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EDITORIAL
NOTE

How can we create objects that are acknowledged as a “book” yet benefit
from the possibilities offered by digital formats, objects that could be
described as a beau livre hybride? 01
This is the ambition of the objects
brought together in the collection lite al, which is launched by the book
you have in your hands. Each of these objects will experiment with an aspect of the complementarity between screen and print. The collection was
devised in collaboration with the group Reflective Interaction of EnsadLab,
the art and design research laboratory at the École Nationale Supérieure
des Arts Décoratifs in Paris.
From Bits to Paper questions and analyzes the Post-Digital condition
and the aesthetics of rematerialization in the field of contemporary art. It
gathers essays by and exclusive interviews with theoreticians and practitioners operating within this contemporary movement, as well as artists’
portfolios. The design of this book is conceived as a transposition of the
dynamics mobilized by the different artistic practices. It is embodied in
two distinct and autonomous states of existence, one printed (24 × 32 cm,
196 p.), the other digital (enriched EPUB 3). The graphic design and interactive features were shaped by this twofold existence. On the generous
format of the printed page, all elements are seen simultaneously: illustrations, running text, titles, captions and notes. To adapt the composition to
the reduced dimensions of a screen, some of the elements have been made
virtual, requiring activation with a gesture by the reader (touch to consult
notes, scroll, etc). These round trips from digital to paper and from paper to
digital have made it possible to select the elements which are best suited
to the properties of the final medium: sometimes a full-page photograph,
sometimes a video clip or a gif. In addition, readers will be pleased to note
that the page numbering is the same across the two formats, enabling
them to cite the work without making a distinction between the printed
volume and the digital version.

LUCILE HAUTE

01

In French, beau livre refers to large-format
books which are beautifully illustrated
and printed in high quality, also known
as coffee table books. Hybride stands for
hybrid, here meaning an object resulting
from the co-existance between physical
and digital parts.
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INTRODUCTION

In a curious article published in The Guardian in September 2017, entitled I asked Tinder for my data. It sent me 800 pages of my deepest, darkest
secrets, 01
Judith Duportail shares the story of her attempt to get her
personal data history from the famous dating app Tinder. 02
With the
03
help of a privacy activist and a human rights lawyer,
she sent a
request to Tinder; the request was accepted and she was sent 800 pages
describing her activity on the app since her registration. The highly detailed set of data she received from Tinder would probably give most of
us the creeps. Duportail describes it like this: “reading through the 1,700
Tinder messages I’ve sent since 2013, I took a trip into my hopes, fears,
sexual preferences and deepest secrets. Tinder knows me so well. It knows
the real, inglorious version of me who copy-pasted the same joke to match
567, 568, and 569; who exchanged compulsively with 16 different people
simultaneously one New Year’s Day, and then ghosted 16 of them.” 04
Tinder popularized what we might call “swipe dating apps”. With
a simple movement of your finger, you can either accept someone (swipe
right) or reject them (swipe left). Things were never so easy and… natural? Well, yes, maybe from an ergonomic point of view… Like other
contemporary apps, Tinder presents an extremely simple and user-friendly
interface. Simplicity, playfulness and interface transparency are key to
keeping users absorbed in this sort of social roulette. If you live in a city
like Paris or New York, the roulette is endless and you could keep swiping
for hours in search of the perfect match. But like most applications we
use today, Tinder has a major issue when it comes to data privacy and
algorithmic transparency. Behind this playful swiping interface, Tinder is
“taking note” of all your choices and behaviors without letting you know.
A black-boxed algorithm is making decisions (which profiles a certain user
sees, for example) based on your private data and no one knows exactly
how this data is processed, unless you work for Tinder. 05

01

“Some 800 pages came back containing
information such as my Facebook ‘likes’,
(…) my education, the age-rank of men
I was interested in, (…) when and where
every online conversation with every single
one of my matches happened… the list
goes on.”
See https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2017/sep/26/tinder-personal
-data-dating-app-messages-hacked-sold
02

Tinder is one the world’s most popular
location-based dating apps.
03

See https://medium.com/personaldata-io
tinder-must-be-joking-with-their
-dowload-your-data-option-88fdd7b3950d
04

See https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2017/sep/26/tinder-personal
-data-dating-app-messages-hacked
-sold?CMP=fb_gu
05

See https://www.fastcompany.com/
3054871/whats-your-tinder-score
-inside-the-apps-internal-ranking-system
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06

Ibid.
07

Read_Me, Run_Me, Execute_Me: Malaise
dans le logiciel ou C’est la performativité
du code, idiot!,
INKE ARNS,
in ART++, edited by David-Olivier Lartigaut,
Éditions HYX, Collection Script, Orléans,
2011, pp. 143–153.
08

UX designers have moved from being
illusionists to become quasi-hypnotizers.
The titles of some interaction design
books express this idea quite well, here
are some examples: How to get people
do stuff: Master of the art and science of
persuasion and motivation by Susan M.
Weinschenk, Don’t make me think by Steve
Krug, Hooked: How to build habit-forming
products by Nir Eya.
09

A declaration of the independence
of cyberspace,
JOHN PERRY BARLOW,
Davos, February 8, 1996.
See https://www.eff.org/cyberspace
-independence
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Judith Duportail’s article tells us at least two things: we are often
ignorant about what’s going on behind these “user-friendly” interfaces,
and we are emotionally affected when we realize the amount of personal
data we are sharing with online platforms. Duportail’s piece, along with
06 highlights a contemporary
other articles tackling similar issues,
phenomenon in digital interface design: the paradox of transparency. Tinder may be quite transparent in terms of usability, but when it comes to
informing users about private data flows and algorithmic transparency, it
is very much opaque.
This phenomenon has arisen because we have become operators
of extremely complex and abstract processes and, as GUIs (Graphic User
Interfaces) have evolved to replace command lines, this complexity has
become gradually obfuscated. One of UX (User Experience) designers’ biggest challenges is to remove the interface from users’ consciousness; not
to make it disappear but to make it transparent, natural and frictionless.
The interface remains there but the user should be able to see through it,
as we see through a window, concentrating our attention on what we find
on the other side. Many years after the first GUIs were developed, some
interfaces have become as transparent as the air we breathe, and some of
them (for example Google’s Gmail, Facebook, the iPhone’s OS) have become
imprinted in our brains and memories. All the work that has been done on
behalf of transparency, naturalization and interaction smoothness obfuscates the processes running beneath the surface; and this goes strangely
unnoticed by most users.
The paradox of transparency occurs right here: the more transparent
these interfaces become in terms of usability, the more opaque, abstract
and intangible the internal flows of information become. While some of
these processes are totally uninteresting and irrelevant to our user experience, some algorithmic decisions and specificities and some aspects
of personal data management are extremely important to create an understanding of our experience. Unlike a bicycle that allows us to observe
how the different components work together to produce movement, most
contemporary interfaces do not offer any such insights because they are
black boxed. As Inke Arns observed, code does not only affect graphical
interfaces but has a profound political effect on the digital worlds we
inhabit, and as performative text it is becoming law. Or, as Lawrence
07 Today, UX designers and
Lessig has claimed: “code is already law”.
programmers hold a great deal of power and responsibility, as they create
08 Interfaces of all kinds
rules that regulate the behavior of millions.
make us do things, they regulate our time, attention and actions, raising
important new ethical and political questions that very often relate to
the lack of transparency these interfaces involve.
However, transparency is not the only political issue that needs to
be explored in order to understand the current digital paradigm and the
context in which From Bits to Paper was born. We need to consider at least
five myths: the myth of immateriality, the myth of liberty, the myth of infinite
space, the myth of bottom-up and, as we have already discussed, the myth
or paradox of transparency.
THE MYTH OF IMMATERIALITY
A view that often prevails when talking about digital systems is that
these are immaterial. The idea of a separation between matter and digital space results from poorly theorized research that has been undertaken by writers and essayists such as William Gibson and John Perry
Barlow as well as respected researchers such as Nicholas Negroponte and
N. Katherine Hayles. Barlow’s A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace describes the digital space as immaterial and free from all of the
political and legal stances of non-digital space: “Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace,
the new home of Mind. (...) Your legal concepts of property, expression,
identity, movement, and context do not apply to us. They are all based on
09
matter, and there is no matter here.”

