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eternal
september


Suddenly, one day some little fat girl in Ohio is gonna be the new Mozart and make a beautiful film with her father’s little camera-corder, and for once this whole professionalism about movies will be destroyed, forever, and it will really become an art form.

Francis Ford Coppola1

 

In 1994, Dave Fischer, an American video artist and photographer, coined the expression “eternal September” in a comment sent to the Usenet newsgroup alt.folklore.computers. The post read: “September 1993 will go down in net.history as the September that never ended.”2 The September in question is the one when internet provider America Online decided to give all of its subscribers access to Usenet. Until then, the thematically organized system had been used primarily by universities, and every September it would see small waves of growth in line with the influx of freshmen. Each time a group of users joined the network, the community would have to deal with a certain level of illiteracy among the new arrivals, who were unaware of any sort of netiquette, never mind the numerous unwritten rules that held early online communities in check. 

Yet, at the end of September 1993, the influx of new users did not stop, but instead became an ongoing phenomenon. Since then, and notwithstanding the “digital divide,” the number of people connected via the internet has continued to grow, while the internet itself has become much simpler to use thanks to the advent and evolution of the World Wide Web. In 1995, less than 1 percent of the world population had access to the internet, while today the number exceeds 60 percent, amounting to a staggering five and a half billion people.3 This enormous cultural shift has involved every sector of society. 
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Calvin uses Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917), found image.



The concept of access should be understood in a very broad sense, as access to information, to the technologies of production, to systems of distribution. It is a phenomenon that has led to a crisis of all mechanisms of cultural management, in most cases also triggering the disintegration of their associated economic models. The music and film industries, for example, have been transfigured by the spread of computers and networks. Equipped with professional software and the means to bypass labels and producers, artists today have an easier time producing and distributing on their own. Music and film are extensively copied and shared; content is downloaded, modified, and continuously remixed; streaming platforms have altered the listening and viewing habits of large portions of the public; physical records are diminishing, replaced by vast digital libraries made permanently available through the cloud. 

The consequences in the field of the visual arts are no less pervasive, although their economic impact may be less evident, given the specific structure of the market. Just as the century-long crisis of the art system’s two founding values—that is, the uniqueness and originality of the artwork—is reaching its apex, another destabilizing element is starting to take hold: the overwhelming and uncontrolled rise of amateur creativity. In other words, the production of images is no longer limited to a specific and qualified category of people. Everyone can participate in the construction of the collective imaginary, by creating things anew, remixing existing material, and contributing to the dissemination of content through the practice of sharing. Artworks, whether past or present, are no longer untouchable objects to be contemplated in museums or books; rather, they are available materials. The entire history of art is subject to a continuous process of appropriation and reinterpretation: images are downloaded, modified, and reintroduced into the flux of communication, in an unstoppable and vertiginous cycle that makes any content unstable, mutable, never final. 

Another radical aspect of this new cultural landscape is the progressive challenge to professionalism—a development that the most attentive observers have been prophesying since the 1960s. Writing in the catalog of the 1982 edition of Siggraph, the major international conference for computer graphics fans, Gene Youngblood noted: 

 

No motivation is as pure, no achievement more dignified than that of the amateur who does it for love. ... A tool is “mature” insofar as it’s easy to use, accessible to everyone, offering high quality at low cost and characterized by a pluralistic rather than singular practice, serving a multitude of values. Professionalism is an archaic model that’s fading in the twilight of the Industrial Age.4 

 

The American theorist foresaw that the computer’s destiny would hinge on accessibility, while also emphasizing the device’s malleability, its specific capacity to bend itself to the most disparate uses, to support the creation of widely differing contents. A similar notion had already been expressed fifteen years earlier by Michael A. Noll, an electronic art pioneer who emphasized the key role that digital elaborators would play in the global dissemination of creative activity: “Conceivably, a form of ‘citizen artist’ could emerge. … The interactive aesthetic experience with computers might fill a substantial portion of that great leisure time predicted for the man of the future.”5
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Feline invasion of Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus (c. 1485), found image. 



