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Introduction: Active Agents

Over the past decade, network culture had a significant impact on contemporary art practice. Internet art, once considered its own subset of art practice, underwent a metamorphosis, operating in a more hybrid fashion. Thorny issues around medium and categorization, which shadowed this type of art practice from its beginning, took on more weight as internet artists chose to address web culture both online and offline, through websites as well as sculptures and installations. At the same time, art critics, art historians, theorists, and curators attempted to create metaphors to describe what an informational culture does to art under what some have called a post-medium or post media era. For example, Nicolas Bourriaud calls for art to become a “gas” while David Joselit views art as functioning like a “dynamic chain.” This book proposes the term “expanded” to describe how art functions under these conditions. Why expanded? Expanded is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the action or process of spreading out or unfolding,” lending the term an active quality that precisely reflects how networked artworks themselves continuously unfold. It was this process-like aspect of the term that felt accurate for the turn in art production discussed in this book.

The term “expansion” has a history within media art’s own past. Gene Youngblood’s seminal book from 1970 Expanded Cinema was definitely a reference and present in the early conversations that inspired this publication. While Youngblood provided a snapshot of experiments in cinema in the late 1960s that went beyond the screen, from the “cosmic cinema” of Jordan Belson to intermedia theater, the main impetus behind the book was truly what he saw as the emergence of “expanded consciousness.” His thesis, written very much in the spirit of his luminaries Marshall McLuhan and R. Buckminster Fuller (who also wrote the introduction to Expanded Cinema), is that expanded cinema is the manifestation of consciousness outside of the limits of the human mind.1 Youngblood points to technological advancement as a key component to a New Age that extends man’s communicative capacities, and to the computer films, holograms, and spherical projections of expanded cinema as an expression of that shift. He underscores the instrumentality of the “intermedia network” in that development—or the “service environment” of cinema, television, radio, magazines, books, and newspapers “that carries the messages of the social organism.”2 While this book is quite far from the utopian rhetoric of Youngblood, his application of the term “expanded” to moving image echoed in some respects with the extension of the internet artwork onto other platforms discussed in this project.

The writing of this book began in 2012, and during its production, the term “post internet art” exponentially took off within the art world. The focus of exhibitions, public programs, magazine articles, and blog posts, “post internet art” is an attempt to articulate what art looks like in a post medium era.3 As curator Lauren Cornell put in a roundtable interview about post internet art for Frieze, “its critical value is in the pivot it suggests not a movement it describes.”4 Whether it’s a movement or not is negotiable, but the popularity of post internet art speaks to a desire to name and understand web culture’s substantial influence on contemporary art practice. Elaborated in more depth in Chapter 1, all of these conversations are trying to work through what it means if art is always online.

The pivot is more important than debates about vocabulary, and in many respects, the intention of this book is to understand the cultural significance of that shift. As many others have noted, post internet art may be a neologism that will eventually be cast aside. “Post” carries with it a temporal indication and suggests paradoxically a shift after the era of the internet at a time when the internet has become much more ubiquitous than before. Introducing the term “expanded internet art” is not an effort to put forward yet another neologism but rather to find a more accurate description for what certain artworks are doing. Not beholden to the suggestion of a chronological order found in “post,” “expanded” sheds light on the action of the artwork—described here as a continuously multiple element that exists within a distributed system, a continual becoming.

The qualities of expanded internet art are clarified by Gilbert Simondon’s concept of a “milieu,” which is updated and strengthened by Tiziana Terranova’s adaptation in her framework of an “informational milieu.” Reading Tiziana Terranova’s book Network Culture: Politics for the Information Age while in graduate school at New York University was a revelation, and her argument that cultural processes take on the attributes of information and are “increasingly grasped and conceived in terms of their informational dynamics” spoke to expanded internet art’s promiscuous forms.5 But artworks designed for optimal informational legibility and networked circulation are not neutral entities; rather they contain within them important cultural and political quandaries, especially if art is understood to facilitate critique and resistance. Terranova’s valuable observation that traditional representation does not operate under an informational milieu leads to the central question that motivated this book, namely: how is an informational milieu affecting cultural production, and what kind of critical response does it necessitate?

Terranova described informational space as “inherently immersive, excessive and dynamic” and these qualities are reflected in the terms “expanded” and “milieu.” Expanded internet artworks are designed to circulate in tandem with an informational flow, like Harm van den Dorpel’s Assemblages series (2011–12) or the many iterations of Seth Price’s Dispersion (2002–ongoing). On the other hand, milieu suggests not only a model for individuation but also a template for understanding a more pervasive informational culture, where the environment itself becomes modulated and reorganized to be more legible as information.6 This book views expanded internet art as an expression of the move toward a more informational culture and, through its study, reveals how artistic practices are changing in its sway. It allows us to consider what contemporary artworks do within network culture. Are these formulations blindly symptomatic? Or do they point to valuable strategies? This text argues for the latter.

To date, very little has been published on this extremely rich and compelling moment in the history of internet art, especially as it relates to technologies such as social media, smartphones, and faster bandwidth, among other developments in the 2000s that advanced a ubiquitous informational milieu. Thus far, only a handful of anthologies exist on this specific subject matter, providing a need for greater scholarship.7 The first, Mass Effect: Art and the Internet in the Twenty-First Century (Ed Halter and Lauren Cornell, eds.) argues that the internet rose to a mass medium in the 2000s, and it brings together forty contributions by artists, curators, bloggers, etc., on this topic. The second, You Are Here: Art after the Internet (Omar Kholeif, ed.) uses first-person accounts by artists, curators, writers, etc., to document internet art practices from 2000 onward. The third, Art and the Internet (Domenico Quaranta and Joanne McNeil, eds.) takes a wider lens, beginning in the 1990s, with a chapter devoted to work in the 2000s. One suspects that the reliance on the anthology format reflects the native space of conversation around these works online in the form of blog posts, comments, Facebook threads, etc. The anthologies attempt to order and add a sense of permanence to these discussions. But in the rush to document what was said and what was seen, often parallel inquiries that ask why these
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