Depicting the digital as immaterial is not only inaccurate but highly
problematic, because the heavy infrastructure that supports digital systems is overlooked or swept under the rug in most conversations and
discourses about the digital. Sending emails, tweeting, watching YouTube
videos or mining bitcoin depends on a vast IT (Information Technology)
infrastructure constituted by networks, servers, data centers and different
types of devices distributed around the world. Ten minutes watching a cat
video on YouTube emits 1 g of CO2, while mining a bitcoin emits 8,000 to
13,000 kg of CO2. 10
In 2015, worldwide IT systems were responsible
for 2 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, which is similar to the
share of emissions generated by air travel. 11
THE MYTH OF LIBERTY
These kinds of escapist discourses about cyberspace are very often connected with the idea of liberty and freedom. In Barlow’s discourse the cyberspace exists apart, independent of the laws and legal constraints of the
non-digital space. We have been sold information technologies as spaces
of liberty and empowerment, yet, as Edward Snowden and so many other
whistleblowers have shown, we have never before in human history been
so monitored, controlled and scrutinized on a global scale. The PRISM
program run by the NSA (the U.S. National Security Agency) has been
monitoring communications between the U.S. and other countries for
several years. With direct access to Apple, Google, Facebook and other
Internet giants, PRISM allows the NSA to collect and access, almost in
real time, emails, chats, videos, photos and other types of online activity.
12
This is by far one of the most powerful surveillance systems ever
built, but also the most intrusive, violating the liberty of millions of Internet users around the world.
THE MYTH OF INFINITE OPEN SPACE
Digital liberty often goes hand in hand with the promise of an infinite
informational space. Indeed, digital space is quasi-infinite and it is hard to
imagine just how big it is. Nevertheless, most of us inhabit a very restricted part of this space. As Eli Pariser 13
has shown, we only have access
to a very narrow part of digital space, because this space is filtered according to our own online habits and personal interests. The algorithms of
mainstream digital platforms envelop us within an invisible bubble which
acts as a comfort zone, narrowing down the possibilities for unexpected
paths and discoveries. According to Emily Taylor (Oxford Information Labs
and editor of the Journal of Cyber Policy), “we now exist in these curated
environments, where we never see anything outside our own bubble… and
we don’t realize how curated they are.” 14
On Facebook, for example,
part of the content we have access to on our timeline is selected by an
algorithm, and a study carried out in 2015 15
showed that 60 percent
of users are unaware of this process. Pariser explains that “the danger of
these filters is that you think you are getting a representative view of the
world and you are really, really not, and you don’t know it.” 16
That’s
probably why some of us were so surprised by the result of the Brexit referendum and Donald Trump’s election.
More recently, the FCC (Federal Communications Commission) voted
to dismantle Net Neutrality 17
in the U.S., meaning that, very soon,
ISPs (Internet Service Providers) might be able to control the speed of
access or even block some content or sites, treating your Internet service
like a cable TV package. As the reader might by now have inferred, the
Internet and digital space are set to become increasingly restricted and
controlled by economic agendas. The myth of infinite space is only becoming more obvious, and the Internet is moving further and further away
from its founding ideals of the 1990s.
THE MYTH OF TOP-DOWN
Another myth revolving around digital platforms describes these as
non-hierarchical spaces in which individuals and network actors have
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10

These estimates were calculated
according to the data made available
on a coal-powered Bitcoin mine in
Mongolia. This single mine is responsible
for 8,000 to 13,000 kg CO2 emissions
per Bitcoin it mines, and 24,000–40,000 kg
of CO2 per hour.
See https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/
article/ywbbpm/bitcoin-mining
-electricity-consumption-ethereum
-energy-climate-change
11

See https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2015/sep/25/server-data
-centre-emissions-air-travel-web
-google-facebook-greenhouse-gas
12

See https://www.theguardian.com/world/
2013/jun/06/us-tech-giants-nsa-data
13

The Filter Bubble: How the New
Personalized Web Is Changing What
We Read and How We Think,
ELI PARISER,
Penguin Books, New York, 2012.
14

See https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2017/may/22/social-media
-election-facebook-filter-bubbles
15

See http://www-personal.umich.edu/
~csandvig/research/Eslami_Algorithms_
CHI15.pdf
16

See https://www.theguardian.com/media/
2017/jan/08/eli-pariser-activist-whose
-filter-bubble-warnings-presaged-trump
-and-brexit
17

Net neutrality rules were approved in
2015 by the FCC in order to keep
Internet open and fair. Under these
rules, Internet service providers are
required to treat all online content
the same.
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18

See interview with Bernard Stiegler
on page 97.
19

The Myth of Digital Democracy,
MATTHEW HINDMAN,
Princeton University Press,
New Jersey, 2009.
20

Aux sources de l’Utopie numérique:
de la contre-culture à la cyberculture,
Stewart Brand, un homme d’influence,
FRED TURNER,
preface written by Dominique Cardon,
C&F éditions, Caen, 2012, p. 30.
21

Ibid.
22

Here matter refers to materiality
but also subject or issue.
23

The attempts of google to digitize all
human knowledge is a paramount example.

direct access to each other. As Bernard Stiegler suggests, 18
referring to social networks: “there was and still is this illusion of a pure
bottom-up approach, but the truth is that it is more top-down than ever
before.” The will to transform and overturn social order and hierarchies
that characterized the early days of the Internet has quickly reached its
limit and the Internet has started reproducing the traditional social elites
by structuring a hierarchy of visibility, says the sociologist Dominique
19
20 As Cardon suggests, more so than transforming the
Cardon.
dominant social classes, the digital has certainly been good at transfor21 The way major Internet players
ming the modalities of domination.
such as Facebook and Google handle our data is almost totally opaque to
ordinary users. The amount of personal data they collect and consequently
the power these companies have is overwhelming and without precedent
in human history. This situation is extremely unbalanced and needs to be
recognized as such so change can take place.
These five myths constitute a small part of the tip of the digital
iceberg. Being aware of their existence seems necessary in order to understand the aesthetics of From Bits to Paper. The materials of the digital
revolution are extremely dense and rich and have been inspiring many
contemporary artists for several years. From Bits to Paper forms part of a
tradition in media arts that has been dealing with digital technologies
since at least the end of the 1970s.
From Bits to Paper is an aesthetic occurrence that arises directly
from the digital drama. This movement is closely connected with these
five myths because they represent both the infancy of the digital and our
relationship with it as children of the digital.

