CHAPTER 6

Methodologies of Multimedial
Documentation and Archiving

6.1  ENJOYING THE GAP:
COMPARING CONTEMPORARY DOCUMENTATION STRATEGIES'

Annet Dekker

Documentation is the process of gathering and organizing information about
a work, including its condition, its content, its context, and the actions taken
to preserve it. For the writing of art history one used to be able to rely on the
art objects. When artworks become prone to obsolescence or are only meant
to exist for a short period, documentation is the only thing people can fall
back on. The traditional documentation strategy for the conservation of art is
focused on describing the object, in the best objective way possible. But con-
servation as a practice is not as fixed as one might assume, and hence docu-
mentation strategies tend to vary a lot. Needless to say, like any other form
of representation, documentation will always be arbitrary and incomplete in
relation to the artwork. By analyzing the documentation practice of the perfor-
mance group Blast Theory, I will argue in the first part of this chapter that doc-
uments (such as texts, videos, still images, instructions, etc.) can sometimes
communicate more about a work and how it is experienced than its physical
manifestation can.

In the second part of this chapter I will focus on documentation as a tool
in conservation. Despite the recognized fact that media art will not survive or
endure over time due to its often ephemeral and obsolescent nature, many
conservators attempt to fix the processual and fluid nature of these works. I
will compare various documentation strategies that are used in traditional
museum structures and those developed by other organizations dealing with
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conservation. The analyses will be compared to Blast Theory’s project Uncle
Roy All Around You (2003). Instead of working towards an object-oriented
approach of fixation, by referring to current artists’ practices, in this case Blast
Theory, I propose to focus on preserving and documenting the process and
experience of a work: that is, keeping the memory alive but accepting a loss
in history. Furthermore, I argue that documenting media art requires a new
understanding of conservation theory, which will have an influence on current
documentation methodologies in conservation.

In order to analyze what documentation consists of, Iwill first briefly trace
the meaning of “document.” The term document is used in various contexts,
often referring to different things. I will concentrate on the development of
the meaning of “document”.’ in as far as it connects and is relevant to the prac-
tice of conservation of multimedia artworks.”

From Document to Documentation in Conservation

The word “document” derives from the Latin verb docere, which means to
learn, show, and inform, as well as documentum that signifies instruction
and/or teaching.? Although we have lost this sense of documentum, meaning
something that teaches or informs, the root of the word shows that the origi-
nal Latin meaning was not just an object, but rather a testimony, an exam-
ple, an instructive demonstration of some principle or idea (Windfeld Lund,
2003). From the 17th century onwards, it was the emergence of the European
state bureaucracy which became an essential part of the creation of a public
bureaucracy across and independent of local customs, that added two other
meanings to the word document. Firstly, a document was constituted as a
written object that states and provides transactions, agreements, and deci-
sions that are made by citizens. This in turn implicated the second notion, the
document as proof - turning the authenticity of the document into a subject of
investigation (Windfeld Lund, 2003). However, it was not until the 1900s that
a new professional was born: the documentalist. Notable in this respect are
the writings by Paul Otlet, Traité de documentation (1934), and Suzanne Briet,
Qu’est-ce que la documentation (1951). Both argued for an expanded notion
of the document that would include artifacts, natural objects, and works of
arts; documents were regarded as examples or groupings of things that derive
meaning from their context.

Although the term is used differently in museology, conservation, art
history, and the art trade (Fluegel, 2001), documentation in the field of art is
generally understood as the process of gathering and organizing information
about a work, including its condition, its content, its context and the actions
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taken to preserve it. At present, several types of documentation can be dis-
tinguished: first, documentation produced for publicity and presentation;
second, for purposes of reconstruction or preservation; third, for describing
processual changes in the appearance of a work; fourth, for developing an
aesthetical and/or a historical “framework” or reference; fifth, for educational
purposes; sixth, for capturing audience experiences; and seventh, for captur-
ing the creative or working process of the artist(s). In conservation practices,
documentation is primarily used for reconstruction and preservation. The
traditional documentation strategy for the conservation of art is focused on
describing the artwork in the best objective way possible. In some cases, intui-
tive knowledge (information about the artists’ intent and aesthetic and his-
torical considerations) is taken into account, but most methodologies rely on
material measurements, emphasizing a way of structuring, a use of systems
and logic that is reminiscent of scientific research.> With the arrival of more
and more live, ephemeral, networked, processual, and obsolete works of art,
documentation - as the physical remaining trace of a work — became the cent-
er of conservation strategies, and new ways of thinking about documentation
practice emerged.® Moreover, the instable character of media art often grants
documentation the status of the only remaining trace of the work (Depocas,
2001). At the same time, the notion that documentation is a subjective process
where selection criteria are of great importance is more widely acknowledged.”

What happens with documentation after it has been produced? As said
before, in most museum practices the core of documentation strategies is
focused on the preservation of a work. Other documentation, for example, fly-
ers orvideo that are produced for publicity and presentation, is also kept but is
often regarded as being of secondary importance and stored in the “documen-
tation archive” instead of the “collection archive.” As such, for a long time the
documentation was not considered of great relevance for the recreation of a
work. By focusing on artists’ documentation strategies, I will show that mate-
rial in a documentation archive can actually be very helpful when recreating or
presenting a work.

Blast Theory: An Individual Case

Blast Theory is renowned internationally as one of the most adventurous art-
ists’ groups using interactive media, creating groundbreaking new forms of
performance and interactive art that mixes audiences across the Internet, live
performance, and digital broadcasting. The UK-based artists group is led by
Matt Adams, Ju Row Farr, and Nick Tandavanitj. From the early 1990s, they
have explored and questioned the social, cultural, and political facets and
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influences of technology. Blast Theory confronts a media-saturated world in
which popular culture rules, using performance, installation, video, mobile,
and online technologies to ask questions about the ideologies present in the
information that envelops us. Their art- and research-focused interactive pro-
jects have been created for gallery, street, and television spaces. Their most
recent work centers on conceiving new uses for location-aware technologies
(such as navigational instruments) in public spaces, creating non-commercial
content by means of already-present technologies. Blast Theory’s interest and
use of technology, and the innovative possibilities that arise from this, stems
from an interest in communication.® They approach technology as an ideol-
ogy, a constraint, a cultural space, a communication medium, or platform and
not only as a mere device.

A survey of their works offers a number of different case study possibili-
ties for examining documentation strategies. For the purpose of this research
I selected their work Uncle Roy All Around You that premiered in London at the
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London in 2003. Being part of a large funding
program, Uncle Roy All Around You required extensive documentation. Because
they had to work and communicate with different collaborators from various
fields on different levels, the documentation strategies were also diverse. This
made the project into an interesting case because the different angles demon-
strate the various aspects of documentation problems that occur in relation to
media artworks. What this case will show above all is how documentation func-
tions in the work of artists: in the conceptual and production phases as well as
in the presentation, archival, and possible future preservation phases. As such,
the case could serve to complicate the issue of documentation in preservation
further, necessitating an expansion of the term into different types, and the dif-
ferent phases in which documentation of these different types occurs.

Uncle Roy All Around You is a mixed reality game played by players in the
street of a city, and online by players in avirtual city. The city space of the online
environment is an exact replica of the actual city space. Finding Uncle Roy is
the mission of the game, where online players and players in the street work
together to find him. Using handheld computers, the street players are sent on
a quest around the city, being offered directions by Uncle Roy via the devices
(see Fig. 6.1 in color section). When the street players start they state their loca-
tion using the handheld computer, where an avatar of them is revealed in the
virtual world as a direct correlation to their physical location (see Fig. 6.2 in
color section). Here, online players can select street players, enabling them to
send private messages to them including assistance in finding Uncle Roy, and
street players can choose whether or not to send audio messages back. At the
end of the game after street players have been led to various locations through
messages by Uncle Roy, online players and street players are asked a series of
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questions regarding trusting strangers and whether or not they would make
a commitment to someone they don’t know. Online and street players who
agree to make a commitment to the unfamiliar person are then matched up
and offered the opportunity to meet face-to-face.®

The Value and Meaning of Documentation in Artists’ Practice:
Blast Theory™

Blast Theory has a rather extensive and meticulous documentation process
during both the period of creating the work and presenting it. As one of its
founding members, Matt Adams, states, “those bits of documentation have
to do multiple jobs for us - they are marketing things, explanatory tools, and
appendices to the research, they act as records.” As such, documentation
exists beyond the time of the work and testifies to the company’s creative pro-
cess and practice. Considering documentation as both testimony and a tool
for making decisions about the nature of the work, I am following the assump-
tion that what is documented and how this is documented reveal the frame-
work within which artists understand, conceive, and develop their work.

Part of Blast Theory’s practice and creative working process is to be con-
stantly inventive and flexible in terms of techniques and strategies. They some-
times start from a thematic or narrative perspective and other times from a set
of questions or issues that they would like to tackle, or a particular kind of
experience they would like to explore. In the conceptualization and develop-
ment of their projects, Blast Theory employs a number of methods and strate-
gies. While they have stated a number of times that they would not say they
have any coherent or continuous methodology - that working methods are
contingent on the project at hand - a common thread is the methods they do
use (although varied) work within a process that attempts to maintain the cre-
ative fluidity of a project’s development. I discerned three different phases in
which documentation played an important role. I define these, often parallel,
stages as follows: documentation as process, in which documentation is seen
as a tool in decision-making processes during the development of the work;
documentation as presentation, or, the creation of audiovisual material about
the work; and, documentation for recreation in the future.

DOCUMENTATION AS PROCESS
Documentation as process refers to the notion of documentation as a tool for

making decisions about the nature of the work. Blast Theory places the malle-
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ability of a work’s development as key to their creative process: any “method”
that appears too static - that would possibly hinder the expansion and growth
of ideas in any direction - is a territory hardly ventured into by the group. Even
up until the very moment of presentation, Blast Theory is highly reliant on oral
communication as a creative medium, using conversation as a way to develop
and flesh out ideas with one another. As Adams outlined, oral storytelling is
used as a way to find the core elements of a project they are working on. Refer-
ring to the conceptual development process of scriptwriter Paul Schrader,
Adams states that never writing anything down and just telling people the
story allows a space for things that are extraneous, or “superfluous” to a story,
to naturally be removed or “fall away” over time, leaving the core elements.
Furthermore, by abstaining from writing too much down they all gained equal
access to the work. In Adams’ words: “It means that the project stays mobile.”

While the creative flexibility afforded by development through conversa-
tion is integral to Blast Theory’s way of working, they do often find a neces-
sity to textually communicate complex ideas and relations to one another,
particularly when they are dealing with a project like Uncle Roy All Around You
that involves both online players and players in the physical world. They have
increasingly turned to using whiteboards for this purpose. The whiteboard
allows them to write down ideas and issues they are working with that day,
photograph it for documentation, then wipe it clean for the next session and
start again from scratch. They have also employed private notebooks, allowing
each member to individually jot down ideas, and then type them up and share
those they feel are important.

