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For many philosophers appropriation is 

constitutive of human being. In order to 

survive we eat, we build territories, we take 

and we give. Marx, in his early manuscripts, 

spoke of man’s entire relation to world as 

one of sensory appropriation. More broadly, 

all political-economic systems that are 

based on exchange and equivalence may be 

said to involve appropriation. Capitalism 

and colonialism can therefore be thought 

of as particular regimes of appropriation, 

as are feudalism and “primitive 

accumulation”, while communism as 

presented in the Communist Manifesto 

involves a reappropriation of that which 

has been appropriated by the bourgeoisie. 

A fi nal appropriation if you like. Marx 

distinguished in the Grundrisse between 

property per se and private property but 

insisted on the necessity of the former: 

“an appropriation which does not make 

something into property is a contradictio in 

subjecto.”1

Globalization and digitization both 

amplify possibilities for appropriation to 

occur—an appropriation that is associated 

with “piracy”, on the one hand, as the 

illegitimate possession and exchange of 

privately owned things, and on the other, 

as the legally sanctioned mechanisms by 

which things are taken from the global 

commons and made part of the market 

economy. Contemporary discourses 

concerning “cultural appropriation” stand in 

uneasy relation to the globalized neoliberal 

framing of appropriation in relation to 

private property. On the one hand, they 

mobilize appropriation as part of the 

critique of the ways in which marginalized 

peoples’ culture and production have 

been transformed into capital by/for 

those who assume hegemonic positions 

within the global economy.2 On the other 

hand, they oft en assume that culture itself 

is fundamentally a private property of 

a particular ethnic or identity group—

and that all unsanctioned movement of 

cultural objects constitutes a kind of theft , 

whether or not such theft  is recognized by 

existing intellectual property regimes or 

legal structures. As such, the righting of 

historical and continuing injustices labeled 

as “cultural appropriation” oft en feeds into a 

neoliberal logic of ubiquitous privatization 
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and property rights—and becomes part 

of a much broader assault on the idea of 

the common or commons today, and the 

possibility of a shared world.

A question remains, however, 

about how fundamental appropriation 

is, and whether all entities can fi nally be 

defi ned as property, whether private or 

common. I will argue in this essay that there 

is another position with respect to being, 

and that one name for it is depropriation. 

By depropriation I mean to suggest various 

practices that render things unownable, that 

refuse the logic of property, and that make 

such things necessarily part of a public 

domain or commons. But I also mean 

depropriation as a fundamental condition 

of being free of ownership. I will explore 

a variety of examples of depropriation, 

including Occupy Wall Street, WikiLeaks, 

and the recent musical compilation Music 

from Saharan Cellphones. I argue that it’s 

hard to understand what is at stake in these 

events or phenomena without being clear 

about depropriation.

Th e argument is not a nostalgic one, 

nor exactly utopian. I recognize, following 

the work of anthropologist Marilyn 

Strathern, that there is no such thing as a 

free culture to be found beyond modern, 

colonial, or capitalist society: that all human 

societies hitherto have been committed 

to varying degrees to diff erent kinds of 

property regimes with diff erent laws, rules, 

values.3 Having said that, the intensity of 

recent moves to mark everything in the 

world as a particular kind of property and/

or private property force us to look more 

carefully at what is meant by property—and 

to recognize the importance of certain 

limits to that concept. 

I argue that many of the most 

interesting social and cultural movements 

today are developing a conscious practice 

by which things are rendered unownable 

and thus made part of a diff erent kind 

of commons from that discussed by IP 

scholars like James Boyle and Lawrence 

Lessig.4 Th e idea is a signifi cant one because 

it suggests that the goal of progressive 

political and aesthetic movements should 

not be to make judgments or claims 

as to a fi nal and authoritative state of 

belonging or property, however historically 

disenfranchised those in question are, 

but to create practices whereby humans 

and nonhumans can live sustainably 

without needing to claim ownership. Th is 

immediately raises a problem, one pointed 

out by Marx, who claimed that it was 

impossible to imagine any basis for life on 

Earth other than appropriation: We breathe 

in oxygen, eat plants and animals, learn 

languages from our parents, and so on. Th e 

only way around this would seem to be a 

radical practice of ascesis, literally starving 

oneself. Th is is hardly the case though. As 

the Buddhist teacher Lama Yeshe observes, 

the problem for the alcoholic is not the glass 

of wine itself but his craving for it, his desire 

to appropriate it.5 One might even say that 

the problem isn’t whether to drink or not 

to drink, but the desire to appropriate, own 

the drinking of it—or the not drinking of it. 

Th e problem, an almost unimaginably vast 

one, is how to recognize this socially and 

politically, on a global scale. 

So: What is depropriation? 

Obviously it’s one of a number of 

contemporary words in which the prefi x 

“de” indicates a kind of unraveling of 

something: deconstruction; decolonization; 

Simone Weil’s decreation; Deleuze and 

Guattari’s deterritorialization.6 Th e word 

has several lineages, no doubt interlinked. 

One passes through French feminist writers, 

notably Hélène Cixous, who uses the word 

to describe a state of open embodiment 

of which the mother’s care for a child 

is exemplary.7 Another passes through 

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s work on 

mimesis, in which he proposes a mimetic 

force that undoes ideas of original and copy 

since it constitutes that plastic, mutable 

nonthing, which makes both original and 

copy possible.8 A further lineage passes 

through the work of Giorgio Agamben and 

his notion of a “whatever being” that cannot 

be understood in terms of property—an 

idea then taken up by Roberto Esposito 

in Communitas, in which he argues that 

“depropriazione”, a fundamental lack of 

property, i.e. an impropriety, is the basis of 

the commonality of mankind, or even of all 

Being.9 In other words, that what we share 

is a lack of property, an unfi nishedness, 

an openness, or vulnerability. Esposito 

rigorously demonstrates this as a formal 

and philosophical possibility, drawing on 

an analysis of the proper and improper in 

Heidegger, which are oft en (mis?)translated 

as authentic and inauthentic.10 Yet for me, I 

am continually drawn back to the striking 

example with which Agamben concludes 

Th e Coming Community: the crowd of 

demonstrators in Tiannamen Square, who 

stand forth in a militarized public space, 

without demands, asserting their Being. 