24

Remediation: Understanding New Media,
JAY DAVID BOLTER, RICHARD GRUSIN,
MIT Press, Cambridge (Mass.), 2000.
25

Ibid.
Bolter and Grusin give as an example
of hypermediacy the superposition of
computer generated images and 35 mm
video images in film production. But
also the saturated media environments
of TV news that use text, split screens
displaying video footage, live video,
motion graphics, static computer
generated images and photographs to
provide a consistent an informative
environment that keeps the spectator
immersed.
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FROM BITS TO PAPER, AN AESTHETIC OCCURRENCE
From Bits to Paper is not only an art exhibition, but an occurrence, a
contemporary aesthetic movement. It is a reaction to a process of colonization which could be framed as the settlement and childhood of the
digital. It is the inversion of a movement that attempts to transform all
22 into bits, to swallow matter and make it available through
matter(s)
23 In other words, while the digital tries to absorb its
our screens.
surroundings, From Bits to Paper outpours, decontextualizes and rematerializes elements of the digital.
Contemporary culture seeks to multiply media and to erase the
24 As Richard Grusin and
sense of mediation in the same process.
Jay David Bolter argue, remediation is not regarded as a phenomenon characteristic of digital media but rather as a process that has already been
observed in older media such as painting, photography or video. These
authors claim that a medium cannot be considered in isolation since it
is always presented as a refashioned, improved version of a previous one.
Media remediation is predicated on two logics: immediacy and hypermediacy. The desire for “live” or real-time, without the sensation of being
mediated, demands a design that follows a logic of immediacy. In order to
create more consistent images and interfaces, designers combine different
types of media to enhance the sensation of immediacy, using a logic of
25
hypermediacy.
Before GUIs existed, command lines were the dominant method of
operating computers. These command terminals, which are today the preserve of computer experts, presented a less intuitive and immediate way
of interacting with computers. With these issues in mind, the first GUIs
designed in the 1980s used visual metaphors to ease the learning process
and the use of these machines. The concepts of desktop, trashcan, window,
folder, file, etc were transposed from our everyday life to become part of
our interfaces. This paradigm shift from command line to GUI is a clear
act of remediation in which designers strive for transparency, immediacy,
short learning curves and continuity between digital and non-digital.

In contrast, From Bits to Paper stands for opacity, unworkability, disregarding learning curves, foregrounding the continuity between digital
worlds and their surroundings (if such a distinction is even possible in
26 using
these times). This operation is a sort of reversed remediation
different tactics not to be functional but to reveal something, to trigger
an aesthetic appraisal.
The name From Bits to Paper implies an action, a movement, a transformation. Yet the transformation of bits into paper is only one possibility
among many. The original name of this piece of research, which started
out in 2011 in the form of a blog, was a little longer: From Bits to Paper,
cardboard and ABS. 27
But the title could be even longer: From Bits to
Paper, cardboard, ABS, steel, glass, wood, stone, plants, acrylic, skin, bacteria, tissue… These are just some of the range of materials used by artists
operating within this movement. Despite the numerous materials being
used, there are two essential processes that characterize the approach of
From Bits to Paper. On the one hand, these objects are distinguished by a
certain contiguity with Marcel Duchamp’s tactics of appropriation. Most
of the time, they result from a process of decontextualization in which
certain elements specific to the digital world are removed and isolated
from their original context. On the other hand, this decontextualization
is intertwined with a process of rematerialization in which digital objects
become represented by a material, other than bits.
Let us consider for a moment the world-famous installations by
Invader, a French street artist. During the 1990s, a number of alien creatures from the video game Space Invaders 28
appeared in the streets
of Paris. The installations were quite simple: the small pixelated creatures
were represented by ceramic tiles that were cemented onto buildings in public spaces. This act is both a decontextualization and a rematerialization
– the little aliens are represented in a different context from the original
and their material state is transformed. The electromagnetic waves that
generate the aliens visible on the arcade game screen are replaced by colorful tiles that act here as non-digital pixels (or, seen from another perspective, as the predecessors of digital screen pixels). Since 1996, we have
seen thousands of these little aliens literally invading urban spaces around
the world, reminding us that digital spaces are closely interwoven with
their surroundings, shaping and changing our perception of the world.
From Bits to Paper rejects the dualistic view that so often permeates
discussions of the so-called Post-digital and Post-Internet, distinguishing
virtual (in reference to the digital) and real (in reference to the non-digital
world). It is hard to conceive of the non-digital and the digital as separate
worlds or entities. From Bits to Paper asserts and demonstrates that the digital and non-digital co-exist in a continuous whole. Like Knoespel and Zhu,
29
From Bits to Paper encourages us to move beyond the “romantic notions of immateriality” and to think of informational systems as
“continuous materiality”, thus rejecting contemporary ideas on “the materialization of the digital” or “materializing the Internet”. 30
On
the contrary, it endorses the philosopher Bernard Stiegler’s notion
of hypermateriality. According to Stiegler, the digital might be present in an evanescent state, yet this is still a state of matter. And in
order to generate these evanescent states, a huge amount of materials and devices are needed. He thus concludes that we are not dealing with a dematerialization but instead a hypermaterialisation.
31
Stiegler’s view is supported by Johanna Drucker, who explains that
“the stripping away of material information when a document is stored
in binary form is not a move from material to immaterial form, but from
one material condition to another.” 32
Software is not something you
can touch, says Domenico Quaranta; nevertheless, this doesn’t make it
immaterial. 33
The artists operating under the umbrella of From Bits to Paper are not
materializing digital data, they are making it visible through decontextualizations and rematerializations. These tactics divert our attention
away from the screens, yet the objects are still referencing what goes on
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26

Reversed Remediation.
How Art Can Make One Critically
Aware of the Workings of Media,
SASKIA KORSTEN,
(Master’s thesis New Media/Media and
Culture),University of Amsterdam, 2009.
See https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/321671691_Master's_
Thesis_New_Media_Saskia_Korsten_
Reversed_Remediation
27

ABS stand for acrylonitrile butadiene
styrene a common thermoplastic polymer
used in 3D printing.
28

Space Invaders is an arcade game design
by Tomohiro Nishikado and published
by Taito in 1978.
29

The noise in the archive:
Oblivion in the age of total recall,
JEAN-FRANÇOIS BLANCHETTE,
in Computers, Privacy and Data Protection:
an Element of Choice,
Serge Gutwirth et al. (Eds.), Heidelberg:
Springer, 2011.
The authors suggest the popular
characterization of cyberspace as
“an ethereal escape from the filthy,
hopeless ‘meat’ world” is inherited
from a Cartesian dualism that posits
a strict dichotomy between language
(spirit) and the material world.
30

Materialising the Internet is the name
of a group exhibition that took place
at UM Artspace in Eindhoven from
6 October to 12 November 2017.
31

Économie de l'hypermatériel
et psychopouvoir: entretiens avec
Philippe Petit et Vincent Bontems,
BERNARD STIEGLER, PHILIPPE PETIT,
VINCENT BONTEMS,
Mille et une nuits, Paris, 2008,
pp. 110–111.
32

A Material History of Bits,
JEAN-FRANÇOIS BLANCHETTE,
in Journal of the American Society for
Information Science and Technology,
vol.62, no.6, J. Wiley & sons, New York,
June 2011, pp. 1042–1057.
33

It Isn’t Immaterial, Stupid!
The Unbearable Materiality of
the Digital,
DOMENICO QUARANTA,
in In your computer, LINK Editions,
Brescia, 2011, p. 96.
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34

The Medium is the Massage,
MARSHALL MCLUHAN, QUENTIN FIORE,
Penguin Books, London, 2008:1967, p. 68.
According to McLuhan, “Anti-environments,
or countersituations made by artists,
provide means of direct attention and
enable us to see and understand more
clearly.”
35

Luke Starck interviewed
by Judith Duportail.
See https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2017/sep/26/tinderpersonal-data-dating-appmessages-hacked-sold?CMP=fb_gu
36

See interview with Dominique Cardon
on page 055.