In the development process Blast Theory employs a number of creative
strategies to develop their works including creating questionnaires, interviews,
role playing exercises for each other, paper tests, and trails through the city. For
example, during a residency at Banff New Media Institute just over a year before
the release of Uncle Roy, the three core members of the group each designed
different questionnaires, interviews, and exercises for each other. For example,
Ju Row Farr designed a questionnaire and interview for the other Blast Theory
members exploring their relationship to the city, with questions like: Where
do you walk? How close to the building do you walk? Where do you put your
arms when you’re walking? Do you look at other people? How do you feel on city
streets? Through these “role-playing exercises” they realized they shared a simi-
lar sense of detachment in the spaces they often frequent. These exercises thus
lead to further conceptualization of the piece. Besides, they also conduct inter-
views with people external to the project in order to develop different aspects of
the project. These exercises and the group’s reflection on them enable the group
to try and consider what people in the game play would and would not do, whilst
aiming to create a process that is not too difficult and mentally stimulating.
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Testing is another documentation method in the process and development of
the technological aspects of their projects. Blast Theory test the characteristics
and possibilities of mobile devices by creating a series of interface prototypes
and devices to test whether or not they correspond to the concept of the specif-
ic project, and whether they feel these technologies are accessible to a broad
public in understanding their use. Members of Blast Theory are often the first
testers and at varying stages in the development participants from outside are
brought in to test the setup devices. Sometimes they invite testers with a deep
knowledge of the technology to get precise and descriptive feedback.

Itis interesting to see that the emphasis on oral communication is reflect-
ed in their internal working process. Their ambivalence towards written docu-
ments, which according to them often leads to a hierarchical structure with
the person in charge of the writing having more power and control over the
process, shows the importance of having an equal collaboration of decision-
making and conceptual and design development within the group. This work-
ing process of creating a non-hierarchical and decentralized internal structure
is thus informed by a desire for openness and fluidity within the conceptual
development of a work.

DOCUMENTATION AS PRESENTATION

By referring to “documentation as presentation” I am focusing on the mate-
rial that is made by Blast Theory to explain and communicate their work.
Such documentation can be a manifestation of a registered or captured event
and can take on many forms: notation, mapping, written description, pho-
tography, film, or video.** Audiovisual recordings provide us with a unique
perspective on the history of art, a perspective that moves beyond the image
in a book, words on paper, or abstract notations. They provide us with a fuller
sense of what it was like to be there and then. Needless to say, with media art
consisting of multiple objects, interactive components, or uses of multiple
spaces (real and virtual), the use of video documentation can be extremely
valuable, especially when trying to capture the working of a piece or show the
experience it evokes with the audience. Nevertheless, as Adams remarked,
it is not something that is easy to do. Referring to the video documentation
that was produced for their interactive virtual reality-based piece Desert Rain
he explains: “The problem here was to register the non-linear character of
the piece. Therefore, the crucial question was how to bring together exam-
ples of different types of footage (and not so much which “bits” to use) so
that the non-linear character of the piece would be sufficiently “represented”
(Lycouris, 2000).
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Nor is video documentation uncontested. Especially in case of live perfor-
mance art and dance, video documentation (or even other forms of docu-
mentation) is seen as betraying the vivacity of the art form. The prospect of
experiencing a mediated performance, even in written words, has disturbed
many performance art scholars.'> Obviously any form of documentation will
be a substitute for the original, but perhaps there are other ways of thinking
about documentation. For example, can or should documentation evoke its
absent object or event, or would it be enough to provide an impression or
translate the atmosphere? Is it possible to think of an expanded understand-
ing of documentation as presentation?

When it comes to capturing or documenting the final result, the live event,
Blast Theory try as best as possible to show people the atmosphere of the expe-
rience, as Adams states: “It’s about getting that atmosphere correct where
you can imaginatively engage with what it must have felt like to do that or be
there.” The audiovisual documentation is partly directed, taking the point of
view of one player and following that person while s/he is playing the game - at
times asking the player to repeat a movement, but at the same time trying to
be as unobtrusive as possible. Becky Edmunds, a “specialist dance videogra-
pher” for among others Blast Theory, tries “to enjoy the gap” between the live
and the recorded by “providing small pieces of information through which
a viewer might be able to actively reconstruct an imagined version, myth, or
memory of what the event might have been.”*3 Edmunds is not interested in
providing the viewer with an “authentic” recording, and by showing restricted
views of the body or small glimpses of the action, she even draws attention to
the gaps that documentation creates. Moreover, she is not trying to assess how
the artist wants her to document the work; Edmunds engages with the work
as being inside and part of the work, instead of being a neutral outsider. This
approach reveals a new way of thinking about documentation that reflects the
process of the event while at the same time informing the work and serving as
a way to preserve “tacit” knowledge.* Documentation is thus regarded as an
important aspect of the process, which can be as creative and as challenging
as the live event.’s In this way documentation can be thought of as a form of
dialogue, reflection, and response which can be used both as a tool in the crea-
tive process and as a document containing tacit knowledge.

This way of looking at video documentation is also taken up by Fiona
Wilkie. She proposed that watching video documentation can disclose alter-
native dimensions of the work (2004). She considered the meaning of the video
documentation of Blast Theory’s performance installation Desert Rain and
compared it to participating in the installation. By looking at the video docu-
mentation from a framework of site specificity she treats the work through a
discourse of spatial engagement, in which the work operates between differ-
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ent spaces and contexts - in the case of Desert Rain, real (the physical instal-
lation) and virtual space (the online participants as well as the context of the
Gulf War on which the work reflects). More importantly, video documentation
when viewed in a new context will evoke different connotations, which as
Wilkie suggests, could add other layers to the work.*® As such, it implies that
Blast Theory’s video documentation adds new layers of meaning to their per-
formances, which could potentially deepen the conceptual idea in new - and
perhaps unforeseen — ways.

Documentation of media art leads to a situation where diverse practices
respond to a variety of needs and ideas around artistic work. This potentially
allows documentation to develop as a critical space in its own right where the
issues and concerns of the work are addressed through appropriate forms
without necessarily becoming reproduction (Lycouris, 2000). From this per-
spective documentation is understood as a mode of production as well as a
mode of critical interpretation, which helps to overcome the fragmented view
inherent in documentation.

DOCUMENTATION FOR RECREATION

Next to their intense documentation strategies, both during the process of
creating the work and in presenting the work, Blast Theory is also putting a
large emphasis on archiving the gathered materials.'” As a performance group
working and communicating directly with the audience, they consider the
voice of the audience as a central element in their archival practice. One goal
for keeping an archive is to preserve the potential and importance of live art,
which is often marginalized due to the ephemeral nature of the work and, in
the case of Blast Theory, technically complex, collaborative, and conceptually
heterogeneous. Besides, making documentation and building an archive for
them is a means to show that artistic creativity is open to everyone.

By using documentation as process and making specific documentation
that reflects the intention, concept, and atmosphere of the live performance,
documentation as presentation,and combining these in an archive, at first sight
Blast Theory seems to be focused on future recreation. But what are the chanc-
es that such a technically complex work consisting of obsolete equipment
could be recreated? When asking them if it would be possible to recreate the
work, they replied that it would probably take a few weeks but would certainly
be possible. But digging a bit deeper and asking if it would also be possible
by someone else in 50 years, it became more problematic. Not only because
of the obvious obsolescence of technical hardware or network dependencies,
but foremost because changes in software configurations, notation, or com-
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menting on version updates happened at irregular intervals, making it hard
to decipher all the code and decisions involved. Similarly, one needs to know
the historical context of the technology because it could have (un)willingly
influenced the aesthetic and the functioning of the work. A lot of the techni-
calissues around recreation also come down to the availability and rights-free
use of the information. In the case of Blast Theory, because they work with the
Mixed Reality Lab (MRL) of the University of Nottingham on the development
of code, this could present future problems. Although a lot is written down in
academic papers about the code and programming, this does not necessarily
mean it is also freely available.

Moreover, next to the technical difficulty there is of course the performativ-
ity of the work that needs to be recreated, as Nick Tandavanitj remarks: “There
is all sorts of specific learning about how you manage people in a specific situ-
ation. The front-of-house is probably well documented. But the scenography
- the managing of getting people into a car without them noticing it, the way
you give directions to people, the minutiae of dealing with people in those
experiences - is probably not documented very well.” It is interesting to make
a short detour to other disciplines like gaming or contemporary dance and
music that struggle with similar problems, where a score, notation, or rules
are easy to preserve but the interpretation of these becomes more difficult. In
gaming, rules of the game can be kept and the game play can be recorded to a
certain extent. Furthermore, because of its digital nature it is easy to capture
all kinds of data about the game. But what do these recordings and saved data
reveal about the types of experiences the players had? With the aid of informa-
tion technology like sensors we can save more data about performances than
we could previously, but not the performance itself. Similarly, a contemporary
dance performance is a living system that continues developing, and because
itis passed on through body movements it is always in a state of development.
Sometimes strategies from the field of oral history or ethnographic “in-game”
research (following developer’s processes or participant behaviors in games)
are used to capture the participants’ experience or to shed light on the devel-
opment process, the design choices that underlie the work, or the relationship
between design decisions and the experience players had while interacting
with the work. The idea is that this will shed light on the process and hence
involve transference of knowledge about the design, process, and experience,
which will help to sustain or recreate the work.*®

Although Blast Theory thinks it would be possible to recreate the work,
not everything is written down, annotated or documented in a way that it is
easily traceable. A documentation model might help to document the work in
a systematic way in order to recreate it at any future day. Of course the ques-
tion of desirability should be addressed, but more importantly the question
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whether and in what way such a strategy will change the work is important to
take into reconsideration.

From Object Dependencies to Behaviors

Because of their complex, variable, and interactive nature, it comes as no
surprise that most museums and institutes have not taken up the challenge
to collect and consequently start to think of ways and methods to document
interactive projects like Uncle Roy All Around You. But in the past decennia,
some attempts have been made to see the documentation of these variable
works in another light. The best known is the work by Forging the Future
(FtF), formerly known as the Variable Media Network (VMN).* With an inter-
est in the preservation of contemporary artwork, the strategy of the VMN is
very much focused on methods of documentation. The VMN proposed a strat-
egy where artists are encouraged to define their work independently from
medium so that the work can be translated once its current medium becomes
obsolete. The approach is centered on the content of the work rather than its
medium or physical manifestation. In addition, what they seek to concen-
trate on is less on the individual technical components that an artwork com-
prises, but rather on what one of its founders, Jon Ippolito, has coined as the
“medium-independent behaviors” of the work (Depocas, Ippolito, and Jones,
2003: 48). By using the performative term “behaviors” the VMN tried to come
up with a methodology that would work across mediums and therefore could
still be recognized in the far future - where we might not understand the term
“U-matic” (a videocassette format used in the 1970-1980s) but will still recog-
nize the meaning of the term “installed.” Whereas traditional methods for
describing an artwork consist of object dependent terminology - name of the
artist(s), date of the work, medium used, the dimensions (height, width, and
depth), and the collection - shifting the focus to a work’s behavior tells some-
thing about the presentation and perception of the work, such as that works
can be installed, performed, reproduced, duplicated, interactive, encoded,
networked, or contained. In order to distil the most desirable way for future
presentations the VMN developed a questionnaire, the Variable Media Ques-
tionnaire (VMQ), to get at the core or, as Ippolito calls it, the kernel of the work
(Depocas, Ippolito, and Jones, 2003: 47).