Whether Agamben is completely correct in 

this analysis, the scenes have been repeated 

in recent years, in the various locations 

and uprisings of the Arab Spring. And 

more recently in the Occupy Wall Street 

demonstrations, where, for example, one 

protestor carried a sign “we’re here; we’re 

unclear; get used to it”. 

Th ere is a double structure to 

depropriation, and perhaps to piracy in a 

general sense. In the examples I look at, 
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depropriation functions at both ontological 

and legal levels: In other words, it is not 

just a matter of breaking the law of a 

particular property regime but also of 

revealing or developing qualities of subject 

or object that trouble more fundamental 

defi nitions of what is. Consider my fi rst 

example: drugs. Colonial empires were built 

on sugar, tea, coff ee, opium, coca, and of 

course the postcolonial world today can 

also be described by the “rogue” or “pirate” 

production of psychoactive substances, 

whether cocaine production in Colombia, 

marijuana production in Mexico, or heroin 

production in Afghanistan.11 Th is drug 

trade is increasingly globalized, from 

Russian or Israeli distribution of ecstasy, 

to South East Asian amphetamines, to 

Mexican pharmacies selling prescription 

drugs with fake rxes over the Internet. 

At the micropolitical level drugs are 

about depropriation because of the way 

they sometimes transform a normalized 

subjectivity; they are ecstatic because they 

can dissolve the “proper self ”. 

One useful way of distinguishing 

the value of drugs might be to contrast 

those in which psychic depropriation is 

followed by a powerful reappropriation in 

the form of addiction, and those where that 

doesn’t happen. I’m indebted to Michael 

Taussig’s work on ayahuasca shamanism 

in the Putumayo in Colombia, in which 

he tries to understand the phenomena 

of shamanism as a historically specifi c 

and diverse form of engagement within 

a particular colonial and postcolonial 

situation, so that the healing work of the 

shaman involves unraveling the terror 

of colonial appropriation and its various 

structures.12 In other words, it involves 

psychic depropriation through ingestion 

of the drug, through exposure to the sonic 

powers of the shaman, and to the collective 

turbulence of the healing session. Such 

depropriation itself can be reappropriated 

through postcolonial ayahuasca tourism, 

which packages a particular model of 

“authentic” use of the drug. But even prior 

to that Taussig notes that there are radical 

diff erences between particular shamans’ 

approaches. Some shamans undergo a 

laborious process of apprenticeship to other 

shamans, in which the ability to heal is 

transferred as a kind of private property, 

reliant on a discourse of authenticity, while 

others (with whom he is more sympathetic) 

simply go into the forest and start using the 

drug, “stealing” it, to use the language of 

those who consider knowledge of the drug 

proprietary. Taussig is fascinated by a kind 

of chaos that occurs in a yage session, a 

chaos that is chaos precisely because it’s not 

clear what belongs to whom. People vomit. 

Th ey shit. Th ey imagine snakes shooting 

in and out of their mouths. Th ey cry and 

laugh. Trauma, personal, social, historical, 

and political, opens up, oft en violently, 

yet the opening up of trauma is not itself 

violent if it is voluntarily assented to. 

Healing proceeds from opening up trauma, 

from facing a historical or inexistent but 

present violence. It opens up through 

sonic counter-practices, through bodily 

microtransformation through psychoactive 

substances. 

Th is leads me to my second 

example: music. Obviously musical piracy 

is a big issue with a long history. Many 

of the myths of great performers or new 

styles involve Promethean acts of theft , by 

which the secret of a style is revealed and 

shared. A Sufi  myth says that the human 

soul was called to Earth and embodiment 

because it required ears to hear music, 

and this was tempting enough for the soul 

to sign off  on an otherwise questionable 

proposition.13 Th ere is something about 

music that is always already profoundly 

depropriated. Th is perhaps accounts for the 

various ways in which musical forms have 

been kept secret, and for the capturing and 

commodifi cation of sound using recording 

technologies, notation, etc., which seek to 

turn music into private property. And again, 

conversely, it’s not surprising that the fi rst 

fi le sharing scandals were also associated 

with music. You might say the musical 

pirate’s dilemma is whether to try to own 

sound. 

Music from Saharan Cellphones is 

a series of compilations made by Oregon-

based musician Christopher Kirkley of 

contemporary Saharan pop music styles, 

which people who live in various parts 

of the Saharan diaspora listen to on their 

cellphones, using Bluetooth to exchange 

fi les with each other. Th e compilations 

were issued in 2011/2012. Kirkley acquired 

the recordings from people’s cellphones 

while traveling, by trading selections from 

his own music collection. He initially put 

them out on a cassette. Th e cassette was 

uploaded as MP3 fi les onto the net. Now, 

due to interest, he’s putting out a vinyl 

version of the cassette and trying to track 

down some of the artists on the Bluetooth 

fi les. Meanwhile, a group of remixers and 

musicians around the world have already 

contributed a series of remixes and cover 

versions of the “originals” to another 

compilation Music for Saharan Cellphones, 

which, among other formats, is being 

issued in “a limited release 30 limited 

hand numbered microSD memory cards, 

to be mailed back to Kidal, Mali with the 

intention of getting the music back on 

cellphones.”14 Th is last gesture reminds me 

of a Sun City Girls release from the mid-
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1990s, Libyan Dream, which was “originally 

released as 50 cassette copies dropped in 

cassette vendors racks in various cities 

throughout South East Asia in 1993.”15 

Instead of Gayatri Spivak’s affi  rmation 

of the value of the subaltern’s “insertion 

into the hegemonic”, here we might speak 

of a counter-practice of “insertion in the 

diasporic”. 