inside these same screens. Returning to paper, plastic, wood and other old
materials doesn’t mean artists are rejecting or opposing new technologies.
From Bits to Paper is not an anti-technological movement. On the contrary,
most artists connecting with this approach are generally very interested in
and well informed about the development of the latest technologies. And
nor is this movement a refusal to understand the intricacies of technology.
From Bits to Paper should not be seen as anti-technological but as anti-en34 because the
vironmental, in the sense used by Marshall McLuhan,
objects and actions it produces are potential forms of de-automatization.
Moving away from the screen is a response to the growing complexity, opacity, abstraction and intangibility of the digital processes
we are dealing with on a daily basis. With the rise of nanotechnologies,
biotechnologies, the IoT (Internet of Things) and cloud computing, these
four characteristics will only become more pronounced, accompanied by
technological infiltration at a rapid pace.
But moving away from this complexity doesn’t mean refusing to
understand it. On the contrary, it should be clear that “moving away” is
a way of building a distanced critique. According to Luke Stark, the way
new technologies are handling our personal data is a concerning issue that
is related to tangibility and visibility: “Apps such as Tinder are taking
advantage of a simple emotional phenomenon; we can’t feel data. This is
why seeing everything printed strikes you. We are physical creatures. We
35 Printing out the digital is creating understanding
need materiality.”
of it by giving tangibility to something that is normally hidden or less
visible. This operation consists in a process of double tangibility: objects
may be touched with our eyes (for example paintings and sculptures) or
with our hands (for example books or interactive objects) and they carry
ideas that can be grasped.
Rematerializations and decontextualizations involve a process of
simplification that reduces the technical and structural complexity of
technological processes and algorithms to non-functional objects. This
might lead to some criticism—although, if it’s true that the n dimensions
(sometimes n equals thousands of variables) of an algorithm are converted
36 and thus misrepresented in most remateriato only 3 dimensions
lizations, we shouldn’t underestimate the power of such representations
and their capacity to spark debate.
Finally, as may already be clear, digital rematerializations do not all
have the same status. A pixel sculpture per se is not automatically an object we might consider to embody the aesthetics of From Bits to Paper just
because it rematerializes and makes reference to the digital. The objects
in From Bits to Paper are more than ornaments; they should be able to say
something about the digital system they are referencing.

FROM BITS TO PAPER, AN EXHIBITION AND ARTIST RESIDENCY
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The exhibition From Bits to Paper attempts to cast some light on the
contemporary occurrence bearing the same name. After acknowledging
this aesthetic movement and assembling different references in an online
blog for several years, it seemed essential to present this research away
from the screen to allow its full significance to unfold. This exhibition
was presented from March 8 to June 5, 2016 at the art center Le Shadok
in Strasbourg and was the result of a traditional curation process also
displaying the outcome of a one month artist residency.
The residency followed an international public call inviting artists
and designers to produce work aligned with the aesthetics endorsed by
From Bits to Paper. From February 1 to 29, 2016, the artists Alexandre Saunier, Esther Polak and Ivar van Bekkum, Ivan Twohig and Martin De Bie,
Julien Fargetton and Thierry Verbeeck worked at Le Shadok. This process
was supported by Filipe Pais, the coordinator of the project, by Géraldine Farage, the director of Le Shadok, by the Shadok’s Fablab and by
Anne Laforet, an invited advisor and specialist in new media aesthetics.

The end result is a group exhibition bringing together the work of 18
artists from nine different countries. The works presented were selected
based on their power to stimulate the imagination and to analyze the digital, its agenda and its influences on social and individual perception, with
the condition that they forego liquid crystal screens and electronics and
give a central role to paper, plastic, wood and other non-digital materials.
As our reader might soon realize, this was a real challenge. Sometimes
rules were bent and exceptions were made. Screens and other electronics
also formed part of the exhibition, even if they were clearly supporting
non-digital materials. This is a stark reflection of the power of the digital
and how hard is it to avoid.
The exhibition space was conceived as a large black box presenting different artworks and was organized into three different sections:
in-visible, google and memory.
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See interview with Peter Jellitsch
for further information on this process,
page 037.
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See http://www.scientistsofamerica.com/
index.php?texte=13

ENTERING THE BLACK BOX…
IN-VISIBLE
As we enter the black box, we discover a group of works that make up the
section in-visible. By using different materials, these works make visible
something that is normally invisible, hidden or concealed. They are a perfect metaphor to enable us to understand how the digital and non-digital
have become intertwined to the point that they are now indistinguishable.
Peter Jellitsch’s Data Drawings are a subjective representation of
an invisible yet omnipresent phenomenon—wireless waves. Despite their
computer-generated appearance, these drawings are done by hand, and
represent periods of network activity (download and upload speed, etc)
analyzed by the artist at his workplace. 37
The project Radius by Martin De Bie and Ivan Twohig is also an attempt to make visible different phenomena related to network infrastructure. Radius includes different objects conceived during the artist residency: Numbers make volume, EMF Topography and 02.22.2016. The paper
sculpture Numbers make volume represents Place Gutenberg, a major square
in the city of Strasbourg, in terms of the WIFI networks available there.
The sculpture’s height is defined by the quantity of WIFI spots found at
a certain point. The book 02.22.2016 functions as a phone-book-style list
displaying all of the WIFI spots available in a certain area of Strasbourg
on a certain day (February 22, 2016). Both projects were created using
paper, framing a unique state of the dynamic, unseen architecture of
public spaces in Strasbourg.
upClouder also deals with the invisible infrastructures of the Internet and the digital. More specifically, Alexandre Saunier analyzes
contemporary discourses around cloud computing. In this hypermaterialistic paradigm, Saunier imagines a revolutionary apparatus that liberates
us from all the heavy infrastructure which keeps the Internet running.
His project thinks about the Cloud in a literal way: Saunier’s clouds are
actually Pre-Internet clouds drifting in the sky and carrying digital data
with them. The installation space presents different objects that emerged
from his research process during the residency: a prototype of a cloud modem that allows the upload of data into clouds, documentation featuring
sketches and other thinking models used to build the cloud modem, an article written by Scientists of America 38
and a promotional video that
presents the upClouder as a startup project. Saunier’s project is not only
about parodying the codes of high-tech startup culture and their emphasis
on newness. These clouds may not exist (yet?), but thinking about them
calls our attention to important ecological issues that are so often swept
under the rug of immateriality and cloud computing discourses. upClouder
reminds us that playing with clouds is actually a very serious issue.
As the exploration continues, the spectator finds Droit de Suite, an
installation by the Dutch duo Ivar van Bekkum and Esther Polak. Inspired
by the work of Sophie Calle, the artists literally bring to light the tracks
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Latitude and longitude values
that define GPS coordinates.
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See https://earth.nullschool.net/
41