The expression “citizen artist,” which Noll borrowed from a 1966 article by historian Allon Schoener published in the journal Art in America,6 links right back to the current debate around amateur culture (consider, for example, so-called “citizen journalism,” which entails the participation in the information system of non-professional readers, reporters and photographers). Because education today is ongoing and permanently available, in the form of e-learning or through participation in vibrant virtual communities and collaborative projects of various kinds, the twenty-first century amateur is able to reach high levels of proficiency. In 2004, Charles Leadbeater and Paul Miller further elaborated the figure of the “amateur with professional standards” in The Pro-Am Revolution: How Enthusiasts Are Changing Our Society and Economy,7 a seventy-page pamphlet in which they describe the birth of a “new social hybrid”: to wit, the Pro-Am (or “professional-amateur”). The Pro-Am dedicates themselves to their activity primarily out of passion, but studies and practices in order to take their skills to a professional level. A cultural force that must be reckoned with, they evade the established categories that have hitherto clearly distinguished amateurs from professionals and producers from consumers. 

The amateur scene is not always characterized by high standards, however, nor does it aspire to any particular recognition for its activities. The contents created by “citizen artists” can be also rough or simple, improvised or overly elaborate, immediately revealing their underground provenance. In such cases, it is their genuineness and recklessness that makes them culturally relevant. The excessive homogenization of the means of communication over the last twenty years has bred various phenomena characterized by intolerance, diffidence, and rejection. It is not surprising, then, that the spread of alternative voices capable of going against the flattening grain of the mainstream has been embraced with relief, when not directly encouraged. 

Naturally, not every observer has viewed the rise of amateur culture as a positive development. While scholars and journalists such as Clay Shirky, Seth Godin, and Henry Jenkins have underlined the enormous potential of the grassroots scene—analyzing the functioning of participatory cultures and showing how the system is forced, day after day, to reckon with cultural powers that rise up from the bottom—others have challenged it. American critic Andrew Keen, for example, who has authored such books as The Cult of the Amateur and The Internet is Not the Answer,8 concentrates on the economic sustainability (or lack thereof) of the new cultural set-up. Keen, who comes across like a repentant technophiliac of the 1990s, rightly stigmatizes a digital culture made up of buzzwords, narcissism, uncontrolled recycling of information, and an almost religious faith in the infallibility of search engines. He also deplores the economic and social damage wrought by what he calls “culture 2.0”: loss of jobs, the closure of many small and medium-sized cultural spaces, and the dearth of financial support for artists and musicians in the peer-to-peer era. 
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Peter Stemmler aka Peekasso, The Internet and You.



The difficulties involved in adapting to this new landscape are undeniable. Like all major changes, the eternal September is not without its controversial and painful consequences. It is nonetheless impossible to deny the existence of a radically new cultural system. In The Long Tail, one of the most influential economics books of the last few decades, Chris Anderson speaks about a “massively parallel culture,” underlining its fragmented nature, its rootedness in the coexistence of millions of variously sized microcultures and niches that “interact in a baffling array of ways.”9

The mutation appears particularly complex in the world of art, where concepts of skill and technique have been disputed for some time. Throughout the twentieth century, movements such as Dada, Pop Art, Situationism, performance art, and conceptual art challenged traditional ideas of artistic practice, championing an entirely different kind of artist who would be freed from any particular technical knowledge or specific medium. If, in the post-readymade world that we lived in for more than a century,10 anyone was potentially capable of producing objects and situations that could be inscribed in an artistic context, in the post-internet world this condition has taken a still more radical turn—both because the means of production are increasingly widespread and because the contents (objects of reuse and reinterpretation) have grown increasingly abundant. Moreover, the accessibility of distribution systems means that creators are now able to work around institutional intermediaries, continuing to act on their own during the phases of publication, exhibition, and promotion. 