To what degree can my comments 

on Taussig’s model of depropriation as part 

of a subaltern postcolonial healing practice 

be thought through in the case of Music 

from Saharan Cellphones? It is well known 

that traditional North African rhythmic 

musics oft en have a specifi c healing 

function. Moroccan Gnawa music, for 

example. To what degree do such models 

survive the secularization of music, as for 

example with the emergence of Touareg 

“desert blues” in the Libyan settlement 

camps in the 1990s? For that matter, to 

what degree are recording, electrifi cation, 

and use of digital instruments such as 

drum machines still compatible with 

an idea of music as a healing practice? 

One reason for not rejecting such an 

idea out of hand would be Afrodiasporic 

traditions, including roots reggae and 

African American gospel, where cutting-

edge sonic technologies are compatible 

with an explicitly religious and salvatory 

practice.16 But in thinking through the 

music on Music From Saharan Cellphones as 

a piratical endeavor involved in a practice 

of depropriation, I want to fi nd a way of 

thinking about “piracy”, even in an mp3 

market, as a potentially ecstatic practice. 

I remain convinced that there’s a missing 

aspect to contemporary theorizations of 

musical subcultures. You can see it in Steve 

Goodman’s recent book Sonic Warfare, 

which is great on the appropriation of 

military technologies and counter-ecologies 

of fear within Afrofuturist subcultures, 

but is almost silent on the ontology of 

collective joy, which for me is the reason 

why subcultures gather together anyway.17 

Perhaps this joy is always already post-

secular in that it is concerned with an 

opening that is healing. In which, as Hakim 

Bey suggests in his book Immediatism, it 

is chaos, exposure to chaos, that heals.18 

One of the challenges here is to understand 

the aspect of vibrational ontology that 

Goodman calls “audio virology” as ecstatic. 

And more than that, that the acts of 

exchange which happen using Bluetooth, 

cassettes, mp3 fi le sharing, etc. are also 

concerned with ecstatic contagion, as 

much as the sounds themselves, with their 

incredible abilities to pass back and forth 

across the globe. 

Th is brings me to my next example 

of depropriation: WikiLeaks, the website 

and group which has made available 

a number of national and corporate 

archives for download by anyone on the 

Internet—including vast caches of US 

embassy documents and military records. 

Th e conventional interpretation of what 

WikiLeaks is would be that it is concerned 

with appropriation. In a recent issue of 

Radical Philosophy Finn Brunton points out 

that in his writings Assange emphasizes that 

the goal with WikiLeaks isn’t breaking into 

archives but making it easier for someone in 

a closed community that keeps secrets (he 

calls this a conspiracy) to leak something.19 

Th e goal then is to undermine the stability 

of the group that keeps secrets and in a 

formal, almost mathematical way, shift  the 

balance from groups that keep secrets to 

a public or commons where there are no 

secrets. And to shift  from injustice to justice 

based on the notion that the secrets of 

unjust groups are more likely to be revealed 

than those that are based on a just and 

public practice of engagement. 

In Assange’s formulation the 

question of community comes down to 

making “robust routing decisions”. Like 

everyone else, I was astounded at the 

emergence of WikiLeaks and the possibility 

of a radically new form of public knowledge 

that it implies. However, I fi nd myself 

unimpressed with the specifi cs of most of 

the revelations generated by WikiLeaks 

so far. Th e endless exposure of the Big 

Other does not in itself constitute the basis 

of a just society, and it’s hard to see how 

the calls for total transparency are not 

themselves a strange distributed version of 

a panopticon—the echo of corporate and 

national cyberwars and data theft , with 

their emphasis on covert appropriation or 

scrambling of data, along with strategic 

public exposure of data in order to damage 

enemies. I argue that despite the clear 

practice of depropriation that WikiLeaks 

involves, transmitting private or state 

owned archives into a public space that is 

not owned by anyone, there are signifi cant 

gaps in Assange’s reasoning concerning 

what will happen to the documents when 

they’re released, and these gaps concern 

community. 

According to Assange’s theories, the 

published documents on WikiLeaks website 

will generate an ecosystem of readers and 

interpreters who will collectively assess 

and expand on the truth contained in the 

documents. Yet this has not happened in 

any signifi cant way. In a recent interview 

Assange blamed this on people’s conformity 

as writers to a group mentality.20 But 

there’s something instrumental to his 

view of freedom, as though it would be 

the outcome, in which particular kinds of 
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human response are the logical income of 

being fed certain pieces of information? Yet, 

the genesis of recent protest movements 

actually appears not to be related to some 

particular nugget of information but to a 

particular gesture or act, as in Tunisia, or 

even with Wall Street. Assange believes 

in a reversal of the logic of appropriation 

and property that governs the nation-

state today, but that reversal is not in itself 

to produce a truly open commons or 

community. 

I will pass quickly to my fi nal 

example, that of the Occupy movements 

that sprang up in North America and 

elsewhere in 2011/2012. One striking 

analogy between the politics of fi le sharing 

and that of the Occupy movements is that 

the legal prohibitions on direct sharing of 

copies have resulted in a fragmentation 

of the object into the distributed forms 

available on peer-to-peer networks, 

including WikiLeaks documents. 