The title of this work refers to a
French expression “Le vent tourne”,
meaning that a certain situation
might change in our favor or in someone
else’s favor.
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of random people moving through the streets of Strasbourg. During the
residency, Ivar van Bekkum followed different people, recorded their GPS
location, observed and took notes on their appearance and behavior. The
result of this investigation is accessible in a dark space where we find a
small shadow play theater composed of acrylic pieces with engraved GPS
tracks and pocket flashlights. If we point the flashlights at the acrylic
pieces, the shadows of the engraved tracks are projected onto the wall.
This interactive shadow play is accompanied by a voice-over telling us
different stories based on the observations made by Ivar Van Bekkum.
The apparatus is simple but effective and the transparent acrylic
pieces are a good metaphor for contemporary interaction design. Inside
this small space we become investigators, analyzing the tracks of anonymous people. It’s almost like stepping inside a detective’s office. What if
digital trackers were actually replaced by personal detectives who followed
us around and wrote down every step we took and gesture we made? How
would this change the way we perceive public and private space, and the
way we use our digital devices?
Droit de Suite resonates with James Bridle’s Where the f**k was I?, a
book gathering 202 maps that visualize the artist’s location between April
and June 2011. After realizing how his iPhone was storing his location
without permission, Bridle decided to create this book, which acts as a
kind of visual journal or atlas of daily life. The book is not meant to be
read linearly and Bridle is not asking you to become interested in his life.
Instead, he’s asking you to look at how digital systems have been infiltrating your private life and storing pieces of it without your permission.
His use of a book has a double function: on the one hand it emphasizes
the idea of a traditional atlas, and on the other it makes it easier to understand an idea that would otherwise be too abstract, since it deals with
39
huge amounts of data (in this case lat/long pairs).
Most frequently, computer viruses operate in the underground of
our interfaces, removed from the user’s sight. Of course, some viruses in
the 1990s would panic you by opening up your CD-ROM drive, flipping your
desktop upside down or even deleting your entire operating system. However, the virus would rarely have a visible impact away from your computer.
With Merrick, Daan van den Berg explores the tangibility of an electronic
virus. A CAD file containing the 3D model for an Ikea lamp is infected with
elephantiasis. Each time this file is used the lamp is printed with different
blob-like structural deformations. The invisible digital virus becomes not
only visible but tangible, affecting the world beyond the bits and pixels
in our computers.
The in-visible section ends with the work of Julien Fargetton,
Le vent tourne…. The installation space displays a large yellow fan
on wheels, constantly turning around a pole holding a European flag
handcrafted on an emergency blanket. But the air blowing from the fan is
moving in time with faraway air currents in motion above the Aegean Sea.
With this device, Fargetton invites the spectator to feel the wind from a
faraway place, reversing the abstraction process and simulating the wind
by using numbers. These numbers represent the strength and direction
of air currents as collected by anemometers in the Aegean Sea and then
40 In 2016 the
displayed online on the website earth.nullschool.net.
wind, the European flag and the Aegean Sea were inevitably charged
with a very specific symbolic power. In this complex network of signs
and meanings, our attention is called to the notion of digital, non-digital
41 the same wind
and national borders. As the title seems to suggest,
might blow in the right or wrong direction for the refugees crossing the
sea; the situation might change very quickly. Each time the wind blows
in the Aegean Sea, the twelve-starred emergency blanket becomes alive,
reminding us that the tide might turn.
GOOGLE
We spend a significant amount of time googling—in other words, searching
for things on Google, the world’s most popular search engine. But it’s

not only our time we are giving away to this giant of the Web. We are
providing it with an amazing quantity of information about us. We have
an extremely asymmetric relationship with Google: despite the time we
spend on it, we don’t know a lot about it, yet Google seems to know almost
everything about us. This is obviously one of the most interesting terrains
for artists. Google is an infinite source of inspiration; some people such
as Albertine Meunier even claim that Google is itself an artist. 42
In
this section, which sometimes overlaps with the previous section in-visible,
artists including Clement Valla, Darko Fritz and Albertine Meunier draw
our attention to some of the less visible inner workings of Google.
Postcards from Google Earth consists of a collection of images extracted from Google Earth that are, according to Clement Valla, anomalies
in the system. In this project, Valla acts as a sort of Post-Internet flâneur,
observing and collecting these uncanny images. His finds show inconsistencies in terrain mapping, drawing our attention to the process behind
image generation in Google Earth. They are the result of automated algorithmic mapping that accidentally produces poetic images which are
rarely seen by humans.
My Google Search History, a book written by Albertine Meunier, also
frames a process that Google normally runs behind the scenes. For most of
us, Google archives all our research queries, creating an immense personal
archive filled with the most intimate information about us. After Google
launched My search history 43
in 2005, Meunier decided to write a book
compiling all her own search queries made on Google from 2006 until 2011.
Printing these out might seem absurd at first glance, because this huge
list of words doesn’t invite us to read it linearly. But the spectator very
quickly understands this book to be a sort of personal journal, revealing
a little-known mechanism running behind the scenes of the most popular
and powerful search engine in the world.
Darko Fritz has been developing what he calls horticultural units.
These consist of public space installations using natural elements such
as plants, grass, flowers, cactus or stones to represent Internet messages,
interface components, icons, etc. 204_NO_CONTENT is one of these horticultural units, installed in the desert of Fuerteventura in the Canary Islands.
Using 2,220 cactuses (Echinocactus grusonii) and black lava, Darko Fritz
built a natural display where we can read the common Internet message
“204_NO_CONTENT”. This message means that the server has successfully
processed a request and is not returning any content. In the middle of the
desert, it does indeed seem that no content is available to be displayed,
but also that there is no one to read his message. The artist thus seems to
be leaving these messages for someone or something located remotely. Is
he thumbing his nose at Google, satellite surveillance, God or any green
aliens who might be flying over in their spaceships?
Google, Vol 1 is a book created by Felix Heyes and Benjamin West
in 2013. The book has no words, only images, a lot of them. The authors
replaced the 21,110 words from the Oxford English Pocket Dictionary with
the first image displayed on Google Images for each one of these words.
This huge collection of images might seem nonsensical and arbitrary. Why
print out all these images that will soon be replaced by others? Books deal
with memory and the conservation of time. They always have. Books were
able to preserve memories and transmit ideas that humanity was dealing
with centuries ago. Google, Vol 1 aims to freeze time and present us with
the state of an ever-changing system that keeps history for itself. What if
we print out a new book in 2020? What changes will be seen? And what if
we print out this book in different countries? This picture book contains
memories from a certain period of humanity’s cultural heritage, displaying
the most popular pictures seen within a particular time frame on Google
Images. In a few centuries, if we are still here, we might open this book
and get a glimpse of what kind of imagery we were dealing with in the
early 2000s, and this might tell us something about ourselves. Rematerializing these pictures draws them out of the system; it isolates them from the
laws of Google Images. But it also allows us to gain a distanced overview
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that we don’t have when using Google Images in our daily routine. This
object brings us to the third section of the exhibition.
MEMORY
On the other side of the room, we find thirty thermal printers and a huge
pile of printed paper on the floor, constantly growing. This is Murmur Study,
an installation by Christopher Baker which literally prints out Twitter.
Baker analyzes Twitter feeds Worldwide in search of different textual
expressions that are associated with emotions—“arghh”, “meh”, “grrrr”,
“oooo”, “ewww”, “hmph”, etc. As soon as an expression is detected, the
system prints out the corresponding tweet, and the pile of paper keeps
growing until the installation runs out of paper.
In this flood of information, the spectator will spend some time
reading a few “fresh” tweets, but Baker doesn’t want us to read all this
printed material. On the one hand, these printers, which are typically
found attached to cash register machines, seem to associate the memory of
the archive with its economic value—all our personal data shared online is
susceptible to being analyzed and commodified. On the other hand, Baker
might be asking what happens when the information is diverted away and
escapes the digital; what is its value and status?
Perception and memory are always affected by our surroundings.
We spend a considerable amount of time engrossed in front of screens of
all kinds, so it is perfectly natural that they should start composing our
memories and influencing modes of perception. Who has never missed the
44 while struggling with some aspect of daily life
CTRL+Z shortcut
away from the keyboard? The works of Aram Bartholl, Vincent Broquaire
and Thierry Verbeeck play in precisely this terrain. Their decontextualizations and rematerializations make us aware of how omnipresent and
pervasive certain elements of digital interfaces have become.
Dust, a project by Aram Bartholl, is a 3D model representing one of
the most frequently played video game maps in the world—de_dust, from
Counter Strike. But this is only a proof of concept. Bartholl’s final aim is to
build a 1:1 model of de_dust, a sort of monument in concrete that could
be visited by anyone. According to the artist, many of the game’s players
know this map better than their own neighborhood. Despite the absence
of any objects or textures, without reading any subtitles or information,
spectators who have played Counter Strike are almost immediately able to
recognize what this small 3D model is based on. This map has been imprinted in thousands of players’ memories and a considerable number of
them could probably move through the space with their eyes shut.
Like Aram Bartholl’s work, Vincent Broquaire’s drawings, animations
and installations are born from the encounter between the digital and
non-digital. In his black and white worlds, Broquaire articulates traditional drawing techniques using ink, pen and pencil with codes, symbols and
elements that are native to our digital interfaces. In these anthropocentric
worlds, the planet Earth is represented as a human construction. With our
tools and geoengineering techniques, humanity can control and shape
the mountains, the sun, the clouds and the other natural elements that
make up our landscapes. As in the movies of Jacques Tati or the drawings
of Jacques Carelman, the relationship between humanity and technology
is often depicted as quasi-fetishistic, ludicrous and humorous. Humanity shapes technology, which shapes landscape, which in turn shapes
humanity in an endless loop. The drawing Extraction no2 (2014) shows a
helicopter transforming a natural landscape by applying principles used
in Photoshop. In Entrée en dialogue (2012) a dialog box commonly found in
operating systems appears superimposed on a natural landscape, asking
the spectator: “Delete? Yes/No”. These micro-narratives show us how natural and embedded digital elements and technologies have become.
Thierry Verbeeck very often works in public spaces outside the white
cube. The residency at Le Shadok was no exception, and he occupied the
streets of Strasbourg to create different mise en scènes. Like Bartholl in
his work, Verbeeck decontextualizes elements of graphic user interfaces,