The questionnaire prompts questions for each inherent artwork behavior
that requires preservation. However, it is not intended to be exhaustive. The
VMQ is foremosta vehicle to incite questions that should be answered in order
to capture artists’ desires about how to translate their work into new mediums
after expiration of the work’s original medium. By bringing perspectives from
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conservators and curators together with artists and if possible their techni-
cians, programmers, and engineers the VMN approach tries to establish a bet-
ter understanding of how the work should evolve and be handled over time
in order to preserve its ephemeral character: “A questionnaire [stimulates]
responses that will help to understand the artists’ intent. The questionnaire is
not a sociological survey, but an instrument for determining how artists would
like their work to be re-created in the future - if at all. [...] The results of the
questionnaire, the variable media kernel, enter a multi-institutional database
that enables collecting institutions to share and compare data across artworks
and genres” (Depocas, Ippolito, and Jones, 2003: 47). The VMQ is an invalu-
able guide for conducting artist interviews, as the medium-independent line
of questioning often elicits highly descriptive responses to questions about a
work’s past and future incarnations.

The VMQ is very valuable as a tool for interview practices because it takes
into account both the concept of the work and the context in which it evolves. It
confirms the necessity to let go of traditional preservation methods that focus
on the recreation of the work as it originally appeared and instead try to think
of new ways to document and reinstall obsolete artworks. The VMN approach
was highly praised and welcomed by both practitioners and scholars in con-
temporary art conservation science. Whereas the VMQ certainly enticed new
ways of thinking about the preservation of variable artworks, many questions
remain: Is an answered questionnaire based on artist interviews sufficient in
order to understand the working of the artwork? Does it give sufficient insight
into the creative and working process? Does it reflect the interaction and expe-
rience the artwork invokes, both in relation to and between the participants
and the context in which it is enacted? These and other questions were taken
up and further developed in new models and methods by other organizations
that share the concern for the documentation practice of obsolete artworks. In
order to discuss the advantages and limits of the different models Iwill elabo-
rate on three different approaches that have received high acclaim over the
past years mostly because of their unconventional approach and as such have
been adapted and used by other organizations in various ways.

V2_: CAPTURING UNSTABLE MEDIA CONCEPTUAL MODEL

One of the first new approaches came from V2_Organisation, Institute for
the Unstable Media in Rotterdam, the Netherlands. The Capturing Unstable
Media Conceptual Model (CMCM) was developed in 2003 as a conceptual
model for documenting and describing newly created electronic art installa-
tions, rather than recreating or preserving existing works.** Notwithstanding,
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it provides multiple potential applications for documenting every aspect of
a design process, which could potentially influence preservation. V2_ distin-
guishes three phases in the development of a work that all require different
documentation strategies: 1. The research phase, in which the draft of the
concept for a project, the researching of required know-how, the design, and
the first conceptual developments of the project take place; 2. the develop-
ment phase, in which the actual hardware and software development takes
place and its outcomes are tested and put together in a specific configuration
or setup, and 3. the implementation phase, in which the results of research
and development are implemented in a specific environment. Each of these
phases is associated with different types of documentation.

More than any of the other documentation models, V2_’s perspective
balances the intersections of art, science, and technology. Their strategy is to
document the environment in which electronic art functions. This notion of
“capturing” details about a work is considered complementary to the tradi-
tional preservation methods. V2_ reused the set of attributes, components,
and behaviors of variable media, as distinguished in the VMQ. They comple-
mented the VMQ with missing components and essential aspects that they
identified as: definition of concepts; focus on several manifestations in a line
of work, rather than on the reconstruction and display of a finalized artwork;
all possible components of these manifestations and the interplay of these
components.

NEW ART TRUST, MOMA, SFMOMA, TATE: MATTERS IN MEDIA ART

Matters in Media Art (MMA) is a multiphase project designed to provide guide-
lines for taking care of time-based media works of art (e.g., video, film, audio,
and computer-based installations).”> The project was created in 2003 by a con-
sortium of curators, conservators, registrars, and media technical managers
from New Art Trust, MOMA, SFMOMA, and Tate. The consortium launched
its first phase, on loaning time-based media works, in 2004, and its second
phase, on acquiring time-based media works, in 2007. The aim is to blend tra-
ditional museum practice with new modes of operating that derive from and
respond to the complex nature of media art installations.

MMA provides a practical response to the need for internationally agreed-
upon standards for the handling, installation, and care of time-based media
artworks. The research resulted in a template that can be used in the acquisi-
tion process of awork, which is divided in three overlapping phases: pre-acqui-
sition, accessioning, and post-acquisition. As such it is a basic framework to
prepare the artwork for long-term preservation and future installation. At the
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moment MMA has entered its third phase, and is looking specifically at chal-
lenges around Internet-based art (SFMOMA with Bay Area Video Coalition,
BAVC) and computer-based arts (Tate). Many organizations have used and
adjusted their best practices guidelines to their specific needs.

RICHARD RINEHART: THE MEDIA ART NOTATION SYSTEM

The Media Art Notation System (MANS, 2005) is the result of research by Rich-
ard Rinehart in which he proposes a new approach to conceptualizing digital
and media art forms.?? His research is an outgrowth and continuation of two
earlier projects: Archiving the Avant Garde and the Variable Media Network.
Rinehart intends to inform a better understanding of media art forms and
to provide a descriptive practice for preservation. MANS has three levels of
implementation progressing from simple to more complex. The layers con-
sist of the conceptual model of documentation, the preferred expression for-
mat (vocabulary) for the model (the interpretation of DIDL XML), and, its top
layer, the score, which serves as a record of the work that is database-process-
able (Rinehart, 2004). The core concepts form a “broad strokes” description
of the work. This broad description could be used by the artist or museum at
the time the work is created or collected. Further details, alternate accounts,
and audience annotations can be filled in later in the life of the work. MANS
provides a framework for reflection on the logical arrangement of collected
elements, which can be distributed and archived through a website simply by
broad type or general categories (for example, interviews, installation views,
technical details and hardware, exhibition context, other installations, and
audience interviews). This way any structure can be applied to it and connec-
tions can be made through tags, keywords, or other visualization tools.

The theoretical approach was explored through issues raised in the pro-
cess of creating a formal “declarative model” (alternately known as a metadata
framework, notation system, or ontology) for digital and media art. Rinehart
used the metaphor of the musical score because media art follows a similar
composition in which the essential concept or score is more important than
the instruments or hardware that are used to perform or install a piece: “As
long as the essential score performed is the same, the musical work itself will
be recognizable and retain its integrity” (2004: 2). The MANS score represents
amedia-independent logical backbone for the work that relies on the original
files to provide detailed functionality and appearance. By taking the musical
score as a metaphor and method, the model has “a flexible yet robust struc-
ture and incorporates the passage of time and the possibility of change” (Mac-
Donald, 2009: 63). The conceptual idea of a score, as a fixed form yet variable
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in its execution, is interesting. Using the musical score as an example is, on
the other hand, also questionable because nowhere is the difference between
the written score and the performance so contested as in musicology (Cook,
1999). Besides, MANS is presented as a metadata framework. As such it does
not overcome the problem inherent in any text-based representational frame-
work describing non-textual information. In other words, it is extremely dif-
ficult to describe and translate an artwork into a formal system, also (or even
more so) for an artist. For example, emotions and symbolism are hard to com-
municate in a traditional sense and at times an artwork by intention negates
such interpretation (Svenonius, 1994).

Comparing Strategies

The models of MMA and MANS allow for levels of description related to the
work as a whole (in its final presentation phase) as well as more detailed
descriptions of specific iterations/occurrences of a work. This immediately
presents the most urgent problem, which is the emphasis on the final work
- the end product. Whereas in archival literature there is a recognition that
“preservation begins with creation,” these models hold on to traditional ways
of dealing with objects and documents and are resistant to moving towards a
more holistic approach (Waters and Garrett, 1996).24 Important to note in this
respect are observations by people who have conducted case studies that it is
easier to document a work when it is presented. When a work is in storage it is
much harder to talk about specific issues. The installation of a work facilitates
the detection of problems and provides a better view on the specific decisions
taken or methods used in the creation of the work.> It is for this reason that
some people argue for more presentations to enhance the visibility and under-
standing of the way art works (Dekker, 2010). It could be argued that presenta-
tion leads to preservation. From this point of view the CMCM model is more
interesting as it highlights the creative and production process of the work by
focusing on the interaction between the work and the stakeholders. Next to a
detailed description of the resources it focuses on the relationships between
entities in the construction and the execution of the work. Itis unfortunate that
this part of the model is also the least described. For example, the complex ele-
ments of interaction are left to “well-chosen documentation.” V2_ acknowl-
edges that more research needs to be done in this field and suggestions are
made to look at appropriate models in the social sciences, where methods or
standards for registering social behavior and intercommunications between
humans and machines are under development. Even though the CMCM mod-
el is not intended for preservation, it provides interesting opportunities for a
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form of documentation that moves beyond mere descriptive, comparative, or
mapping exercises. Although attempts are made to expand and elaborate on
the model, these are currently still under development.*

Compared to the other systems, the models of CMCM and MMA prove to
be most relevant to the context of media art because they focus on the pro-
cess of production and creation (CMCM) and on the artist intentions (MMA).
However, the artists’ intent is not easy to distract, formulate or even compre-
hended either by the creator or interviewer and as such it can be a difficult
and problematic strategy.>” It is important to realize that an interview is always
a reflection of a specific moment in time. It is never value-free and always
influenced by the specific background, expertise and personality, of the inter-
viewer and artist as well as the interaction between them (Van Saaze, Dekker,
and Wijers, 2010). Nevertheless, a slow movement in this direction can be
seen especially concerning contemporary artworks where the artist’s involve-
ment in conservation practice is regarded as a necessity, and where the artist
becomes the stakeholder in the perpetuation of the work (Van Saaze, 2009:
106-111). A related phenomenon is the concept of group creation, a common
practice in media art but new for many museums, conservators, and curators.
This new form of working in artistic practice manifests itself through people
from multiple disciplines and can lead to unstable, networked, variable, or
different versions of an “end” project (that again can be influenced by the par-
ticipants), which in turn has implications on collection, documentation and
conservation. The notion of variable or different versions is not new to digital
media, and can even be found with physical and “stable” objects or installa-
tions. For museums and galleries it is not uncommon to have exhibition cop-
ies of a work that they have acquired (Van Saaze, 2009). In other words, most
media art practices deal with multiple creation practices and contexts that are
uncertain. At the moment this is partly reflected in the models as the ideal
state, the past and the present state, but these different parameters might
not be sufficient to account for the level or need of variation that is inherent
in the work. As Megan Winget suggests, a deeper understanding of the gen-
eral creation behaviors and methods used by new media artists in general will
augment the discussion regarding the challenges of digital art collection and
preservation (2008).