With the predictable evacuation 

of the Zuccotti Park occupation in New 

York on November 15, 2011, along with 

related movements that spread across the 

world around that time, the search for the 

way in which a depropriated community 

can manifest itself in the public space 

of the highly capitalized twenty-fi rst 

century metropolis began anew, but 

Occupy Wall Street’s strength is already 

that it is a distributed network of many 

microprotests. Cities today are zones of 

visibility, spectacles, in the sense that Guy 

Debord defi nes them, and public assembly 

of anything other than consumers or dutiful 

workers will apparently not be tolerated. No 

doubt new ways to contest that structure 

will have to be devised—and they will all 

involve a logic of postcolonial piracy, since 

they will be judged illegal in advance, as the 

various laws regarding public assembly in 

the UK of recent decades will suggest. One 

of the current dilemmas facing the Occupy 

movements is whether to insist on the tent 

model of occupation of public space as a 

permanent form of protest or to think of 

it as what Hakim Bey called a temporary 

autonomous zone.21 Th ere is a danger 

in insisting too much on a permanent 

appropriation of physical space. In Egypt 

the occupation of the square led to change; 

in Tiannamen it didn’t. On the other hand, 

the mobilization of large groups of people 

at specifi c demonstrations or moments in 

time is more a form of depropriation. Th e 

problem with this form, familiar to us today 

in the form of fl ash mobs, is that it basically 

leaves existing structures intact outside of 

the moment of the appearance of the public.

But Occupy Wall Street represents 

a signifi cant development in terms of the 

politics of depropriation. To occupy means 

precisely to inhabit without owning, and 

the refusal of movement participants to 

package themselves in terms of a particular 

set of demands points to occupation as the 

manifestation of a depropriated community 

in much the sense that Esposito talks 

about it: heterogeneous, with “nothing 

in common”, yet claiming commonality 

precisely in that.22 Th e problem, as I see 

it, is that we do not yet have a practice 

or, to use a phrase of Badiou, a “popular 

discipline” that is capable of sustaining such 

a community.23

What does it mean to depropriate in 

a postcolonial situation? Surely not just to 

make oneself into a globally disseminated 

image, or, following Peter Hallward’s 

critique of postcolonial literature, to become 

an absolute, dissociated singularity, devoid 

of connection.24 Th is, of course, is one of 

the great fears regarding depropriation: that 

to let go of a claim of belonging is to lose 

everything, all the more traumatic since 

this would repeat the violent appropriation 

of colonization. Depropriation does not 

mean “to become nothing” because being 

in fact is not coextensive with belonging 

or the ownership of a territory, nor does it 

mean a lack of manifestation or presence. 

Depropriation means to allow a movement 

to happen, to allow a diff erent relation 

between beings to open up, because that 

is how the world is changed, i.e. through 

transformative mimesis. 

Finally, what’s striking about Music 

from and for Saharan Cellphones is the 

intense desire to participate in piracy that 

it reveals. Th e collection exists because 

Kirkley participated in exchange in Mali 

and other places and because there were 

a network of nodes in North America 

such as Mississippi Records that also 

found it interesting to do so. Th e music 

on the cellphones is also there because 

musicians in the Saharan diaspora wanted 

to participate in particular sonic forms 

that are not traditional but… precisely: 

depropriated. Reggae, psych rock, hip-hop, 

etc. 

With WikiLeaks what’s powerful 

about the practice is the invitation to those 

who participate in rituals of privacy or 

secrecy to contribute to an ambiguously 

defi ned public. Th e weakness of WikiLeaks 

resides in the assumption that participation 

by a community of readers of leaks is 

automatic and appropriate. WikiLeaks is in 

fact much more top down and instrumental 

than it would appear, and its failures relate 

to a misunderstanding of appropriation and 

depropriation in which these things are still 

basically practiced on others.

Occupy Wall Street, despite the 

appropriative rhetoric of occupying the 
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structures owned by the 1% on behalf 

of the 99%, is more clearly involved 

in a practice of depropriation. It is 

participatory. Occupation only happens 

because of those individuals who decide 

to occupy—and occupation is not the 

same as ownership. For the most part the 

demands are non-specifi c because the goal, 

whether articulated in this way or not, is to 

depropriate structures and open up a space 

of freedom. Th at space is to resonate with 

other similarly depropriated spaces. Not 

just the other Occupy nodes but also other 

global movements such as the Arab Spring 

groups. Th e situations are diff erent, but the 

stance in relation to those situations is the 

same. 

Th e issue of stance brings up the 

problem of practice, in other words, what 

does a depropriated community do? I 

argue that all of the situations that I’ve 

described today, in both their legal and 

ontological interest, are manifestations of 

a broad crisis in our relation to practice. 

Piracy, ultimately, is a matter of practice, 

but what kind of practice is it? Piracy 

blurs lines between work and play, 

ownership and the commons. Anarchist 

historians such as Hakim Bey have made 

the argument that piracy evolved under 

colonial regimes precisely as an escape from 

colonial indentured labor.25 It wouldn’t be 

hard to show that a lot of contemporary 

phenomena labeled piracy involve the 

avoidance of work. Others are reliant on 

the same sweatshop labor that drives much 

of the offi  cial economy. My hypothesis: 

Practice gravitates toward those places 

or occasions where it lives in accordance 

with the deepest truth, which is: the truth 

of depropriation—even when it lacks the 

words, legal and political structures to 

sustain itself. 

Th us, for example, downloading 

cultures, or more broadly subcultures which 

exchange things like music that are matters 

of passion, are driven toward something 

like BitTorrent or peer-to-peer networks not 

just as a way of evading the strictures of a 

legal system, but because they have available 

to them resources in the creation of objects 

that are real precisely because they ignore 

prevailing defi nitions of what an object (or 

a subject) is in favor of something more 

profound and more pragmatic. 

Hence, it turns out that it is not 

all necessary for a copy to consist of a 

laborious produced one to one replica of 

an entity: thousands of copies of that entity 

can be montaged together mathematically 

to assemble a particular object. In fact, that’s 

what all copying, digital or not, is anyway, 

and we ourselves are largely copies in this 

sense. 