introducing them into non-digital public space. Out of their native context,
these elements interact with the objects of urban architecture to create
micro-narratives that short-circuit our experiences and memories.
Verbeeck produced different stop-motion animations where we can
see a mouse cursor of different sizes (essentially a sticker representing a
hand pointing with its index finger) acting on the surrounding objects
and infrastructures. In one animation, the cursor (a large sticker placed
on the tram stop) acts on the tram, swiping it to the right and making it
move in that direction. In another animation we see the cursor clicking
over a cross placed outside a window, causing the blinds to shut. In other
animations, Verbeeck mixed the cursor with traditional medieval Alsatian
architecture, thus amplifying the clash between these two worlds. These
animations were transformed into animated GIFs and were then printed
on lenticular boards and presented during the exhibition.
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FROM BITS TO PAPER, A BOOK
The book you have in your hands was first conceived as the exhibition
catalog of From Bits to Paper. But as the project evolved it became a post-exhibition essay, and it represents a modest contribution that will eventually
join some of the ongoing discussions about the so-called Post-digital and
Post-Internet.
In the coming pages you will find several interviews with artists
who have participated in this exhibition, such as Vincent Broquaire,
James Bridle, Darko Fritz, Aram Bartholl, Peter Jellitsch, Clement Valla and
Albertine Meunier. There are two other interviews: a short conversation
with the sociologist Dominique Cardon about black boxes and algorithms,
and one with the philosopher Bernard Stiegler on attention and automation.
Additionally, you will find two articles that resonate with the aesthetics of From Bits to Paper: Solid State was written by the curator and art
critic Domenico Quaranta and consists of a short critique of the aesthetics
of rematerialization. From Black Boxes to Sand Boxes was written by the
scholar and game theorist Patrícia Gouveia.
The artists in residency also wrote short texts about their approach
to the theme of the exhibition, their methods of work and the results at
the end of the residency.
As I see it, this book continues the research into similar topics
that has been produced by Domenico Quaranta, James Bridle and Christiane Paul. This is only a very brief introduction to the subject, which
will need more careful attention in the years to come. The digital is now
leaving its childhood, and new drama, inspiration and excitement is on
the horizon.
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Data drawing 49,
PETER JELLITSCH,
(detail), pencil, acrylic, crayon,
lacquer on paper,
155 × 120 cm, 2016.
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Data drawing 51,
PETER JELLITSCH,
(detail), pencil, acrylic, crayon,
lacquer on paper,
155 × 120 cm, 2016.
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Studio process,
PETER JELLITSCH,
Los Angeles, 2014.
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Studio process,
PETER JELLITSCH,
2014.
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Bleecker street documents,
measuring notations (WLAN Network),
PETER JELLITSCH,
(2011–2012),
La Panacée, Montpellier, 2014.
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Despite the low-tech materials you normally use in your works,
they often rely on digital technologies that have become omnipresent. Can
you tell us about your background and interest in technology?

PETER JELLITSCH

01

See http://www.peterjellitsch.com/2012/
12/21/bleecker-street-documents/

PETER JELLITSCH

I studied at the Academy of Fine Arts here in Vienna and
at the Institute for Art and Architecture, and I have a master’s degree
in architecture. So actually my interest was always situated somewhere
between art and architecture. Although my interest in architecture wasn’t
so much about creating buildings and structures it’s more that I was moved by the power of 3D simulation and by how this can be used to raise
questions, more than to bring answers. One thing I enjoyed during my
education at the art academy was the fact that a lot of the experiments
and projects we developed were, in a way, a kind of understanding of what
the truth is. Then, at the end of my studies, I suddenly realized that I was
really interested by the digital but what I was really missing was the analog. The analog allowed me to introduce some specificity and uniqueness
to what I was doing.
You talk about raising questions through simulation and in some
of your projects you actually reveal some invisible or at least less visible
infrastructures. Could we say that your practice is a kind of critical architecture?
Bleecker Street Documents, 01
a work from 2011, was in
some way the breakthrough where I started working on invisible digital
surroundings (architecture). I was living at the Collectors apartment on
Bleecker Street in Manhattan and I started using a simple iPhone app that
allowed me to measure the Wi-Fi connection in the apartment whenever
I was there. I was able to measure the download speed, upload speed and
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ping quality. I ended up with a kind of numeric diary that actually described this specific space over the course of two months, but solely using
numbers. No plan or 3D visualizations were available, only numbers. So I
decided to extract some of these numbers and feed them to a CNC 3D milling machine that sculpted a wooden block. So in the final installation you
can consult these sheets of paper and the sculpture, but also a major book
on ham radio communications during the 1960s. The pages from the book
that I’ve copied actually describe a very specific type of antenna—halfwave dipole antennas, which correspond to the Wi-Fi antennas we know
nowadays. So this installation is a clear example of my working method.
I’ll never tell you that this is the truth or the only way we can talk about
Wi-Fi or the Internet. This is my subjective way of dealing with this specific phenomenon. We can say that this project is a spatial description and
every single part is an actor in the installation.
Do you have any artists or theoreticians who you see as a direct
influence on your work?
I’m really fascinated by the work of conceptualists in the
1960s, Sol Lewitt, Joseph Kosuth, Mel Bochner. I’m particularly interested
by the ways they deal with books and spatial descriptions, how they use
numbers and measure surroundings.
You talk about numbers and spatial measurements, and these
definitely come into play in your Data Drawings. They look like scientific
or mathematical images, although on closer inspection these drawings
display imprecise strokes, lines that were clearly drawn by human hands.
The work seems to emerge out of this clash…
Absolutely! It’s somehow absurd to rework the precise information that you get from a digital measurement. If I were a scientist, I
would stick to the numerical information I get from my device. But instead,
what I do with the numerical information I get from the spaces where I am
or where I work is just the starting point for my art. With Data Drawings, I
always have specific time schedules. For example, for the works presented
at Le Shadok in Strasbourg, I collected data from my studio in Vienna
while I was working. I pick a day and I’m constantly measuring Internet
traffic. Once I have these numbers, I first of all transform them into a
very simple XYZ diagram to get a topography, and this is a very common
methodology for scientists or engineers. But after that it’s a more artistic
process, everything is done by hand using classic art materials, paper and
pencil or acrylic—and these create a certain imprecision, which is what
makes it interesting.
Do the different shapes found in your Data Drawings relate to the
uses of the Internet, navigation,…? Can we see these as a kind of mirror?