The art world’s confrontation with an unwonted wave of outsiders, whether they be aspiring professionals or “accidental artists,” has led it to assume a predictably protectionist stance, in an attempt to safeguard both its own status and the needs of the market. Already in 1964, in a seminal essay on cultural consumption, Alvin Toffler—who famously coined the word prosumer—wrote:

 

The attack on amateurism, like the direct attack on the culture consumer, is based less on fact than on fear. Cultivated art lovers of long standing, treasuring their seniority like old-time members of the plumber’s union, fear the arrival of the newcomer. They are told that they are an elite and that the elite is now threatened. They lash out, always careful to announce as their purpose not the retention of status or privilege, but the defense of excellence.11
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Kitten with sculpture, found image.



Almost sixty years after the text’s publication, little has changed. And there is now an added issue: today, the “new arrivals” are an uncontainable tide that does not merely threaten the elite but washes it away entirely. While the art system strengthens its increasingly close alliances with large-scale industries and seeks validation (and funding) from the world of luxury products, the creative impulse is becoming a widespread behavior at every level, transforming bottom-up productions into an uncontrollable cultural force.

Nevertheless, the category of the amateur, just like that of the professional, has grown more ill-defined. The cultural products that we categorize as “amateur” in order to distinguish them from those born in the professionalized art world rarely correspond to the concept of the amateur in its historical understanding. From the days of Baldassare Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), when artistic activity was construed as an aristocratic pastime, to the critique of dilettantism formulated in the nineteenth century by J. W. Goethe and Friedrich Schiller, to the celebrations of the creative vigor of outsiders in the writings of American avant-garde filmmakers such as Maya Deren and Jonas Mekas, the figure of the amateur was defined only as a negative: as someone who produces art, but without making a profession of it. Professionalism was therefore held as an unavoidable point of reference, to be looked up to as a model or rejected and problematized.

Today, instead, we are confronted with a large number of creators who simply do not identify with the figure of the “artist,” whether professional or amateur, and who produce images, works, and projects without aspiring to any specific status. The unprecedentedness of this state of affairs calls for a profound reevaluation of our conception of art and its role in society.

The texts collected here aim to describe and analyze this phenomenon, by interweaving analyses of new cultural modes with readings of the works of certain contemporary artists influenced by them. The first few chapters dwell on the profound changes that the image ecosystem has undergone in recent decades, examining the wider consequences of the advent of digital photography and its online diffusion. In contact with information technology and the internet, the photographic image has become an unstable object, forever susceptible to fluctuations of content and context. It has also, inevitably, entered into relation with the universe of memes and viral contents, which is not only the core of contemporary visual culture but also happens to have much in common with various instances of twentieth-century artistic experimentation, from Dada to Situationism to relational art. In the second half of the book, my attention shifts to a specific phenomenon that I have defined, borrowing the Dantean concept of ironic judgment and punishment, as the contrapasso or “counterpass”12 of art: that is, the appropriation, modification, and recontextualization of art images by the public. The volume concludes by focusing on the global rise of a certain kind of conceptualism, which, once the preserve of an elite, has taken root in the world of popular communication and now leans increasingly towards performance.
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12 Translator’s note: there is no real English equivalent of this word. Past translations include “counterpoise,” “retribution” and “retaliation.”


the unstable image


The Dissemination of Photographs

There is no beginning, middle, or end in a world of photographs, as there is none implied by telegraphy. The world is atomized. There is only a present and it need not be part of any story that can be told.

Neil Postman1

 

“The photograph stands as at once the triumph and the grave of the eye,” wrote Jean-Louis Comolli in his 1971 essay “Machines of the Visible.”2 The French theorist, who dwelled extensively on the perceptual changes brought about by the invention of photography and cinema, viewed the relationship between natural vision and the new apparatus as paradoxical. On the one hand, the lens usurps the role of the eye; as a more reliable and advanced version of it, it even renders the eye obsolete. On the other, the camera does nothing but extend the gaze and diffuse its products, strengthening it beyond anything imaginable. Much has changed since Comolli’s essay was published, and the development of digital technologies has brought about a further revolution. Today, the key issue is no longer the relationship between the eye and the lens, and so between man and machine. Rather, it concerns the deepest nature of the image, its DNA as a generative apparatus made up of computer code.