Bricolage is indeed, as Levi-Strauss 

said, the science of the concrete. Yet the 

question of what comes to hand for the 

bricoleur can take radical form. It could 

take the form of a musical style that belongs 

everywhere and nowhere, as with Music 

from Saharan Cellphones, or a state or 

corporate archive, as with WikiLeaks, or the 

space of the political itself, whether physical 

as in Zuccotti Park, or the dataspaces in 

which global fi nance moves, as with the 

Occupy movements. 

Th e Pirate’s Dilemma then, to 

repeat, is how to resist appropriating all of 

this in the name of some property form 

or other, and instead how to unravel that 

logic of property and the forms that it takes 

today in order to affi  rm a shared space. 

Th at shared space is, in fact, the space that 

we already habit, but the question remains: 

How do we collectively learn to recognize 

it?

C ODA : AU G U ST 2 0 1 8

Much of the above was written in 2013—

at a point when it was still possible 

to entertain an affi  rmative sense of 

depropriation. Much has shift ed in the time 

that has passed, although the fundamental 

need to resist the marketization of all 

human activity and to affi  rm the reality of 

a shared world and the practices by which 

it might be attained has not. Accusations 

of “cultural appropriation” have become 

part of the core of contemporary liberal/

progressive discourse, particularly as it 

is marked by ideas of intersectionality. 

Conversely, they have also become a part 

of ethnonationalist discourses coming 

from the right. At the heart of this paradox 

are the mechanisms of neoliberalism 

itself in the sense that they were defi ned 

by Ludwig von Mises in his book Human 

Action in 1949.26 Where assertions of 

equality fi nd their form as the equality of 

individual actors or particular cultural 

groups competing and making decisions 

in a market economy, “appropriation” must 

appear as the threat of the contamination of 

the rights of property holders, which now 

are falsely equated with “human rights” 

in general. Th at such contamination must 

be warded off  can be understood from 

a variety of perspectives. In Latourian 

actor-network theory it is our entanglement 

in the network which produces reactive 

attempts to defi ne pure spheres of identity 

and action. In Girard’s analysis the 

ubiquitousness of processes of mimetic 

contagion trigger reactive violence as the 

attempt to assert ownership of properties or 

qualities that are ultimately unownable and 

shared.27

However, the processes of 

depropriation that gesture toward a shared 
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world have themselves become weaponized 

in complex and paradoxical ways in recent 

years. WikiLeaks, for example, has become 

a place where a variety of state sponsored 

actors can pursue acts of appropriation as 

a form of extra-legal warfare. One could 

say something similar about the so-called 

dark web, or the fi gure of the hacker more 

generally, who acts on behalf of private 

interests and for whom the technosocial 

commons of the Internet is merely a 

strategic zone to be taken advantage of. Th e 

notion that “the tragedy is the commons” 

advanced by philosophers such as Nick 

Land brings us back to Hobbes and the 

state of nature as a war of all against all.28 

Private property protects us from this 

war, and depropriation according to this 

mode of reasoning means only a return 

to that state of warfare. If this mode of 

reasoning is accepted, then there can be 

no depropriation in the sense that I have 

defi ned it above, as rendering something 

unownable and part of the commons—for 

the commons would be only a space of 

unregulated appropriation, which can either 

be celebrated as such, or pointed to as a 

“tragedy” which justifi es the rule of law in 

its modern bourgeois form as guarantor of 

the rights of private property owners. 

In terms of sharing economies, 

the depropriated space of fi le sharing on 

the Internet is gradually being absorbed 

by the paradigm of streaming—as found 

with Spotify, Netfl ix, or Amazon’s Kindle 

service for books. Th e model is interesting 

because it retains some core features of 

depropriative political economy—access 

without ownership, principally—while 

absorbing these features into a conventional 

business model in which intellectual 

property rights are leased by the streaming 

services, which then charge monthly fees 

for access to the database of recordings. 

Th e result is a kind of commons for private 

subscribers. Indeed, this is echoed in the 

discourse of the commons that is found in 

parts of the global art world, and in NGOs 

where a limited or pseudo-commons 

appears only as a result of extensive public 

or private funding. But in many parts of 

the world, for example Indonesia, where 

intellectual property protections are 

weak or non-existent, Bluetooth-based 

sharing of data still prevails. For certain 

categories of object, and for those who 

can aff ord the monthly fees, streaming 

appears as a solution to the problem of 

depropriation—but of course, what remains 

is the depropriation of wealth itself—taking 

us back to Marx, or as Kojin Karatani has 

suggested in his recent book Th e Structure 

of World History, back to the problem of the 

gift  and the “gift  economy”.29 And perhaps, 

for those of us who have paid such attention 

to the politics of the copy, imitation, and 

iteration, it is a reminder of a kind of limit 

to arguments about the ubiquity of copying. 

Th e gift , if—as Derrida and others have 

noted—it exists, is that which cannot be 

economized, made equivalent, or given 

a likeness.30 It may well be the fate of the 

gift  to be absorbed into an economy, to the 

point where, as “event of depropriation” 

(Ereignis, Heidegger), it is imperceptible, 

inexistent. But precisely there, where 

ideology polices the border of the possible 

and impossible, the perceptible and the 

imperceptible, is where depropriation will 

be found. 
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If we take what Laura Owens intended to be 

a comment on the formal, material process 

of art-making today and read it as a social, 

cultural, and political description, we fi nd 

a key to the American debate over cultural 

appropriation. Controversies such as those 

over Kelley Walker at the Contemporary 

Art Museum St. Louis, Dana Schutz at 

the Whitney Museum, or Sam Durant at 

the Walker Art Center signal the arrival 

of a new era. Recent outrage over cultural 

appropriation has traumatized people on 

all sides: Museum offi  cials have resigned, 

artists have received death threats, viewers 

have been moved to petition for the 

destruction of artworks. Th e relationships 

between parts are troubled. How did we get 

here?