038

Yes, but there is always an artistic interpretation in these
works. Sometimes the repetitiveness you see in the works presented at Le
Shadok is literal, meaning that the same information was redrawn a few
times, but it’s somehow never the same because I always draw it by hand.
No single line is the same as another. And the same is true of the Bleecker
Street project, it’s not readable, these are not information graphics. I won’t
tell people, “look, this is the Internet traffic from this day or that day”;
although there are fragments of it that you can read, because I sometimes
add notes to the drawings and you can read the rate of kilobytes per second
and the date and time of the measurement. So despite the conceptual
background to these drawings, I always leave them open to individual
interpretation. If you see flowers, mountains or landscapes in them, that’s
just another possibility. More recently, following some research I was doing
in Los Angeles, I became aware of these mobile phone pylons hidden by
palm trees, so suddenly I was using palm trees in some of my drawings.

But I’ve also become interested in diagrams and technical drawings, which
I find in books. Scientific diagrams attempt to describe hyper-complex
phenomena in these minimalistic black and white drawings. This reduction to black and white and the attempt to compress extremely complex
phenomena into one drawing, is closely related to what I do in my work.

PETER JELLITSCH

Is this gesture a sort of resistance against the accuracy of our
digital devices and algorithms?
Yes, because then it’s not just a case of major companies collecting my data—I’m collecting my data as well and I do whatever I want
with it. On the other hand, I’m very glad to have developed a technique
that somehow works as abstract drawing and painting, but still, behind
every thin line and black area you see in these drawings is numeric information. I just grab this from the air, from the cloud above my head
and then put it down on paper. Even if the end result isn’t readable and
it’s very subjectively done, there’s still this information behind it and it
describes in some way the times we are living in.
You say Data Drawings are the result of data collection in your
studio, so are they always site specific?
I always work indoors, because when I’m drawing and going
through the whole process I like to be alone and I prefer not to be confused
by my surroundings. This explains why I always record the data in the
buildings or the rooms I’m working in. The idea behind the first drawings
was that I would always create them on the same day I recorded the data.
And this idea was actually inspired by the Date Paintings by On Kawara.
Each day the artist would paint that day’s date on a canvas and if he wasn’t
able to finish it on that same day, he would throw it away.
In the different projects you have been working on there seems
to be a common thread, because you apply what we could call a process
or tactic of rematerialization, in which you make visible something that
seems to be immaterial. Can you comment on this process?
In a way this comes from my interest in art theory or art
history. But also, ten years ago, when I was still studying, there was
still a clear boundary between media art and all the other kinds of art.
So there was the painter, the sculptor and the media artist. The media
artist would deal with animation or things that run behind the screen,
or would be printing out on C printers and UB printers… But I belong to
the generation that was born in the 1980s and, being a kid who grew up
with computers and videogames, I always thought that there shouldn’t
be a divide between digital production and analog production. So I don’t
consider myself as belonging to the media art of the 1980s or 1990s or
even the beginning of the 2000s. Instead, I’m an artist from the year
2010 who integrates the everyday world into his work. And the digital is
not specific to certain people anymore—it’s just there for everyone and
everyone has to deal with it.
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Saint Barbara,
CLEMENT VALLA,
digital print on linen and 3D print,
90 × 28 × 18 cm,
view of the exhibition Surface Proxy,
at XPO Gallery, Paris, 2015.
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Postcards from Google Earth,
CLEMENT VALLA,
screenshots from Google Earth,
postcards, inkjet on paper,
website (2010–ongoing), 2010.
See http://www.postcardsfrom-google-earth.com/
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The universal texture recreated
(46°42’3.50’’N, 120°26’28.59’’W),
CLEMENT VALLA,
webcam, wooden table, brick,
trestle, inkjet on canvas,
XPO Gallery, Paris, 2014.
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Despite the low-tech materials that you commonly use in your
artworks, such as paper, ink or tissue, your projects seem to reflect the
essence of the latest digital technologies. Could you tell us about the origins of this interest in technology and also about your relationship with
technology today?
CLEMENT VALLA

Throughout my training in architecture I always had an interest in photography and digital simulations, and I became interested
in the overlap between all of these different kinds of images around us,
as well as the ubiquity of cameras. We were already seeing hints of this
phenomenon a long time ago, the ubiquity of digital imaging technology,
the ubiquity of cameras, even in architecture. I really didn’t know much
about it to start with, but since then I’ve been introduced to a lot more of
the vocabulary of it, and different ways to think about it. So the history
of photography and especially the writings of Vilém Flusser have to some
extent helped shape how I think about these tools and how I see my work
feeding into this field.
You mention Vilém Flusser; what other theorists or artists have
influenced your work?
I discovered Flusser late because I moved into art pretty
late, since I had this previous life as an architectural modeler. My major
influences were actually artists featured on rhizome.org, such as JODI
and Cory Arcangel, or all these artists who were dealing with technology in really interesting ways. But there are also a few artists in New
York who might be considered more as painters or who work with more
traditional sculpture, but who were also engaging with technology in
particularly interesting ways. For example, the painters Kevin Zucker and
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The Universal Texture Recreated
(46°42’3.50N, 120°26’28.59W),
webcam, wooden table, brick,
trestle, inkjet on canvas,
variable dimensions, 2014.
Project in which a 2D image captured
by a satellite is transformed
into a 3D image using low-tech
and domestic appliances.
See http://clementvalla.com/work/theuniversal-texture-recreated-46423-50n
-1202628-59w/

Daniel Lefcourt were a big influence on me. These are recent influences,
but when I first really started thinking about all of this I was excited about
typical conceptual artists such as Sol Lewitt and Mel Bochner, as well as
by artists such as Nina Katchadourian and Penelope Umbrico who work
with photography and with systems in interesting and creative ways, and
don’t necessarily work with computers and algorithms.
You know, it’s kind of funny—I didn’t set out to try to become an
artist. I was really just driven by my curiosity. Then I was really perplexed
by these imaging systems like Google Earth and Google Street View and
started trying to figure out what they were. Is this photography, is it
simulation, is it something in between? So it was more just curiosity
and playing with the system in itself. When I first saw the Google Earth
images, I realized the kind of paradoxes at play within the system. Once I
had identified them I started collecting them just for myself and posting
them online for me and my friends. We thought they were interesting and
weird. I didn’t set out with any kind of deliberate vision, but that kind
of got the ball rolling and became a large project. Since then I’ve been
thinking about different ways it might manifest away from the Internet,
outside of Google Earth. Sometimes it was just in a show at the Center for
Art and Media (ZKM) in Karlsruhe, for example, with postcards that I was
asking people to distribute, forming a different kind of networking. In
your show I obviously used larger prints, but I’ve also done versions where
I bend printed canvases and treat the images the way the Google system
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actually treats images.
You seem to implement very precise protocols and instructions
in your projects. I’m thinking about the projects where you use Amazon Mechanical Turk, for example. It’s reminiscent of certain artists in
the 1960s and 1970s who gave instructions by telephone to create their
artworks. Did you draw inspiration from these artists? Can you speak about
how these processes come to life in your works?
During graduate school, when I was learning how to program
computers as an art practice, I was very interested in instructions and I
was obsessed with Sol Lewitt, reading all of his instructions and seeing
the output. I was curious about his work because the instructions are
fascinating and poetic and yet so consistent. The first of many experiments with Amazon Mechanical Turk actually just involved putting Sol
Lewitt instructions through it and seeing what I would get out. So the first
thing I did with it was an artist’s book where I tried to use it to recreate
Sol Lewitt drawings. One thing led to another and then I started feeding
the system back into itself, producing these kinds of feedback loops on
top of just the instructions themselves. So I was definitely looking at Sol
Lewitt, Mel Bochner and Serial Art systems, but I was also sending a lot
of instructions to painting mills in China, trying to find different ways
that human interpretation within a kind of distributed apparatus would
produce different results.
The creative processes you use seem to be intertwined with the
meaning of your works. They seem to underline the ways in which the
world and human interactions are becoming automatized, but also the
precarious conditions of online work. Would you like to comment on this?
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It’s something I think about a lot, and two really big inspirations for my thinking on this issue are actually Harold Cohen and his
program AARON. Cohen was a painter who started working on a computer
program that would paint for him in the 1970s, and he’s been working on
it ever since. In 1979 he wrote an essay called What Is An Image?. In those
early days he didn’t think that what the robot was doing was actually
making an image, because an image implies a sort of communication.
He thought that the robot was simply following a protocol and that, for
meaning to occur, a human had to view the image and interact with it. So