Notwithstanding the high value of their theoretical underpinnings, one of
the pitfalls of all the models discussed, especially those of VMQ, MANS, and
CMCQCM, is their highly prescribed structures which, as said before, makes it
difficult to implement a realistic and easily repeatable documentation project
in conservation practice, especially outside the field of installation art. These
findings show that in any documentation process a multilevel approach is
preferred. Such a structure should emphasize the tension between the “ideal”
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notion of the artwork (as a composite, theoretical idea constructed from art-
ist statements, technical schemas, and the accumulation of many iterations)
and the “real” individual experiences of the audience and/or expert members
(curators, archivists, etc.) (Jones, 2007). Most of the models are established
by the conventions of information classification with which they are familiar.
This is not only important to realize from an ideological point of view but, on
a more practical note, it means that once classifications, tags, or expressions
change, so will the usability of these models. Therefore, the recreation of a
work requires a thorough understanding of the context in which the informa-
tion and organization about the work was made - there is a need to document
the context of documentation creation, as it were. The vocabulary initially
suggested by the VMN is exemplary in this respect. The third-generation VMQ
that was presented at the DOCAM Summit in Montreal (March 2010) looks at
artworks as ensembles of components, instead of behaviors as discussed in
the earlier version, because this would be more intuitive for registrars, conser-
vators, and other arts specialists. As Ippolito explained:

The purpose is to understand the key elements of a work that are critical
to its function, such as source code or media display. Acknowledging

the relational character of much contemporary art, these parts extend
beyond hardware to include environments, user interactions, motivating
ideas, and external references. Structuring the Questionnaire in this way
makes it easier to compare different artworks created with similar parts
(email to the author, February 22, 2010).

The VMN questionnaire remains a valuable tool for discussing the work and
discovering the core intentions, that is, the most important parts of a work.
Even though the VMN approach to documentation and its emphasis on behav-
ioral elements might not prove successful, it certainly enticed new ways of
thinking about the preservation of an artwork. More specifically it confirmed
the necessity to let go of traditional preservation methods that focused on the
recreation of the work regardless of the artists’ intent, and think of new ways
to document obsolete artworks. Nevertheless, questions remain. For example,
is awritten questionnaire sufficient in order to understand the experience the
artwork invoked? And in the case of many time-based artworks, and especially
of media art, where the actual experience of the work by its audience is regard-
ed as crucial, can documentation also be a potential for actual experience? A
description and photo of a work can give an understanding of the piece, but
these are still far removed from actually experiencing the work.

Piotr Adamczyk explored the working of the VMQ and CMCM for describ-
ing human-computer interaction in new media installations (2008). His analy-
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sis showed that the models work on the level of documentation or accession in
a museum context, but that they often fail when recounting the participatory
context. Where Adamczyk suggests using human computer interaction (HCI)
ethnographic methods, others are more inclined to using strategies from the
field of oral history (Muller, 2010). The two strategies meet in the belief that
accounts from participants’ experiences “would offer rich and varied portraits
of how the artworks existed in experience and would necessarily widen our
understanding of the relationship of media art to its social and cultural con-
text” (Muller, 2010: 6.1). The attention to audience experience and contextual
information is as of yet not provided in any of the models.?*

Already it can be concluded that the existing models are not ideal when
dealing with technical specifications that are connected to the experience of
the work, nor do they provide much information about the experience as such.
But are these elements more visible in, or can they be extracted from, artists’
documentation?

Uncle Roy All Around You in a Model

Uncle Roy All Around You is a participatory multiplayer, multilayered (combin-
ing virtual and real worlds) game and, as the title suggests, the participants’
surroundings play an important role. The conceptual idea, the technical inter-
face, and the game play and its locations are defined, but they are all suscep-
tible to change. With so many changing parameters it is no surprise that the
participants also experience the working of GPS, WiFi, and the interfaces in
very differentways. As Steve Benford, one of the technical collaborators in Blast
Theory’s projects, noted: “Our study reveals the diverse ways in which online
players experienced the uncertainties inherent in GPS and WiFi, including
being mostly unaware of them, but sometimes seeing them as problems, or
treating them as a designed feature of the game, and even occasionally exploit-
ing them within gameplay” (2006). It is precisely such subtle differences that
are not taken into account in the previously described models, and they are
also hard to pinpoint in an interview.

Moreover, Blast Theory used these circumstances as tactics and elements
in the game as well; anticipating but never knowing for sure when, for exam-
ple, technical failures would occur and an according action should be taken.
Therefore such (technical) failures were used to enhance the dramatic narra-
tive of the story. This did not mean, however, that the actual occurrences were
planned. Although the game play was extensively and carefully orchestrated,
there were many moments of uncertainty and these were hard to pin down.
Instead of discarding them, the limitations of the technology became inte-
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gral elements in the performativity of the work. In other words, the technical
dependencies of the art form emphasize the meaning and the experience of
the work. This ambiguity and uncertainty in the work do not have a place in
models like CMCM or questionnaires like VMQ. This became apparent when
asking Blast Theory if the GPS interface system could be replaced in the future
by other technology (one of the key questions in the VMQ); the answer was
simply yes. However, the discussions about their working process, their way
of creating documents, and their attitude towards technology showed that the
working of the technology, its current failures, and the inherent uncertainties,
had influenced both the concept and the performativity of the work and, as
such, were integral when experiencing the work. Replacing the technology at
any future time may thus prove to be problematic at the experiential and con-
ceptual levels of the work.

These examples already show that, for some specific but integral informa-
tion, the models as described do not suffice. One of the main problems is that
the documentation models are often (with the exception of CMCM) extracted
from earlier dominant discourses (paintings, sculpture) and mapped onto
a marginalized one (media art, performance, games), imposing a model
according to which meaning is reproduced through the end result but is not
emerging from the interaction of multiple agencies that create the experi-
ence.” Especially projects like Uncle Roy need a multilayered approach that
takes into account relationships between objects in the construction and the
execution of the work as well as provides insight into participants’ interaction
and experience. In other words: the documentation of such a work requires
insight into the conceptual, creative, and working process from a technical,
relational, and experiential perspective. All these play important roles in what
makes the artwork and are not external to the artwork. In this respect, Jeroen
van Mastrigt (2009) hints at the conservation of “an ecosystem instead of an
object,” and a similar remark was made by Geoffrey Bowker.** A framework
of a documentation model for media art should therefore address the crea-
tive process, reflect the work’s variability, relate to the context, and take into
account the participants’ experience.

Looking into the Future: Media Art in a Museum Collection

Suzanne Briet stated: “the forms that documentary work assumes are as
numerous as the needs from which they are born,” and, coming to the end
of this chapter, this statement is as strong as ever (2006: 36). It is important
to know the meaning and value of documents and documentation, but it is
just as important to know their relationship, the context, and, in addition to
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Briet, the process of their creation. Analysis of artists’ documentation meth-
ods and comparing these to the information that is given or asked for in tra-
ditional museum documentation models showed that specific and inherent
qualities of media artwork are not taken into account in the models up until
now. Closer analysis of Blast Theory’s creative processes indicated that cru-
cial information on details of the project and the experience it yielded, most
importantly the behavior of the technology and the influence this had on the
performativity of the work, might get lost when using standard questionnaires
or applying emulation methods that transfer the game play to new platforms.
It is clear that multimedia artworks are technically complex, not only in their
final presentation but also in their production phase. For a recreation of the
work it is therefore important to understand the technical choices that were
made in the context of the time they were made (see also Lurk and Enge, 2010,
and Winget, 2008). As such, it is important to recognize that meaning is often
constituted through an object and is not solely held within the object (Clavir,
2002). This means that it is also important to allow for media-archaeological
research when recreating a multimedia artwork.

Taking into account what I have termed documentation as process will yield
a better understanding of the inherent qualities of the work. It is important to
be aware of decisions and their consequences that are made in the develop-
ment of the work and accurately describe or record them. Theoretically, it is
possible to recreate complex media artworks like Uncle Roy All Around You, but
the level of success would increase when artists’ strategies are integrated into
museum practices or by adapting existing models by giving more attention to
the creative process. But would it be possible for Uncle Roy to end up in a muse-
um collection? This is of course a difficult question with multiple entries, but
aside from the issue of money or artistic value, what would be needed of the
museum staff to conserve the work? What are the possible implications for
them to care for and recreate the work at any time in the future? But, even
more importantly: would it be desirable at all? Would not the documentation
that is gathered, made, and collected communicate more about a work, and
how it is experienced, than its physical manifestation? Referring to the docu-
mentation videos by Blast Theory I argued for an expanded understanding of
documentation as presentation. This treats video documentation not merely
as a way to capture live events, but also as a form of dialogue, response, and
reflection. Furthermore, when brought into new presentation contexts, docu-
mentation has the potential to deepen the conceptual idea in new ways, add-
ing new layers to the work. In other words, documentation becomes a critical
space in its own right, opening the prospect to elaborate on the original work.

It seems an obvious statement: documentation might guide the decision-
making process in conservation, but the gaps or blind spots will influence the

PRESERVING AND EXHIBITING MEDIA ART



work. In order to make the most of these, more emphasis should go to the roles
and responsibilities of curators and conservators. In this article I argued thata
first step would be to recognize the need for an extended conception of docu-
mentation, distinguishing different types of documentation, and phasing
their role and function in the dynamic, performative practice of contemporary
media art. Whereas more and more collaborative approaches are undertaken
to develop documentation models, the practical implementation of the work
often remains with individual curators or conservators. A more collaborative
practice of knowledge production and documentation may overcome this sit-
uation, including also artists, information scientists, and programmers. This
will also lead to a better understanding of the work and could potentially lead
to opportunities for creating new versions, thus building, elaborating, and
commenting on a previous state. If this approach would be followed it not only
opens new ways of thinking about what conservation means but it can entice
new ways of dealing with the structure and the function of the museum (see
Kraemer, 2007, and Van Mastrigt, 2009). A museum could move from being a
custodian of “dead objects” to a “living space” where presentation, preserva-
tion, discussion, and active exploration go hand in hand.
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6.2 CASESTUDY: NO GHOST JUST A SHELL BY PIERRE HUYGHE,
PHILIPPE PARRENO, AND MANY OTHERS

Vivian van Saaze

Introduction

NoGhostJustaShell,aseminal projectinitiated by French-based artists Philippe
Parreno and Pierre Huyghe and acquired by the Van Abbemuseum Eindhoven
(NL) in 2002, consists of more than 25 artworks by over a dozen artists and
artist groups, each work evolving around the virtual character of “Annlee.”
The history of No Ghost Just a Shell goes back to 1999 when Philippe Parreno
and Pierre Huyghe decided to buy a virtual Manga character (developed for
the cartoon industry), modeled the image in 3-D, gave it a name (Annlee), a
voice, and started off with making two short real-time animation films on the
character (see Fig. 6.3 in color section). Between 1999 and 2002 they shared
the figure with other artists and artist groups, inviting them to give Annlee a
life by creating artworks using the figure as a point of departure. From 1999
onwards the figure of Annlee appeared in many different places and eventu-
ally accumulated into an exhibition in Zurich (entitled No Ghost Just a Shell),
which later traveled to San Francisco and Cambridge.3* There were paintings
(by Henri Barande and Richard Phillips), videos (by, for instance, Liam Gil-
lick, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Francois Curlet, and Melik Ohanian), toys
for Annlee (Angela Bulloch and Imke Wagener), wallpaper and posters (M/M
Paris), music (Anna-Léna Vaney), a magazine (Lily Fleury) and even a coffin for
Annlee by Joe Scanlan.