BE W I T H T H E T ROU BL E 
C U LT U R A L A PPROPR IAT ION 
I N A M E R IC A
BET T I NA F U NC K E

“Now art is all about being constructed out of relationships between parts.”
 L aura O wens 1

Laura Owens, installation view, Secession, 

Vienna, 2015, photo: Jorit Aust

Laura Owens, Untitled, 2015, installation view, 

Secession, Vienna, 2015, photo: Jorit Aust
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 During the late 1970s and 80s artists 

introduced formal, material appropriation 

as a critical, transformative tool; this 

moment also happened to be the dawn of 

neoliberalism and identity politics. Today 

all three are in extremis: Digitally-enhanced 

neoliberalism is reaching its cruel limits, 

a new and reactionary kind of identity 

politics has taken shape, and appropriation 

in art now primarily implies cultural 

appropriation. I want to consider some of 

the ways these three historical fi gures are 

intertwined.

 In the art context the term 

appropriation has traditionally referred to 

an empowering critical tool involving the 

guerrilla displacement of images. In the 

late 1970s and early 80s artists established 

this now ubiquitous gesture of copying 

with an aim to fragment and dislocate. 

Appropriation interfered with dominant 

representations and challenged the power 

structures implicit in images from art and 

art history, as well as from the commercial 

and popular material of what the 

Frankfurt School called “culture industry”. 

Appropriation was a theft  from power. 

 Decades later the implication of 

artistic appropriation has been turned on its 

head, and the presumed theft  from power 

has turned into a presumed theft  from the 

oppressed. According to Merriam-Webster, 

appropriation means unlawfully taking 

from a rightful owner “under the guise of 

authority”, a phrase which may be taken as 

a pointed euphemism for the injustices of 

colonialism, racism, and patriarchy. In this 

sense, appropriation is a red thread going 

through the entire history of dispossession, 

oppression, and marginalization. Current 

outrage is aimed at the naiveté with which 

(white) artists are taking images from other 

cultures or peoples. 

 Th e tactic of artistic appropriation 

was to shift  emphasis from original to 

copy, thus privileging context; this may 

be considered the primal scene for today’s 

conundrum because the tactic was so 

successful that it became part of the 

toolbox for advertising and branding, while 

appropriation art itself moved from the 

margins into the museum. Appropriation is 

still a kind of theft , but its own context has 

changed. Take, for example, Sam Durant’s 

caustic anti-monument Scaff old (2012), 

which comprises seven historical gallows 

used in hangings sanctioned by the U.S. 

government between 1859 and 2006. When 

exhibited at the Walker Art Center, people 

of the local Dakota tribe maintained that 

the work violated their dignity with its 

implicit reference to the Mankato massacre 

of 38 Dakota men, and the sculpture 

was dismantled. Th e controversy doesn’t 

reveal the failure of one artist or museum 

so much as expose a systemic failure of 

representation, or what Durant called the 

“incredible disconnect between the art 

world and the rest of the world”.2

 I want to point out that it is the 

museum that is the interface between those 

two worlds. Notably, the controversial 

artworks by Durant, Durham, Schutz, and 

Walker had all been previously exhibited, 

without controversy, before being brought 

to American museums. Homi Bhabha has 

suggested that “we can never quite control 

these acts [of cultural appropriation] and 

their signifi cation. Th ey exceed intention.”3 

Everyone grasps that a museum exists 

to unite diff erent parts within a master 

narrative, a narrative synonymous with 

cultural power. Perhaps it is partly this 

hegemonic cut and paste—an apparent 

appropriation—that foregrounds that which 

exceeds the artists’ intentions.

 Both appropriation art and much 

post-colonial thinking emerged from 

the momentum of post-structuralism 

with its anti-essentialism and pursuit of 

coded hierarchies and fi xed meanings. In 

this light, there is a shared history. Gregg 

Bordowitz remembers that “in the early 

1980s, appropriation was understood as a 

tactic of counterculture—in art, but also 

in a larger counter-culture encompassing 

left -wing liberation struggles over race, 

gender, sexuality.”4 Coco Fusco recalls an 

“evolving debate that actually began in the 

late 1970s in relation to the establishment of 

minority cultural spaces and ethnic studies, 

then moved into discussions of black 

feminism and black masculinity, before 

merging with a multiplicity of debates in 

the 1980s—relating to institutional critique, 

postmodernism, feminism etc.”5 For Fusco, 

the “crisis of identity” was a symptom of a 

decentering of conceptual and ideological 

frameworks that had given people a sense 

of rootedness in their world. Identity “was 

addressed as a term to be analyzed from 

many angles”,6 not simply two opposing 

sides, as is common practice with today’s us 

versus them. However, if initially identity 

politics was about forming a community to 

achieve visibility in demanding civil rights, 

today its essentializing claims oft en seem 

to shore up existing structures of capital 

and power. Rather than breaking down 

borders, discrimination, fear of others, 

and other forces of separation in order to 

demand equality, it shuts down dialogue 

and rewards self-singularization. As Fred 

Moten observed, “individuation is the 

incarceration of diff erence”.7

 Sarah Schulman has lamented 

the repression of confl ict and diff erence 

in a neoliberal culture, which enforces 

“this idea you’re supposed to be open 
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and available, liking things, minimizing 

confl ict”.8 In her infl uential book Confl ict 

Is Not Abuse Schulman writes: “Th e force 

that takes confl ict and misrepresents it 

as abuse is called escalation. Escalation 

is a kind of smokescreen to cover up the 

agent’s own infl uence on events, their own 

contributions to the confl ict. […] Escalation 

under these circumstances is a resistance 

to self-knowledge.”9 Th is resistance to 

self-knowledge—be it out of cowardice, 

fear, anger, or resignation—haunts the 

cultural appropriation debates. Calls for the 

destruction of artworks, death threats, and 

refusals to engage in dialogue are all forms 

of escalation which seek to avoid being 

with the trouble and the pursuit of a deeper 

self-knowledge. Culture’s most interesting 

creative achievements occur in the liminal 

space of overlap and diff erence; culture 

is relational, and not solely a history of 

domination.10 As Edouard Glissant urged: 

“Consent not to be a single being!”11

 Friends tell me: Don’t write about 

cultural appropriation, you’ll get in trouble. 