that’s one way of thinking about it; the other is influenced by the thought
of the German filmmaker Harun Farocki and all of his ideas around the
operative image (images that become part of these increasingly automated
processes) and the role of the image within that. And the work of Trevor
Paglen (especially his essay Seeing Machines) made me ask myself: wait…
Are these all necessarily images? More images are being produced today by
machines for other machines than have ever been produced in the history
of humanity. So I think our networks, our computers and our systems are
awash with recognizable and less recognizable two-dimensional images
and that really opens up the bigger question of authorship and interpretation. A lot of the things we see, such as texture maps, for example…
Are these even images? They are images made for a function, they are not
images made for aesthetic contemplation. So that change intrigues me as
well. If you look at Google Earth or Google Street View, there is the potential for there to be images out there that nobody has ever seen, that are
just waiting to be seen. And that’s very strange, if there’s an image that no
human has seen, right? What’s the status of it? Is it an image? I am totally
fascinated by this—let’s call it an issue of authorship and meaning and
reading, which I just think is going to become more and more significant.
If we look at it in the domain of language and we look at automated spam
bots or Twitter bots, the issues of authorship and meaning are already incredibly tricky. In a very short period of time we will be in the same kind
of grey area with images. I think we’re just going to have all these images
dumped on us which are produced by protocols that may be apparent or
black-boxed and proprietary to varying degrees. And it’s going to be really
interesting—firstly, how we begin to deal with truth value, meaning and
objectivity and all of these ideas that we have associated with photographic images in the past. And secondly, what kind of vocabulary we are
going to develop to talk about these new kinds of images.
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The words God, religion, Google and algorithm appear very often
in your projects. How do they relate to each other in your work?
In his essay for the show Iconoclash at the ZKM, Bruno Latour
uses the term acheiropoetic images. Technically, this term means images
that were not made by human hands, and it typically denotes miraculous
religious icons like the Shroud of Turin. Latour extends the concept to
scientific images too—did humans make these images? Or simply find
them? The question he is asking is about our belief in images that are not
created by humans. In both religion and science, if an image were clearly
manmade it wouldn’t function as proof of divine visitations or of a natural
law. And yet, in both cases, we know that to some degree the images have
to have been made by humans. It’s an interesting double bind, where we
want to believe in the truth of images because they have been created by
some “other”—either a deity or spiritual force in the case of religion, or a
natural cause in the case of science. I’m fascinated with that idea of the
“other” and how much of the “other” we want to read into our algorithmic systems. And whether images are actually created by this “other”, or
whether it’s just this desire everybody has to believe that the spam bot
is producing poetry. The case of Horse ebooks is interesting: it was supposed to be a spam bot producing strange fragments of text. People were
kind of captivated by these texts, but when it turned out to be a human
posing as a spam bot, everybody was disappointed. I would almost have
the opposite reaction, or be slightly terrified, if the “other” really were
present in our algorithms. So when I use those words and those ideas, I’m
talking about this tension between the human creating the system and the
“other” that seems to appear in the system. And I’m not saying the “other”
is or isn’t there; it’s not necessarily about believing in a kind of Artificial
Intelligence (AI) that is or isn’t going to emerge. I’m not so interested in
AI. My focus is on how our belief systems allow us to want some other
force to be generating language or images for us. Thinking about these
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hugely automated systems this way is almost like reverting to a sort of
pre-Modern or pre-Renaissance period of image making.
McLuhan once said that “the meeting of two media is a moment
of truth and revelation from which new form is born (…) a moment of
freedom and release from the ordinary trance and numbness imposed them
on our senses.” Do you think this resonates with your practice?
More and more, I’ve been thinking about the distinction that
we still make between media and mediums, and even the distinction
between digital and analog. I’ve been working with Daniel Lefcourt on
an essay and one of the things that we are thinking about is this sort of
idea that has been debunked many times that photography is indexical.
Without light tables, without charts that tell us how much we should expose our paper, the photographs don’t actually produce human-readable
images. They might produce too much intensity due to the intensity on
the sheet of paper, and so the light tables become a kind of semiotic encoding, encoding in the same way that the digital image actually is. In
the end, maybe it would be interesting to do away with the distinction
between mediums and instead focus on the processes and protocols that
generate the final forms. I think that it’s really enriching to think in
terms of analogies. Wondering about the physical analogy for some kind
of digital process is what really got me bending, folding and distorting
printed imagery in 3D space. I don’t know McLuhan very well, but maybe
it’s not so much about the friction between two mediums but rather the
analogy between two mediums. My project The Universal Texture Recreated,
using broken-up furniture, is a good example of this.
For at least the last ten years, artists have been “moving out of
the screen”, going offline, printing the digital. Do you think we are all
getting tired of our screens and artists are sensitive to this?
Thinking a little historically, in the 1990s there was a lot of
exploration of the medium of the Internet itself. This can be seen in the
work of JODI or in the early work of Eva and Franco Mattes, who really
inspired my own work with digital systems and the Internet. Back then
it made sense to use screens and images, because they were relatively
new, and it made sense to explore them within their own media. I think
what’s been happening in recent times around things like Post-Internet
art is that the Internet is no longer this exception that demands to be
dealt with on-screen. Instead, it’s become so embedded in everyday life
that taking things offline and making them real or taking physical objects and transforming them into images is really just a sign of the times,
and there’s less and less of an absolute distinction and more of a fluidity
between the physical and the digital. This probably has a lot to do with
cell phones and the ubiquity of media. These days, accessing the Internet
doesn’t involve going to a fixed terminal or sitting in a specific location.
It’s just carried around with us at all times, and so the idea that it would
bleed into physical objects makes perfect sense to me. At the same time,
there’s probably a kind of desire to reintegrate or participate in a more
contemporary art discourse that for a very long time seemed to just want
to ignore technologies. So I think it’s been branded in this particular
moment and the real branding has to do with the kind of James Bridle
and Post-Internet artists that developed a sort of identifiable style, but I
actually think it’s happening across the board.
Do you think this kind of art manifestation is in some way a
strategy for digital artists to melt with the contemporary art world?
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I think that’s definitely part of it, but I probably don’t think
enough about the art world with a capital A, and art markets, probably to
my own detriment. But I kind of get the sense that that has always been

the case, whether it was photography in the 1970s wanting to establish
itself as an art form, or performance art with Fluxus wanting to prove
itself as a kind of marketable common commodity. So I feel like that’s
definitely a driving force. But is it interesting to me to identify that as
the main force? I just feel like that leaves a little to be desired, because I
think it’s really sort of a larger cultural shift in how we actually imagine
the Internet in the cultural imagination. There are so many significant
attempts by artists such as Trevor Paglen or Metahaven to physicalize
the Internet and really think about its legal status. You know, the Edward Snowden revelations or the work of Kate Crawford are really about
the physicality of the legal implications of what for a long time we just
imagined as a virtual disembodied medium. So to see it purely as a kind
of market function, yeah, I think that’s definitely part of it, but I think
looking elsewhere is actually way more interesting to me. It gets me to
make more work! [Laughs]. But I think you’re right and the two art worlds
that you describe are still there.
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