In order to prevent other artists from using the image, in 2002 Parreno
and Huyghe hired a property lawyer to draw up a contract transferring the
copyrights of Annlee back to her imaginary character. The wish was “to pro-
tect Annlee” and “to ensure that the image of Annlee will never appear beyond
the existing representations” (Huyghe and Parreno, 2003: 25). On 4 Decem-
ber 2002 at 9:30 pm, the vanishing of Annlee was celebrated by means of a
staged fireworks display during the inaugural night of Art Basel Miami Beach.
As curator and author Maria Lind notes: “That was the end of this particular
collaboration” (Lind, 2007: 15). By that time, however, the Van Abbenmuseum
was already in the process of acquiring No Ghost Just a Shell for its collection.
Right from the start, No Ghost Just a Shell was depicted as a “special purchase”
and a breakthrough in collection activities; instead of an individual object, an
entire exhibition was being acquired.

This case study description will focus on the issue of collaboration and the
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problem of multiple authors in relation to the process of documentation and
archiving in a museum context.’* Since the preset entry descriptions of many
existing digital collection management systems do not leave much room for
variability, artworks produced by multiple contributors are in danger of being
reduced into fixed categories such as: single date, single artist, and single
dimensions. How then to capture the hybrid character of No Ghost Just a Shell?
Before going into the case study, let us first take a closer look at the increasing-
ly popular phenomena of multiple authorship in art production, also known
as “collaboration art.”

Multiple Authorship

No Ghost Just a Shell is arguably one of the most noted and well-known exam-
ples of collective practices in art in recent years. Although cooperation and
collaboration in art production has happened for many years, since the 1990s,
collaboration as a conscious strategy and an intentional mode of production
has become increasingly popular in artistic work.?* The modes of - and rea-
sons for - collaboration are diverse and vary from a pragmatic choice or neces-
sity (for example: the artwork can only be produced by a number of people
because its making requires specific, often technological, know-how) to a
form of activism (for example: challenging the art market and questioning the
common notion of authorship or art as the product of an individual genius)
and simple curiosity (as the outcome of a collaborative effort will always be
unpredictable). The current surge in collaborative art projects is related to
an increased usage of digital media in the arts and can be understood, for
example, as an offspring of the “new media critique” of the 1990s that strongly
argued for new production methods based on sharing, cooperation, common
ownership and open source structures.** Although the Annlee project consists
of a multitude of art forms (such as video works, paintings, a book, installa-
tions, and objects), the story of its inception and how it was set up encom-
passes many features of digital media and media art: multiple contributors,
decentralization, networking capacities, open source structure, variability,
versioning, and so on.

The initiating and coordinating artists, Huyghe and Parreno, have not
been very outspoken about the specific nature of the collaboration, nor have
they elaborated on the selection criteria for inviting artists and other contrib-
utors. Rather than really working closely together on a single product, each
artist produced an independent artwork starting from a shared point of depar-
ture: the Annlee figure. Maria Lind describes the process as follows: “The par-
ticipants shaped episodes which could function as independent art works, but
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which together constructed not only a collaborative art project and exhibition
but also a new order of identity. Into the bargain, a temporary community of
17 persons was created” (Lind, 2007: 15).3

There was never a prefixed list; friends and other artists seemed to be
invited in a more or less haphazard way. In an interview, Huyghe refers to the
book Esthétique relationnelle (1998) by French philosopher and curator Nicolas
Bourriaud as being “instrumental to setting up this group of artists.” Huyghe:
“In a certain way, Nicolas’s book was like the production of a new scenario; in
the manner I discuss this in my own practice. His book and his words provided
alinkage between various artists and people” (2003: 100-110).

Others such as Van der Beek describe the project as creating its own net-
work with connections in different social and artistic spheres (2003: 42). In
a similar fashion, Hal Foster labeled No Ghost Just a Shell as “archival art” in
a special issue of October. He explains: “...much archival art does appear to
ramify like a weed or ‘rhizome’” (Foster, 2004: 6). In interviews, the initiating
artists also refer to this rhizome-like structure that grows organically, appear-
ing and disappearing depending on the connections that it is able to make.
Huyghe: “It is less a question of ‘process,” which is too linear, but of a vibrat-
ing temporality” (Huyghe quoted in Baker, 2004: 88). This way of working can
be said to be exemplary for both Philippe Parreno and Pierre Huyghe. Rather
than being studio bound and creating fixed and finished art objects, their
projects develop in diverse settings and often in close interaction with other
projects and people. It starts with a plan, but the plan, as they say, may change
along the way.

Acquisition, Registration, Documentation

With the acquisition of No Ghost Just a Shell, the Van Abbemuseum has inten-
tionally confronted itself with problems that are typical for many of today’s
collaborative (time-based or media) artworks. The acquisition of an exhibition
undermines the traditional notion of the artwork as a single, autonomous
productofanindividual artist. First of all, unlike a more straightforward trans-
action involving the buying or selling of an art object, this acquisition took the
Van Abbemuseum’s director, the curator of exhibitions, and other museum
staff members at least one year to agree with the artists and their dealers as to
which works could and should be purchased, as well as to sort out the required
legal apparatus of the project.3® The artists Huyghe and Parreno acted as inter-
mediaries between the museum and all individual artists who had contrib-
uted to the project. Each Annlee work had to be purchased separately from the
relevant artist or gallery because there was no specifically developed economic
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system within which the works had been produced. However, the curator of
exhibitions stressed the conceptual necessity of considering the acquisition
as an exhibition: as a whole rather than a collection of independent artworks.
Thus, rather than providing all individual objects with an inventory number,
as common practice would have it, he wanted the exhibition to become regis-
tered under one inventory number.3”

Registration of the acquisition under one single inventory number, how-
ever, would cause several administrative problems due to the collection man-
agement system used by the museum. The existing protocols stipulate that
when individual artworks are not registered in the museum database system,
they are administratively not visible and simply do not exist in terms of collec-
tion management. If, in other words, the exhibition No Ghost Just a Shell would
have received a single inventory number, there is a danger that each individual
Annlee artwork and the contributors would be overlooked or simply be lost
because they are not registered. Moreover, if artworks are not registered, they
might not be insured, for example, and they may end up existing outside all
museum protocols, which are developed for single objects.

On the other hand, itwas also problematic if each Annlee work was record-
ed as an individual entry in the system: how could its relationship to No Ghost
Just a Shell remain visible? The curator of collections was thus confronted with
a problem stemming from the limitations of the museum’s management sys-
tem, The Museum System (TMS). TMS is a standardized commercial collec-
tion management system developed by Gallery Systems and is used by many
museums. The system is mainly developed for more traditional, stable works
such as paintings and sculptures and thus represents the single artist, single
object paradigm. As such, it leaves little room for variability and provides no
possibility to address multiple authors or specific interactions.3®

In order for No Ghost Just a Shell to be accounted for as an acquisition, it
needed to be fragmented into single objects or registered under one entry. The
museum was thus left with two choices: No GhostJust a Shellwas either reduced
to being considered as one artwork (with the danger of losing sight of the indi-
vidual artworks), or all artworks had to be registered separately (running the
risk of the relationships between the individual artworks and their connection
to the exhibition being lost). Either way, crucial relationships would be lost.
In the end, this administrative problem was solved by creating special “work
sets” in TMS that created a link between individual Annlee works while also
allowing the person entering the data to designate one inventory number to
the project as a whole.®

In addition to the information stored in TMS, the museum also houses
an extensive paper archive, and for each individual Annlee work, there is also
a paper documentation file. In these paper files, the connection between the
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individual work and No Ghost Just a Shell is demonstrated by a copy of the
acquisition proposal document stating that the artwork belongs to the No
Ghost Just a Shell project. Due to the complex history and hybrid character of
the project, much time was spent on producing documentation on the project
as a whole and the exhibition history of each individual artwork.+* Moreover,
because installation guidelines for the works were lacking, each individual
artist had to be consulted by the museum so as to reach agreements on how
the individual works and the project could be displayed in the future. The col-
laborative nature of the project and the lack of overall control after its acquisi-
tion did not make things easier for the museum. As the director of the Van
Abbemuseum notes: “There are certain conditions which they have agreed to
but then those conditions change depending on what moment and who you
are talking to.”#

In Conclusion: Continuous Collaboration

Collaborative art projects like No Ghost Just a Shell challenge the acquisition
of such works for a museum collection in various ways. No Ghost Just a Shell
is both an exhibition and a set of individual artworks. Registering the acquisi-
tion into a commonly used collection management system, however, meant
working around the pre-set categories of single artist, single artwork and sin-
gle date. These and other limitations of standardized collection management
systems and documentation models have been subject to much discussion
in contemporary art museums and have lead to the development of several
alternative models and systems especially designed for those categories of art
that fall outside of more traditional art forms.** Arguing from the position of
new media, curator and researcher Jon Ippolito advocates a more differenti-
ated and precise tagging system that would capture the variability of artworks
and would allow for captions and wall labels to do so, too. As collaborations
are the rule rather than the exception for new media art, Ippolito (2008) advo-
cates new documentation strategies that are designed to document and even
encourage “expandable” and changing authorship functions.® In the wake of
the development of these new models, existing systems such as TMS are also
encouraged to adapt to the needs of non-traditional artworks. In terms of col-
laborative art projects, this would mean acknowledging the various specific
relationships and interactions between artworks and their contributors.

In addition to the problem of registration and documentation, such col-
laborative projects also ask for a collaborative attitude from their collectors.
Although the particular collaboration between the artists may have ended, the
collaborative aspect of the project was extended to the museum; by acquiring
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No Ghost Just a Shell, the Van Abbemuseum needed to continue collaborat-
ing with the individual artists, their galleries, and former exhibition places.
The acquisition of No Ghost Just a Shell transforms the museum’s role: rather
than an “end point,” the museum becomes a collaborator as well. Moreover,
in 2007, private collector Rosa de la Cruz donated another version of No Ghost
Just a Shell to the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) in North Miami and
Tate Modern in London. The Van Abbemuseum is now exploring how these
two different versions of No Ghost Just a Shell relate to each other and what col-
laboration between the different museums could mean. Arguably, to ensure
the perpetuation of No Ghost Just a Shell and its vibrant and hybrid character,
it is precisely this collaborative aspect that the museum will need to endorse.
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6.3  THEARTIST'S INTERVIEW AS ATOOL FOR DOCUMENTING AND
RECREATING A COMPLEX INSTALLATION: THE EXAMPLE OF MBUBE,
AN AUDIO-INSTALLATION BY ROBERTO CUOGHI IN THE MUSEO DEL
NOVECENTO, MILAN

Iolanda Ratti

Introduction

Milan’s Museo Del Novecento (the Museum of the 20th Century) houses a col-
lection of over 4,000 works that document the development of Italian art from
the historical avant-garde movements to the 1980s. This new museum of con-
temporary art also features a group of more recent works acquired by the City
of Milan that involve the use of new media.

