat wefuturigs give to the grest manifesta:
tionsof theradiois
(D reditic;
(2) endosed & afixed dage
(3) idiatized by music that, ingteed of deved oping toward gregter
origindity and variety, has atained arepulsive, gloomy, or
languid monatony; and
(4) atoo-timid imitation of thefuturist synthetic theeter and
wordsin fresdom for thewriters of theavant garde.

[..]
LaRadiamugt not be:

(1) theater, becauseradio heskilled theeter dreedy defested by
ound dnemg;

(2) dnema, becausednemaisdying:

(@ fromrancid sentimentalism of subject matter;

(b) fromredism that involved even certain Smultaneous
syntheses;

(©) frominfinitetechnical complications

(d) fromfatd bandizing collaborationdism;

(e from reflected brillianceinferior to the saf-emitted bril-
liancedf rediaftdevison;

(3) books, becausethe book, whichisguilty of having mede
humanity myopic, implies something heavy, srangled, ti-
fled, fosslized, and frozen.

LaRediaabdishes:

(1) thespaceand Sage necessary to theeter |...]

time;

(3) unity of action;

(4) dramdlic charadter; and

(5) theaudience as Hf-gppointed judging mass sygamdicaly
hodtileand savile, dwaysagaing the new, dwaysretro-
gae

LaRedagdl be:

(1) freedom from dl contact with literary and artitic tradition
(and attempt tolink LaRadiawith tredition isgrotesque);

(2) anew at that beginswherethedter, cinema, and narrative
ed

(3) theimmendfication of space (no longer visbleand fram-
able, the tage becomes universd and coamic);
[..]
(6) apureorganism of redio sensations, ad
(7) anat without time or Space, without yesterday or tomor-
o’
(F. T. Marinetti and Fino Masnaain The Futurig Manifeso).

Thismanifesto represents an aggressive plan to cregte anew popu-
list medium thet surpassesdl previous mediainimmediacy, pas-
son, and sodd rdevance How doestoday’ scommerdid broadcast-
ing live up to thisvison of 64 years ago? To what extent can we
expect theweb to do 0?

5. Conclusions

My comments aboveare not intended to cast doubt on the potertiad
of theworld-wide web to serve asamedium for artistic expression;
infact, much of theresearch a the CREATE center wherel work
isfocused on devel oping new technology for web-based art, and
severd of our crestive sudents are busy creating “web-works” |
am, however, very concerned about the web' s future as an open,
non-commercid anarchy, and skepticd of itsability toliveupto
al of the expectationswe have of itsfuture. Perhapsit isafunction
of my recent movefrom the Sen Francisco Bay Area(wherel hed
lived for ten years) to “within earshot” of Los Angdes (and Hally-
wood) thet ismeking me sowary of thegradud commerddization
of theweb, or maybe the combination of thiswith my on-going
frustration about the state of the public broadcast mediain the
USA, and the recent deregul ation of the tddecommunications mar-
ket, and the incredible consolidation in the entertainment media
indudtry inthelagt year, and the cut-backsin public funding for the
ats..

Itismy hopethat this essay will trigger alively discusson of the
issuesit raises, and perhaps|ead to deeper indghtsinto the socio-
logicd, palitical, and economic aspects of the future of digtributed
multimedia | do believethat this undersanding would dlow usto
better contral the deve opment of the new media

The problem that | seeisthat the new mediado not seemto be
helping to solve the crises of aesthetics, audience rdations, socid
relevance, and economic power inwhich the artsfind themsdves
today—crisesthet were crested, or & leest exacarbated, by themedia
of broadcasting and recording. “ Art and discourseinthe 19th cen-
tury distorted and idedlized the externd world and cdlebrated it as
Beauty. Modern art cérates dienation from that world and idedl -
izesit as Freedom” (Caral Duncanin Socialist Review). The op-
portunity isthat we keep the web alive and free as an exciting
playground for experimenters of al sortslooking to invent new
formsof narrative, collaborative creation, and persond expression.
“New information and entertainment services are not waiting on
fiber to the home; they arewaiting ontheimagination” (Nicholas
Negropontein Being Digital). | remain torn between these two
persoedtives
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