The digital revolution has unleashed an unstoppable dissemination of photographic images. Photos appear on a myriad of supports and lenses are embedded in various objects, including computers, tablets, smartphones, drones, and surveillance systems. The quasi-sculptural malleability of the digital format has ushered in a phase of prolific experimentation, facilitating the growth of unprecedented approaches to the medium. Just as the invention of photography freed painting from the anxiety of realist representation, so digital technologies and the internet seem to have set in motion an analogous process of emancipating photography, which now reinvents itself in contact with video, cinema, computer graphics, interfaces, and interactive systems.

Nor should we forget the crucial role that photography has played—and continues to play—in the development of new modes of expression. In a bid to enhance their “realism,” computer graphics in both cinema and video games adopt photographic criteria in matters of lighting and framing, as well as specific techniques such as the point of view shot. This is what Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin would call remediation: new tools remodel the old while old tools reinvent themselves to respond to the challenges posed by the new.3 To paraphrase Comolli, we might say that the digital revolution stands as at once the triumph and the grave of photography. If some of the consequences of those changes play havoc with the medium as we have historically known it, it is also impossible not to recognize the central position that this “old” technology, in its new incarnation, assumes in the contemporary visual ecosystem.

For example, Gourau & Phong, the Parisian duo made up of the artists Benjamin Roulet and François Bellabas, claim to reference photographic tradition even when using technologies such as 3D, virtual reality, and photogrammetry: “We define ourselves as photographers,” they explain, “everything comes from photography.”4 Their image series Ville-Les-Bains (2018), published by the French Télévision Magazine, is a fascinating attempt to rethink the fashion editorial by combining the visual style of fashion photography with CGI aesthetics. The result is an image-based story that incorporates numerous influences, from traditional portraiture to video game atmospheres, from sculpture to rendering and 3D printing. Photography today cannot, after all, be pinned down to a single object or action. Produced in a continuous flow by machines as well as people, it has become multiform and omnipresent, forming a constantly updated database, a visual reservoir that expands chaotically and impedes any attempt at catalogization.
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Jon Rafman, Nacozari De Garcia, Montezuma, Sonora, Mexico, 2011; from the series The Nine Eyes of Google Street View; courtesy the artist.



The most striking example of photography’s omnipresence is Google Street View, the online feature whose panoramic 360-degree views allow users to roam the world virtually. To produce these images, Google uses special cameras that simultaneously collect images in multiple directions. In The Nine Eyes of Google Street View (2009), Canadian artist Jon Rafman compiled a series of shots drawn from the immense “carpet” of photos made by Google’s neutral, mechanized lenses. The resulting photographic series (with its accompanying essay and video) emphasizes the tension between technology’s impartial vision, which neither chooses nor judges, and the human tendency to search for sense and meaning, if not quite intention, in all images. Rafman writes: “This very way of recording our world, this tension between an automated camera and a human who seeks meaning, reflects our modern experience. As social beings we want to matter and we want to matter to someone, we want to count and be counted, but loneliness and anonymity are more often our plight.”5 The artist wanders in solitude, the only living being in a world where time appears frozen, searching for meaningful images, for situations worth remembering, for a Bressonian decisive moment. It is a voyeuristic kind of vision: nothing around the artist can be touched or altered. Though it gives the impression of being a continuous present, it is in fact a vast collage of different moments, all locked in the exact moment when the camera took the photo. Space appears continuous, but time is fragmented; it becomes an unfathomable dimension.

Rafman is not the only artist to have tried his hand at this kind of experimentation. More or less in the same period, numerous photographers threw themselves into replicating the Google world. In Street View, for example, which was also begun in 2009 and is divided into seven thematic chapters, Michael Wolf picks up his camera and points it directly at the computer screen. In Doug Rickard’s series A New American Picture (2012), Street View screenshots recall the great tradition of American street photography.