Having been closed to the public over the past few years has allowed the
museum to dedicate itself to a careful study of its collections. It conducted
several experimental restorations and established a collaboration with the
History of Art Techniques Department of the University of Milan. The aim of
the synergy, by now in its concluding phase, was to support a number of dis-
sertations focused on one or two of the living artists featured in the museum’s
collection, either with a single artwork or with a small set of works. Students
were first expected to conduct general research on the thematics of the chosen
artistand on the techniques and materials used in the scope of his/her produc-
tion, along with a more detailed study of the work(s) featured in the museum’s
collection. Next, students conducted a technical analysis of the artwork(s),
with the support of the museum curator and of a restorer. The intended objec-
tives of this stage were to gain a precise sense of the methods of production
of the work and of its material and theoretical peculiarities, and to define the
potential conservation problems it might pose, spanning from the inherent
frailness of its materials to the installation criteria to adopt in future exhibits.
In the final stage of their research the Ph.D. students were asked to measure
their analysis of the chosen work against the artist’s own perspective of it, by
means of an interview. The goal was to further define the artist’s aesthetical
and technical approach and to shed light on his or her position regarding the
work’s future and its conservation.

Interviews were carried out following a format developed in collaboration
with Professor Giuseppe Basile of ICR (the Higher Institute of Conservation
and Restoration) and featured two parts. The first part was centered on col-
lecting information about the techniques the artist used in his/her creative
process, his/her thoughts regarding conservation, and his/her stance regard-
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ing the role of the public in the fruition of his/her artwork. The second part
approached the same themes, but through a discussion of the specific work(s)
housed in the museum.

The interview format was applied for the first time in 2006, on occasion of
the publication of Marina Pugliese’s 2006 book Tecnica mista. Materiali e pro-
cedimenti dell’arte del XX secolo [Mixed Technique. Materials and Procedures of
Art of the 20th Century]. Specifically, it was used to study two installations fea-
turing audiovisual elements: Mbube (2005), an audio installation by Roberto
Cuoghi, and San Siro (2000), a video projection by Grazia Toderi. I will here
treat the first, briefly describing the work and then presenting an extract of
the interview with the artist, which is particularly interesting since the work
was reinstalled in the 2008 Electronic Lounge exhibit, allowing to test the inter-
view’s effectiveness and define its limits and problem areas.

Roberto Cuoghi, Mbube (2005), Audio Installation

Roberto Cuoghi (born in Modena in 1973) has made a name for himself as one
of the most interesting young artists on the Italian scene since the mid-1990s,
taking part in important exhibits such as the Venice Biennale and the Berlin
Biennale.

Cuoghi created Mbube, his first sound installation, in 2005, exhibiting it
first at the Rivoli Castle of Turin’s first Triennale and later that year also at
the CAC in Vilnius. That same year, thanks to a generous donation by the col-
lectionist David Halevim, the work then became part of the City of Milan’s
collections. The installation was then exhibited again in 2008 in the scope
of Electronic Lounge in the Exhibair space of Milan’s Malpensa airport. The
installation consists of the playing of the artist’s cover of the song Mbube, a
1939 piece composed by the South African musician Solomon Linda made
famous by the Western re-make entitled “The Lion Sleeps Tonight.”

The creative process consisted in stratifying several layers of sound mate-
rial, using different instruments and recording a separate track for each one
based on the tune of Mbube. The instruments used, none of which require
knowing how to read music in order to be played, included: the lotus flute,
the Budrio ocarina, claves, the jingling Johnny, the vibraslap, the giiiro, the
djembe drum, the tambourine, the cuckoo call, the balafon, the cabasa, differ-
ent other bird calls, nut shells, and various shakers.

Cuoghi first recorded each instrument on a MAC G5 pc using an AKG/
Behringuer UB 802 condenser microphone and then mixed the tracks using
the Cubase SE software. The song was created solely by the artist, who only
sporadically consulted online forums of musicians and IT experts.
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The interview was fundamental for understanding how the artist works and
how he reacts to the materials chosen, but also for determining the aesthetic
value of the installation in view of its future re-exhibition, a necessary opera-
tion given the work’s inclusion in a permanent collection (see Fig. 6.4 in color
section). The three exhibits of the installation are quite different. The inter-
view with the artist allowed to define the audio aspect as the only truly “essen-
tial” element of the work from a conservation point of view, while allowing to
set specific, though flexible, diffusion criteria for environments that are (and
always will be) necessarily different.

Interview Extract (Milan, 26 May 2006, the Artist’s Studio)

We here report a very brief extract of the interview, specifically the answers
that define the artist’s approach to conservation and the work under review.

1. Whatisyour take on the conservation of your works? Do you accept
the idea that they will age naturally? When do you think intervention
becomes necessary?

Idon’t really know what destiny the things I'm doing will have. Aging
ceases to be acceptable only when the work begins to be objectively com-
promised. Intervening becomes necessary when the work’s “functioning”
starts to be compromised.

2. What does it mean to speak of conservation referring to new multi-
media technologies? What role do you think that video and sound
art, both analogue and digital, will play in relation to the rapid
changes in software and technical support? In your opinion, what are
the most efficient methods to conserve and archive video and audio
material?

It is software that affords the most concrete possibility to recreate a
work’s original conditions at any given time: so I'm not pessimistic about
it. On the other hand, today we can play Pac-Man on a last generation
laptop using a 25-year-old software program, thus reproducing a “condi-
tion” in the system that has to run it. There are now software “packages”
that utilize portions of MS-DOS to run obsolete programs.

3. Doyou think that emulating a 25-year-old software program in order
to read an original work, instead of translating the work itself into
a more recent format, plays a role in maintaining its quality and
“uniqueness”?
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4.

Not exactly. If a work is digital in nature its quality isn’t compromised
by translation into another format, because it’s just a matter of number
sequences. Besides, I don’t think we can speak of uniqueness in the digi-
tal era. Digitizing a video captured on film — now that is a real change of
support. But works that are born-digital simply require an operation of
transcription. I find the signing of CDs already pretty grotesque ...

Are there preliminary studies of Mbube? Are there other versions of
the work?

There are tests, slightly different versions, without some of the instru-
ments - for instance, there are ones where the shaker plays a lesser role.
They’re not really other versions, they’re trials. The only one that gets
close to being an alternative version is the first trial, put together the year
before, so two years ago. It has more or less the same structure, but is
performed entirely with an electronic keyboard.

Are there different copies of your work? And if so, where are they?
How do you protect yourself from the production of replicas and
fakes?

The work was purchased first by the Rivoli Castle and then by the
Halevim Collection (which then donated it to the Museum). There are
officially five copies of it, by which I mean five physically distinct CDs,
each “signed and numbered”: the Rivoli one, the Halevim, and the others
of the De Carlo Gallery.

How should this work be exhibited? Do its nature and identity
change, depending on its spatial context?

The work should be exhibited using professional amplifying material
and ensuring a rather sustained reproduction volume, so as not to seem
background sound. My only worry regards the acoustic aspect. The
work’s identity is compromised more by poor volume than by the type of
spatial context it’s in. In Turin, where it was on exhibit, the music played
in loop, but with at least two minutes of pause between one run and the
other. They set up two huge speakers, like the ones used in concerts, in the
corridor of the long side of Rivoli Castle. They played it at high volume in
a space with nothing around - there was nothing in the range of twelve
per seven meters, absolutely empty. Instead when they exhibited at the
CAC in Vilnius they used the Center’s system of loudspeakers. But at the
end this produced a chaotic effect, because of course we’re talking about
a home recording so sound that is not clean at all. This means that when
installing the piece it’s extremely important to bear in mind that this is
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not a CD produced by a record label. Another thing that needs to be kept
under control is the boom effect, for instance through the use of absorb-
ing panels. It really doesn’t make a difference if the amplifying system is
hidden or not. A method I use to see if the volume is high enough is stand-
ing in front of the amplifiers and checking if the low-pitched notes boom
in my chest.

7. Atwhat distance from other works should this work be placed?
Given the reproduction volume required, it’s best to invert the question:
atwhat distance from this work should other works be placed? Ideally
the work should be treated as a solid body, so the song should be allowed
to fill empty space without the fear of it being empty.

In conclusion, this interview excerpt informs us on the standpoint of the art-
ist on preferred manners to exhibit Mbube and also suggests guidelines for
its preservation. In only a few statements, Roberto Cuoghi has provided, for
instance, information on the creation of the work and on his conscious choice
to make a home recording rather than a professional one. Therefore, it is cru-
cial to document this feature of the work in order to respect its nature and its
peculiarity as a work of art in the first instance and as a sound recording at a
second instance.
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6.4  MAXXIPILOT TESTS REGARDING THE DOCUMENTATION
OF INSTALLATION ART

Alessandra Barbuto and Laura Barreca

Guidelines for the Documentation of the MAXXI Collection

Cesare Brandi’s 1963 definition of “preventative restoration” (Brandi, 1994:
7 and 54) is highly relevant for activities associated with the conservation of
works of contemporary art in museum collections:

[...] preventative restoration is to be understood as any action aimed

at anticipating the necessity of an intervention of restoration, making
preventative restoration no less important than effective restoration. [...]
It is clear, at this point, that to no lesser a degree in preventative restora-
tion results, discoveries, and scientific interventions reference fields that
interest the subsistence of the work of art: from research into lighting
and its effects on the choice of light sources, as well as heat, humidity,
vibrations, air conditioning systems, packaging, hanging and disinfesta-
tion (33-34).

Because the works in the collection of a museum of contemporary art like
MAXXI Rome belong to different linguistic and technical typologies such as
complex installations, works in progress, performance events, works of net
art, video art, ephemeral or immaterial works, or process art, it is fundamen-
tal to operate from the perspective of preventative restoration, with the aim of
anticipating all possible risks resulting from the perishable or variable nature
of these works. This involves processes of constant monitoring, including the
control of the general conditions of exhibition (lighting, the use of barriers or
separations), temperature and humidity conditions, both in exhibition spaces
and storage areas, methods of storing works of art,* and the proper choices to
be made in the event of works on loan.

During recent years, MAXXI’s research activities have focused on current
international trends, in parallel with a critical investigation of Brandi’s theory
and its possible applications to the specific problems and terminologies of
contemporary art. The practices of documentation consider the radical chang-
es that have affected contemporary aesthetics and the new identity of the work
of art in instances where it is no longer a unique piece created by an artist but
a process of cultural participation involving the public, the work itself, and
the museum. The interpretation of the work of art as an idea, and not only as
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a physical object, is now a trend that is broadly confirmed in contemporary
artistic practices. This condition has manifested itself over the course of the
2o0th century, with the opposition of two different ideological positions: the
intentionalists and the anti-intentionalists, two attitudes described by Steven
Dykstra (1996) as the primary axes of debate regarding the conservation of
contemporary art.