But why is it that we cannot now be with 

the trouble? Part of it may be traced to 

some of the issues highlighted by both early 

artistic appropriation and nascent identity 

politics: our age’s anxiety around copy and 

original, and the corresponding importance 

of context. In the intervening years these 

issues have only sharpened. Neoliberalist 

policies and digital technologies have 

brought us to a state of digital liquidity 

where everything is endlessly duplicated, 

shared, disseminated, and decontextualized. 

Copying is the state of Western culture 

now, its dominant feature, reaching all 

areas of life, grounded in the contemporary 

omnipresence of networks. In social media 

we are all copied and reproduced. You could 

even say there is no longer such a thing 

as a copy, as Seth Price proposed in Was 

ist Los? (2003). But when there is no copy, 

what is an original? Th us the new digital 

anxiety: How to grasp and retain control 

over what is deeply you or yours and what, 

nevertheless, you possess only fl eetingly—

your culture, your image, your style, your 

habits and mannerisms, your history, and 

your sorrows.

 Culture has always been about 

belonging, through shared rituals and 

ways of remembering, oft en in relation to 

objects or communal gatherings. While this 

used to take place in person, technological 

development has largely pushed culture and 

belonging into the digital arena. Hito Steyerl 

argues that “the thing formerly called real 

life has already become deeply imaged”.12 

For Steyerl, the artist’s task now lies in 

fi nding diff erent forms of circulation. In art, 

value has shift ed unstoppably toward the 

many ways to recall, annotate, personalize, 

edit, authenticate, display, mark, transfer, 

and engage a work. We need to move 

information, manage it, parse it, organize 

it, and distribute it. As Laura Owens put it, 

referring to the incorporation of methods 

and images with prior uses, art is now 

constructed out of relationships between 

parts. Parts may be taken to refer to images; 

their reproduction methods; that which 

they communicate; their cultural reference 

points; the ways they signify diff erently to 

diff erent people. Art points to a relationship 

between the stages that images, copies, and 

representations go through. Art engages 

the question of what images are made of, 

what state they are in. Today art necessarily 

traces, houses, or performs the disquieting 

shift s and instabilities within images that 

haunt our daily life. In this sense, it’s not 

realistic not to appropriate: An artist must 

tackle appropriation if she wishes to deal 

with culture and how it works. Of course, 

cultural appropriation itself is in some 

ways simply a recirculation of images. So 

what kind of storytelling can adapt to the 

technological novelty and vastness of the 

database as archive, while remaining in 

touch with specifi c, localized sensibilities 

and the histories of particular images?

 Art is a traffi  c in symbols and 

images, and it has never been politically 

or historically neutral. We should face the 

abyss brought out by art’s traffi  c in symbols. 

We cannot, in Schulman’s words, hide 

behind the smoke screen of escalation, 

as confusing and painful—or ostensibly 

distracting—as the chasm may be. In 

conclusion I would quote Zadie Smith: “I 

do not fi nd discussions on appropriation 

and representation to be in any way trivial. 

[…] Th e solution remains as it has always 

been: Get out (of the gallery) or go deeper 

in (to the argument).”13
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According to the Oxford Dictionary, a 

“citation” has three diff erent meanings: “1. 

A quotation from or reference to a book, 

paper, or author, especially in a scholarly 

work. 2. A mention of a praiseworthy act 

in an offi  cial report […]. 3. A summons to 

appear in court.”1 Th e latter defi nition has 

taken on a surprising signifi cance: Th ere 

is a growing number of cases in which 

authors are actually being cited to appear in 

court for their citations, for quoting from 

a foreign source, and being admonished in 

public—and not just in the strictly regulated 

scientifi c or journalistic fi elds but also in 

the literary realm, where freer rules apply 

to the practice of citation. To date, literature 

had neither a codifi cation nor a systematic 

burden of proof for quotes.

 But things are changing. Th e 

citation, the unreferenced citation, in 

particular—a customary and widespread 

aesthetic strategy up to a few decades ago, 

especially in postmodern narratives—has 

almost become the epitome of ill repute in 

the meanwhile. Public disputes evidence 

that we fi nd ourselves in the midst of a 

process of renegotiating giving and taking 

in literature and the formation of a new 

citation ethos. Th e trigger in all of the three 

“court cases” from the year 2010, which 

will be introduced here, was not the act of 

citing itself but the lack of disclosure: Th e 

criticized citations were neither identifi ed as 

such nor were their sources documented. Is 

there now an obligation to provide sources 

in literature as well? When someone quotes 

a citation must the source also be quoted 

along with it?

A RT I ST IC F R E E D OM

In 2010 David Shields published his 

manifesto Reality Hunger, which was 

conceived as an “ars poetica for a 

burgeoning group of interrelated (but 

unconnected) artists in a multitude of forms 

and media […] who are breaking larger 

and larger chunks of ‘reality’ into their 

work.”2 Th e motto by Picasso that prefi xes 

the book already makes clear: “Art is theft .” 

Accordingly, Shields’ manifesto consists 

of 618 aperçus that make no secret of the 

fact they are largely taken from the works 

of others and thereby propagate plagiarism 

G I V I NG A N D TA K I NG 
R E N E G OT IAT I NG L I T E R A RY 
C I TAT ION C U LT U R E
A N N ET T E G I L BE RT
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and appropriation as a contemporary 

aesthetic strategy.