This exploration of the world by means of its photographic copy—a kind of “virtual tourism”—is not the preserve of artists alone: numerous web users also immerse themselves in Google Street View on a daily basis, sharing their discoveries on blogs, forums, and social networks. There are specialized websites, such as Google Sightseeing (whose slogan is “Why bother seeing the world for real?”), and tools for teleporting oneself randomly around the globe, as one might in video games or virtual worlds à la Second Life. Clicking on a random point of the earth’s surface or letting the software choose where to take us, we find ourselves in the middle of crowded cities or stranded in desolate countryside, by the side of provincial roads or on lake shores, amid village houses or between skyscrapers. Like Baudelaire’s flâneur, we are free to wander, in search of something compelling or aimless enjoyment of the experience of the drift itself. And yet, the suggestive analogies with nineteenth-century flânerie aside, the act of moving one’s gaze click by click differs profoundly from walking in physical space: the body does not move; there are no lights, sounds, or smells; everything is still, as if trapped behind glass. It is an abstract and paradoxical experience of the world that melds the vertigo of possibility with the frustration of distance.

Another massive producer of images is the global network of video surveillance systems, an apparatus consisting of millions of cameras spread across every corner of the inhabited world. A significant number of these devices can be accessed online, enabling a real-time exploration of places both near and far. In many cases, these are CCTV cameras that film streets and other public spaces, but there are also others pointed at private residences, producing footage that, inadequately protected and unbeknownst to the properties’ owners, remains visible to everyone. Until a few years ago, such footage could be accessed by typing a specific string of code into a search engine. Today, there are a number of specialized websites and continuously updated forums that locate and archive the cameras, making the process even simpler.

In general, however, these systems collect photographs and footage non-stop, feeding gigantic image archives that in most cases will never be seen by a human eye. Simply put, they are images made by machines for machines—watched by electronic eyes, analyzed by facial recognition software, and interpreted by increasingly sophisticated machine-learning algorithms, the workings of which persistently remain beyond our grasp.

The idea of living in a panopticon governed by machines and algorithms at the service of global surveillance politics may be cause for legitimate disquiet, endlessly pushing us to strategize as to how we might defend our privacy. Yet, ever since the days of Dziga Vertov, the possibility of a non-human gaze upon the world has also been an interesting stimulus. Today, in the era of the Street View car, it continues to provide a key for deconstructing centuries of the anthropocentric gaze, allowing us to reimagine objects and nature from a different perspective—one capable of considering also that which is normally hidden, neglected or simply viewed as “irrelevant.”


Infinite Versions and Parallel Universes

You only have to start saying of something: ‘Ah, how beautiful! We must photograph it!’ and you are already close to the view of the person who thinks that everything that is not photographed is lost, as if it had never existed, and that therefore in order really to live you must photograph as much as you can, and to photograph as much as you can, you must either live in the most photographable way possible, or else consider photographable every moment of your life. The first course leads to stupidity; the second, to madness.

Italo Calvino6

 

24 Hrs in Photos is the title of a 2012 installation in which the Dutch artist and curator Erik Kessels printed out a day’s worth of uploads to the Flickr photo-sharing site. The result was an avalanche of paper overflowing into several rooms, filling them up to the ceiling: a concrete expression of an unprecedented state of dizzying visual abundance, no less than proof of how the field of the visual has expanded exponentially since the invention of photography. At first, techniques such as the blow-up, slow-motion, and freeze frames, as well as macro and aerial photography, allowed people to expand the range of the visual, forever modifying our perception of the world. The growth of the digital has made these visions ever more malleable, encouraging their creation, manipulation, sharing, and archiving.