Dykstra stresses the importance of the artist’s intentions and the method
of interpreting the function of material (or support) in relation to the conser-
vation of the work of art (1996: 204). The artist’s intention is defined as the
control exercised over a specific form, and becomes fundamental not only to
the cultural meaning inherent to the work of art, but also to the correct inter-
pretation of its functions. At present, a number of international museums
consider the artist’s intent as the guiding principle for the documentation of
contemporary artworks (Hummelen, 2005: 24). This is achieved by acquiring
information about the artist and the work such as letters, interviews, notes,
annotated texts, invitations, catalogues, preparatory sketches, as well as any
information relative to materials and techniques of realization, all part of
the identification of those aspects essential to and coherent with the original
aesthetic and historic meaning of the work, without which future presenta-
tions of the work risk becoming a discretional act made by the curator or the
museum’s conservator.

The documentation of a complex artwork includes the direct involvement
of the artist and requires information related to the “existential” elements of
the work. Of the most suitable instruments, the video interview represents an
optimum method for tracing the conceptual identity of the work, focusing on
problems of conservation, creating dialogue between the museum, and the
direct testimonial offered by the artist. Since 2002, the International Network
for the Conservation of Contemporary Art (INCCA) has been working on the
creation of a database of documents and information gathered by museums
and institutions around the world.*> Within this methodological framework
of documentation, MAXXI has focused part of its research on the works in its
permanent collection, in particular on methods of re-creating works of art,
analyzing the process of conservation through the relationship between the
museum’s conservator and curator, and the way in which these professional
figures interact with the documentation of the works — whether it be with the
artist or in his or her absence. Another fundamental line of research recently
initiated by the museum focuses on those activities of documentation propae-
deutic or parallel to temporary exhibitions, and the analysis of conservation
practices performed on a daily basis by its restorers.
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Methodologies and Tools of Documentation

The aspect that, more than any other, distinguishes the conservation of con-
temporary art from that of the past is our coexistence with the author. However,
this aspect does not eliminate problems of conservation; in many cases it actu-
ally complicates them. The collaboration between the artist and the museum
is the starting point of the process of documentation, but sometimes the con-
servation choices taken by the museum may not coincide with the expectations
of the artist. In fact, only in ideal cases does the artist, aware of issues of con-
servation, collaborate by sharing with the museum his/her intentions and indi-
cations about how to show, present, conserve, and maintain the work of art.
Notwithstanding that documentation has become widespread practice, many
artists are not available, or appear disinterested in providing fundamental and
coherent information over a longer period of time. Vice versa, it can happen
that the artist (or his/her studio or heirs, above all in the years immediately
following his/her death) is overly present, pretending to act autonomously, or
to rework the work acquired by the museum, as if it were still entirely within
his/her domain.* Finally, it may also happen that the involvement of the artist
in a conservation problem leads to requests by the artist to make substantial
changes to the work that extend beyond the restorer’s domain into the curato-
rial one. Working in between these different attitudes, it is always useful for the
restorer to evaluate all available information with a critical spirit, attempting as
much as possible to cross reference all data in the museum’s collections.

The corpus of data, information, and declarations regarding the mean-
ing of the work gathered directly from the artist represents the first nucleus of
documentation for the works of new media art in the MAXXI collection.# The
methodology of documentation defined by the museum during recent years
(through participation in a pilot project promoted by the MAXXI, in coopera-
tion with other Italian museum institutions, and through the promotion of
interdisciplinary research groups*®) includes the compilation of a “general
chart” that brings together a wealth of information about each single work: a
briefintroduction to the artist and notes on his/her work; historic dates related
to the work; information, photographs, projects, and publications about each
previous exhibition, even prior to its acquisition as part of the museum’s col-
lection. The chart also archives material data: the numbering and cataloging
of each single part relative to the analysis of the single components of the work
(in the case of complex installations, each of the various parts is listed and
measured) and the typology of packaging and labeling. The technical charts
related to the exhibition of the work, provided at the moment of acquisition
from the gallery or artist, are united with all of the material produced during
the planning of its exhibition in the museum: photographs during installa-
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tion/exhibition, sketches, tests, samples. In some cases, especially for complex
or environmental installations, it is necessary to commission an architectural
survey and 3-D images of the work installed in the museum. When the work is
removed at the end of a show, existing documentation is integrated by a condi-
tion report, used to list the detailed conditions of the work, from the moment
of opening its packing crate(s), and its behavior during the period of display.
This approach is particularly suitable for works with variable supports. This
type of chart also contains indications related to improvements to the condi-
tions of the work to be observed during storage and eventual details or meas-
ures to be employed in the event of shipping or loans.*

An exceptional case of documentation emerges when the museum com-
missions a site-specific installation from an artist. In this case it is possible to
follow the creative iteration of the work, recording the ideas that, for various
reasons, were not realized, and possibilities that were not tested. It is clear
that, with respect to the vast and rich documentation that can be collected in
this case, one must make a selection: some of the material gathered, if left
unexplained, may be misleading in the future, precisely because it relates to
working hypotheses that, for one reason or another, were abandoned by the
artist during the development of the work in favor of others that were effec-
tively realized. So here, too, it is fundamental to interview the artist, establish-
ing the specific moment of choices, practices of conservation, and possible
variations that can be made during future presentations of the piece.

Case Study 1: The Documentation of an Environmental
Installation: Alfredo Jaar, Infinite Cell (2004)*°

Acquired and exhibited on the occasion of MAXXI’'s inaugural exhibition,
Infinite Cell is an architectural space constructed inside the museum. Alfredo
Jaar (Santiago, Chile, 1956), a trained architect, was strongly affected by the
architectural space of the museum and carefully considered the position of
the work inside Zaha Hadid’s building.

The piece is an exact reconstruction of the dimensions of the cell in which
Antonio Gramsciwas imprisoned for 20 years. A steel grate, with a single door,
separates an interior from an exterior space. The space inside the cell, illumi-
nated exclusively by a window that emits light, is infinitely multiplied by two
mirror-clad walls on the short sides of the rectangular cell. On a wall near the
cell, five ink drawings on parchment entitled Gramsci represent details of this
intellectual and political thinker’s face, while the silkscreen 20 anni 4 mesi 5
giorni presents the exact number of days Gramsci spent in prison.5!

The interview with the artist clarified a number of points regarding the
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choices behind the construction of the cell and indications on how to position
the work in space, together with suggestions related to its conservation dur-
ing the exhibition and expectations associated with the interaction between
the work and the public. Jaar also declared to have carefully considered and
selected the colors of the exterior walls and the interior ceiling and pavement,
as well as the texture of the material that clads the exterior of the cell; in his
view, these elements must constitute a clear separation from the architectural
finishes inside MAXXI. Furthermore, the artist described his expectations for
a powerful interaction with the public, which is invited to experience the work
by entering the cell through the door, such that the infinite physical reflection
of the body in space alludes simultaneously to Gramsci’s thoughts, rooted in
the past and projected into the future.

This work is the object of a pilot project of interviews involving those
responsible for choices related to its exhibition and maintenance: the director
of the museum, the exhibition curator, the restorer/conservator, and the gener-
al public. A comparison of the different answers provided will eventually allow
for the establishment of guidelines for the future presentations of the work.

Additionally, all documentation gathered during the exhibition is current-
ly being archived: plans, sketches, project drawings, the list of wall colors, and
an architectural survey of the space. Given that the interior of the cell contains
no objects, 3-D images were considered superfluous. After being removed, a
number of material elements will be maintained and stored by the museum:
most likely, for reasons related exclusively to the possible reuse of materials in
the event of future presentations of the work, these elements are the mirrors,
prison bars, and the window. The artist does not confer a value of originality
upon the materials utilized; in fact, the work was acquired by the museum in
the form of a project, meaning that once the installation is taken down, the
work exists only as documentation that allows the project to be reconstructed
for future exhibitions.

Case Study 2: The Conservation of a Project in Progress:
Bruna Esposito, e cosi sia... (2000)

Ten years after the acquisition of the work e cosi sia... (2000) by Bruna Esposito
(Rome, 1960), winner of the Premio per la Giovane Arte Italiana in 2000, the
museum once again contacted the artist with the intent of discussing a num-
ber of important issues of conservation and documentation that were not
fully verified previously. The work, defined by the artist herself as “non-per-
manent,” is a mandala, a sort of mosaic of pieces that are not glued together,
but simply placed on the ground, in which legume seeds and grains design the
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form of a swastika (see Fig. 6.5 in color section). At the center of this composi-
tion, a Pyrex dish sitting on an electric hot plate contains boiling water and
laurel leaves. The installation is connoted by a strong component of perfor-
mance: during the setup and disassembly of the exhibition, both the action of
“placing” and that of “removal” are accompanied by music selected by Bruna
Esposito. During the exhibition the public is allowed to take a small bag of
grains and legumes with them; each bag contains a poem by Paola d’Agnese.

The strong performative value, the explicit desire for interaction with the
public, and the ephemeral nature of the work (the perishability of its compo-
nents, together with the fact that it is not fixed to the floor, but simply sits on
it), are the distinctive characteristics of the piece, beyond its objective mate-
riality. Precisely these qualities complicated the acquisition of the work in
2000, documented in a video authorized by the artist. Bruna Esposito consid-
ers this video, whose rights were only recently conceded to the museum by
Mara Chiaretti, and the photographs taken during its installation, as docu-
mentary materials and thus in no way a substitution for the work itself. In con-
sideration of this condition, together with the fact that the museum had not
acquired any other elements such as drawings or installation instructions, it
was necessary to contact the artist again about the presentation of this work.
The central question clarified with the artist was whether she considers the
work to be replicable or not, taking into account that after 2000 the work was
presented on three other occasions, with a few variations, related above all to
the aspect of performance, in particular the music.

The result of this dialogue between the museum and artist was an agree-
ment signed a year ago that has allowed the curators and conservators to
define the status of the work, the editions, and the conditions of future exhibi-
tions, especially with regard to preventing the risk of any possible misunder-
standings of the use of the swastika.

It was also possible to identify an “other” form, with respect to the mate-
rial, to ensure the persistence of this work within the collective memory and
conscience: regarding the present and the future of e cost sia... in the MAXXI
collection, discussions with the artist focus on the hypothesis of developing
a new form of video presentation, together with the possibility offered to the
public to simplytake (as in 2000) or purchase the small bags of legumes, grains,
and poetry. According to the artist, this would actualize the persistence of the
element of the dispersion of the materiality of the work, a memento of one of
the distinctive traits of the work itself. Another possibility being evaluated is
founded on the idea of the impossibility of reproducing a work designed to
be ephemeral and non-repeatable, rendering the piece constantly visible and
accessible on the Internet (not only during an exhibition), and thus offering a
different form of persistence within the collection.
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NOTES

This research is made possible with the support of Virtueel Platform and SKOR

| Foundation for Art and Public Domain, both in Amsterdam. Thanks also to the
members of the research group New Strategies in Conservation, in particular
Renée van der Vall and Vivian van Saaze who commented on an earlier version of
this article.