There are an estimated three billion images uploaded to social networks every day, a number so great that it feels ungraspable.7 Already in the 1970s, this uncontrollable urge to document the world prompted Susan Sontag to write about the “insatiability of the photographing eye.”8 It has since continued to grow without pause, folding into its sphere new practices and variations: the possibility of easily appropriating the photographs of others, of instantly modifying and sharing them, has generated a kaleidoscope of viewpoints and a proliferation of possible alternative realities. Also worth bearing in mind is the fact that seeing, today, is an action capable of inducing a series of behaviors that are triggered automatically, like a conditioned reflex. Vision encompasses within itself the act of showing what one has seen, setting in motion a chain of actions that follow each other in quick succession: I see, I photograph, I share. But the sequence does not end there. The image becomes a fragment of conversation, generating in its turn other contents and messages, in a potentially infinite and unpredictable process.
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Erik Kessels, 24hrs in Photos, 2012; courtesy KesselsKramer.
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Oliver Laric, Versions, 2009; courtesy the artist and Tanya Leighton Gallery, Berlin.



The work of Austrian artist Oliver Laric constitutes an in-depth reflection on the circulation of images in the contemporary age, as well as on the relationship between original and copy. His project Versions, a research-in-progress begun in 2009, is one of the most stimulating investigations of this subject to emerge in recent years. Launched with a video-essay that exists in three different versions (2009, 2011, 2012), the project grew to include sculptures, installations, photographs, and events. In the artist’s own words, Versions is “a series of sculptures, airbrushed images of missiles, a talk, a PDF, a song, a novel, a recipe, a play, a dance routine, a feature film and merchandise.”9 This apparently flippant statement cuts to the conceptual heart of the project: the work is an unstable, shape-shifting entity that takes on the guise of ever differing objects and situations. In the first version of the video, which includes various snippets of text borrowed from other authors, Laric evokes the parallel universes theorized by modern quantum physics, borrowing a phrase from Scottish musician Momus: “Every lie creates a parallel world. The world in which it is true.”10 In the limitless galaxy of images, every modification of the original, no matter how great or small, creates a new possibility, a potential narrative development, a trail to follow, a microworld.

The first video in Laric’s series also contains a reference to the genre known as celebrity deepfake porn—videos made by pasting the face of a celebrity onto the body of a porn star. Two different realities fuse into a single image in order to create a third thing, which is not real but is credible, by means of a collage technique that today appears antiquated compared to the videos made using AI software such as FakeApp. In this sense, Versions anticipated, by nearly a decade, a situation that has only recently revealed itself in all of its complexity. Today, the web overflows with deepfakes: false but realistic visual objects that dispel, once and for all, the idea that photographs and filmed footage are inherently evidentiary. In the age of manipulation, the truth, like any consumer object, becomes a customizable commodity.

Yet, if the multiplication of points of view can be harnessed to foster critical thought and prevent standardization, it also risks turning into a kaleidoscopic trap. Our very conception of history emerges from it utterly transformed: if everything is recorded and archived, if nothing is ever really forgotten, then the difference between past and present becomes increasingly less clear-cut. In a world where everything is documented, searchable, downloadable, and remixable, revisionism becomes a perpetual process that affects history and contemporaneity in the same way. As Jaron Lanier writes: “Time will become less linear and more diffuse, spread out like a map.”11
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Carlo Zanni, The Possible Ties Between Illness and Success, 2006; courtesy the artist.



Once the generative capacity of software comes into play, the instability of the synthetic image demonstrates its full potential. The numerical nature of digital photographs ensures that their appearance can be modified by manipulating code in real time: data and energy can breathe life into media objects that would naturally be devoid of it. This is what the Italian artist Carlo Zanni does when he uses the continuous circulation of data on the internet to manipulate the DNA of photography and cinema. Even while retaining a classical narrative structure and an openness to contemplative spectatorship, his webfilm The Possible Ties Between Illness and Success (2006) functions as a metamorphic device: not an object formalized for all eternity, but an open platform that lets itself be modified by processes happening in real time. In this work, which reflects on the relationship between talent, success, and manic depression, we witness the protagonist falling prey to the symptoms of an illness. The spots that slowly invade his body are generated by a software that communicates with Google Analytics: their spread reflects the growing number of visitors, while their distribution over the actor’s body correlates with the visitors’ geographic location.
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