For an extensive account on the background and discussions on “document,” see
for example Buckland (1991 and 1997), Day (2001), and Francke (2005).

See Oxford Dictionary of Latin.

The term “documentation” , and “documentalist” was mostly used in Belgium,
the Netherlands and Germany and, to a lesser extent, in France and Great Britain.
The United States very soon started to adopt the term “information science.” A
full account on the meaning and implication of the different terminologies goes
beyond the scope of this research; instead, I will focus on the use of documenta-
tion in as far as it is relevant to conservation. For more information on the history
of the term “documentation” see, among others: Woledge (1983).

In the arts there is little research on the notion and implication of artists’ intent.
Conservator Steven W. Dykstra (1996) is one of the few conservators who attempt-
ed to develop a clear understanding of the notion of artist’s intention in art con-
servation.

For an elaborate account see among others: Mufioz Vifias (2005); Laurenson
(2006); and the recent anthology by Richmond and Bracker (2009).

Choices are inherently subjective, but the consequences of this subjective stance
have only recently been addressed and acknowledged, most noticeably in the
writing of Clavir (2002).

Matt Adams. personal interview between Blast Theory, Annet Dekker (Virtueel
Platform), Liesbeth Huybrechts (BAM), and Priscilla Machils (BAM). Brighton,
UK, 5 February 2010.

For more information about Uncle Roy All Around You: http://www.blasttheory.
co.uk/bt/work_uncleroy.html.

Unless stated otherwise all the information about Blast Theory is taken from

two interview sessions. The first with Matt Adams in Amsterdam (7 December
2009) and the second with the core members Matt Adams, Ju Row Farr, and Nick
Tandavanitj in their studio in Brighton (5 February 2010). These interviews are
conducted by Dekker and Huybrechts (BAM / Media & Design Academy, Genk,
Belgium). For more information about Blast Theory see: http://www.blasttheory.
co.uk.

The word “capture”” means that something has been seized or taken control of.
However, when applied to video, nothing really gets “captured” or seized. “Video
merely makes marks on a magnetic tape — marks which offer no guarantee of
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knowledge of the object that it is representing.” Becky Edmunds. “A Work of

Art from A Work of Art.” (2007). http://beckyedmunds.com/#/on-documenta-
tion/4531976852. Last access: 12 September 2012. Nevertheless, in media art the
term is now widely used for the process of documentation: “To record or make a
lasting representation of (sound or images); as, to capture an event on videotape,”
glossary, Inside Installations http://www.inside-installations.org/
onlinecoursevideodocumentation/module1/gloso1.htm.

See, for example, Phelan (1993: 146-166).

Becky Edmunds. “A Work of Art from A Work of Art.” (2007). http://
beckyedmunds.com/#/on-documentation/4531976852. Last access: 12 Septem-
ber 2012.

The notion of tacit knowledge refers to the range of conceptual and sensory infor-
mation, i.e., all forms of knowledge that cannot be represented: knowledge that
cannot be fully articulated, expressed in formulas, or described in documents
(Polanyi, 1966). The notion of tacit knowledge is not uncontested and is often
viewed as subjective in conservation; it refers to the artist’s intent and the social
and cultural context in which a work is presented or performed.

Becky Edmunds. “A Work of Art from A Work of Art.” (2007). http://
beckyedmunds.com/#/on-documentation/4531976852. Last access: 12 Septem-
ber 2012.

This way the object, the video document, can also be regarded as a boundary
object, passing between communities where it faces different interpretive strate-
gies in each one. For further reading, see Star and Greisemer (1989). Massumi
(2002) and Leach (2010) take the notion of the object further, claiming that the
object has its own agency besides being merely a mediation tool.

An impression of the size of their archive: “Over the last 16 years we have meticu-
lously archived every aspect of each project: creative notes, correspondence, pub-
licity materials, press, design work, software, production manuals. The archive
held by us includes 9o box files, 20 virtual models of cities and 9ooGb stored on
servers. Because we work in collaboration so frequently archival materials relat-
ing to our work are held elsewhere (such as the University of Nottingham), usually
for technical or intellectual property reasons. These include logs, messages sent
and received, audio recordings, etc..” Notes taken from a proposal that was used
for Legacy, a one-off initiative developed in collaboration between the Live Art
Development Agency and Tate Research, 2008.

See Winget (2008) and Dekker (2010: 7.1) on preservation strategies for gaming.
For more information see: http://forging-the-future.net/ and http://
variablemediaquestionnaire.net/.

Or, in the case where an artist has passed away, his/her collector, programmer, or
technician - those closest to the artist and the work as it was made and exhibited.
http://capturing.projects.v2.nl.
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27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/majorprojects/mediamatters/.
http://www.bampfa.berkeley.edu/about/formalnotation.pdf.

See also: Delahunta & Shaw (2006), Winget (2008), Dekker (2010).

See, among others, Fauconnier & Fromme (2003), Jones (2007), Van Saaze (2009).
The idea of providing relations between different components (technical speci-
fications) and occurrences (various situations and presentations: the ideal situ-
ation and minimal requirements) is further developed in the context of Inside
Movement Knowledge. Elements of different models are adapted to the specific
needs of contemporary dance documentation, see: Van Saaze, Dekker, and Wijers
(2010).

See, among others: Van de Wetering (1989), Sloggett (1998), and Beerkens et al.
(2012).

A method to capture different audience experiences was conducted by the
research group during the Creator project (in which Blast Theory’s project Rider
Spoke was developed). The “digital replay system” shows an interactive juxtapo-
sition of materials generated by different communities over time. “The system
allows for new and unexpected discoveries as the work could be viewed through
growing numbers of disciplinary lenses.” (Chamberlain, 2010).

In the museum context this happens regularly, even with more traditional art
forms. See Van Saaze’s contribution to this chapter.

Geoffrey Bowker during his presentation at Memory of the Future, Ghent, June
2010.

Kunsthalle Zurich, 24 August 2002 - 27 October 2002; San Francisco MoMA, 14
December 2002 - 16 March 2003; the Institute of Visual Culture in Cambridge
(UK), 14 December 2002 — 16 March 2003.

This text is based on literature research as well as on fieldwork conducted at the
Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven (NL), for my Ph.D. research (Van Saaze 2009). Inter-
views with (former) staff members were conducted between 2004 and 2008. I am
particularly grateful to the staff of the Van Abbemuseum for their generosity and
time in our conversations.

See also: Lind (2007). For a historical account of the collaborative aspect in the
arts, see: Green (2001).

Lind (2007). On the increase of collaboration practices in new media art, see also:
Diamond (2008).

It is interesting to note that, in addition to several artists, other cultural producers
such as the authors of the book No Ghost Just a Shell (Huyghe and Parreno, 2003)
were also considered contributors to the project.

In May 2006, the Van Abbemuseum lists 27 inventory numbers representing
works by the following contributors: Pierre Huyghe, Philippe Parreno, Henri
Barande, Angela Bulloch and Imke Wagener, Francois Curlet, Lili Fleury, Liam
Gillick, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Pierre Joseph and Mehdi Belhaj-Kacem,
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37

38

39

40

41
42

43
44

45

46

47

48

M/M Paris (Matthias Augustyniak and Michel Amzalag), Melik Ohanian, Richard
Phillips, Joe Scanlan, Rirkrit Tiravanija, and Anna-Léna Vaney (source: museum
registration system Van Abbemuseum, May 2006).

Interview Phillip Van den Bossche, curator of exhibitions Van Abbemuseum, 13
January 2005.

See also Jon Ippolito (2008) on the limitations of standard collection manage-
ment systems.

Interview with Margo van de Wiel, registrator collection at Van Abbemuseum, 15
May 2008 and email correspondence 26 October 2009.

Particularly noteworthy are Kristel Van Audenaeren’s M.A. thesis (2005) and Anne
Mink’s research and internship report (2007).

Interview Charles Esche, artistic director Van Abbemuseum, 27 March 2007.

See the contribution by Annet Dekker in this volume. I would also like to add

the documentation models developed within the European research project
Inside Installations (http://www.inside-installations.org/research/detail.php?r_
id=482&ct=model).

See also: http://still-water.net/.

In the organization of the contemporary museum, the warehouse is conceived as
the functional space for all museum activities and not, as was often the case in
the past, as space dedicated to storage only. Inside MAXXI, which does not have
a permanent exhibition of its collection, the warehouse plays a role of primary
importance. It is worthwhile recalling how the Schaulager in Basel is organized
neither as a simple “warehouse by design,” nor as a museum with all works on
display. The works are all installed and visible, though as if they were in storage,
one beside the other, in closed and monographic spaces.

The INCCA now represents a platform of convergence for the most up-to-date
research in the field of conserving contemporary art; it offers a guide for the reali-
zation of interviews with artists (“Guide to Good Practice: Artist’s Interviews”)
that the MAXXI will use as a tool of research for documentation. See www.incca.
org (last access: 20 August 2012).

We must carefully distinguish between a restoration done by the restorer, and an
intervention by the artist. The latter should lead to an additional, second dating
of the work.

Operating retroactively, the first critical act is already that of making a selection
of the works to be documented, obviously beginning with those works in the col-
lection that already present critical issues of conservation, or which may present
problems.

DIC - Documentare Installazioni Complesse (Documenting Complex Installations)
is a pilot project promoted and conducted by the Civiche Raccolte di Milano and
the Italian Ministry of Cultural Heritage, involving the MAXXI and other Italian
museums. During 2007, it was used to test the methodology of documentation
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employed by the international group as part of the project Inside Installations.
Preservation and Presentation of Installation Art. During the same year, the MAXXI
Installazioni series presented three exhibitions of works from its permanent col-
lection as the analysis of case studies of different problems related to the exhibi-
tion of complex installations with a technological basis. See Pugliese and Ferriani
(2009).

49 The OAC - Opera Arte Contemporanea (Work of Contemporary Art) chart was
proposed and developed by the Italian Ministry of Cultural Heritage’s Istituto
Centrale per il Catalogo e la Documentazione. This chart is easy to fill out, consult,
and update. Focused substantially on the analysis of material components and
conservation issues, the chart was developed based on international models that
were first proposed at the end of the project Inside Installations; it was reworked
in light of the specific research pursued by the museum. Recent work has focused
on the issue of archiving data and the possibility of creating connections between
the two types of charts, to avoid repetition and integrate the most developed sec-
tions of the two models.

50 Installation: steel bars, painted wood, mirrors, 525 x 550 x 570 cm. MAXXI Collec-
tion.

51 The drawings and silkscreen print are not a part of the installation, but works on
their own. The five drawings in the MAXXI collection belong to a series of 20 in total.

52 Project in progress of installation and destruction with epilogue singing by the
artist (legumes, grains, laurel, hot plate, Pyrex container, water, bags containing
a mix of legumes, grains, and poetry by Paola D’Agnese), final overall size approxi-
mately 400 x 400 cm. MAXXI Collection.
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