 Random House found it too daring 

and urged Shields to include an appendix 

listing all of his sources. Shields fulfi lled 

this demand, however he preceded the 

appendix with a statement condemning it as 

an illegitimate intervention into his artistic 

freedom which contradicts the intention: 

He consciously omitted the references 

“to regain a freedom that writers from 

Montaigne to Burroughs took for granted 

and that we have lost.” (p. 207) Unsettling 

the reader by not knowing “whose words 

you’ve just read is not a bug but a feature.” 

(ibid.) In interviews Shields was even 

clearer, voicing that the burden of proof for 

the use of intellectual property, as known 

in the sciences, has no place in literature: 

“Th e citation of sources belongs to the 

realms of journalism and scholarship, not 

art. Citation domesticates the work, fl attens 

it, denudes it, robs it of its excitement, risk, 

danger.”3 To salvage his artistic approach, 

he subverted the usual standards of citation 

by leaving the extent of the quote open, not 

identifying modifi cations, and providing 

imprecise bibliographical information, 

explaining that there were a number of 

sources he “couldn’t fi nd or forgot along the 

way.” (p. 207) Furthermore, he asked the 

readers to ignore the appendix when not 

totally remove it from the book. He even 

added helpful cutting lines with a scissors 

symbol. 

MOR A L OBL IG AT ION S

Whereas the publishing house demanded 

the references from Shields, in the case of 

Michel Houellebecq’s novel Th e Map and the 

Territory it was the public who denounced 

the author’s citing practice. Once again, 

it is about unreferenced citations. In the 

author’s defense, the publisher contended 

that the incriminating passages from 

Wikipedia were extremely short and edited 

quotations. Apart from that, Wikipedia 

itself also would not provide any authors’ 

names for the texts. Th is argument revealed 

a misunderstanding: With its innovative 

production method and its principle of 

collective authorship, Wikipedia abandons 

established copyright law, but through its 

usage of the Creative Commons License 

(CC BY-SA) it attempts to institutionalize 

more contemporary copyright provisions. 

Hence, Wikipedia texts are nowhere near 

a common good. Th ey, too, are subject 

to terms of use, albeit not legally codifi ed 

rather ethically justifi ed and developed in 

democratic decision-making processes: 

Free usage is only permitted with proper 

identifi cation of the quote and naming the 

source including URL and the version date. 

 Aft er numerous turbulences—

while Houellebecq’s novel was placed 

on the Internet for free by disgruntled 

activists—and drawn-out negotiations 

with Wikipedia, the publishing house 

and the author settled on a note of 

acknowledgment, which can be found 

on the last page of the book since the 

paperback edition, ending with the line: “I 

also thank Wikipedia (http://fr.wikipedia.

org) and its contributors, whose entries 

I have occasionally used as a source of 

inspiration, notably those concerning the 

housefl y, the town of Beauvais, and Frédéric 

Nihous”.4

 Th e confession of a guilty sinner 

sounds diff erent, not to mention the fact 

that the citations in the text are still not 

marked and the exact URLs still missing. 

Nevertheless, the president of Wikipedia 

France, Adrienne Alix, was satisfi ed, for the 

acknowledgment was halfway an admission 

that “Wikipedia authors are not ‘nothing’ 

and that their work and their contributions 

must be recognized”.5 

 Here an argument surfaces in the 

discussion that seriously counters artistic 

freedom: It is also about recognizing the 

eff orts of those who made a contribution to 

one’s own work to a certain extent. Insofar, 

the acknowledgment that Houellebecq 

chose as an apology also proves to be an 

adequate place as it reveals precisely the 

moral obligation that characterizes the 

giving and taking in literature and from 

which a real obligation to pay dues can be 

derived. Th e transparency attained with the 

acknowledgment implies a recognition of 

this obligation and reveals “the limits to the 

sovereignty available to the author for his/

her work (as property)”,6 so that Wikipedia 

can generously overlook that the half-

hearted formulation Houellebecq eventually 

chose raises doubts about the sincerity of 

his gratefulness. 

D OU BL E STA N DA R D S

In the case of Helene Hegemann’s debut 

novel Axolotl Roadkill (2010) it is also the 

paratexts which document the process of 

renegotiating literary citation practice. 

Celebrated as an authentic voice of the 

noughties generation, Hegemann was 

literally cited in front of the court when 

it was discovered that she let the texts of 

others fl ow into her novel. Like Shields, she 

also fi nds her approach “totally legitimate”7 

as it “follows the aesthetic principle of 

intertextuality”.8

 Attentive readers didn’t need 

quotation marks as a warning: Th e novel is 

full of references to the predefi ned nature 

of language—for instance, when a “or 



296

whatever you call it” or a “I think that’s 

what they call it” is squeezed in and breaks 

the illusion of authentic speech. Also the 

foreign aspect of one’s own thinking and 

speaking is frequently stated: “because 

there are so many thoughts that you can’t 

distinguish your own from other people’s” 

and “they’ve imbued me with a language 

that is not my own.” Th e novel celebrates 

the reproducing, citational character and 

uncertain origin of one’s own language, 

which Hegemann also mentions in her 

press statement with a touch of defi ance: 

“Absolutely nothing comes from me, even 

I am not from me (this line is stolen from 

Sophie Rois, by the way)”.9

 Th e recourse to foreign text 

material per se is not reprehensible. Th e 

ideologeme of intertextual theory that 

we only speak in citations and there is no 

private ownership in language and literature 

is largely accepted; the foreign in the own is 

deemed an ineluctable conditio moderna.10 

What discredited Hegemann in the eyes 

of the public was the missing reference 

to the sources, which was interpreted as 

misleading her readers, a lack of respect 

toward the cited authors, and a breach 

of fairness. One part in her novel caused 

particular outrage and clearly articulates 

this nonchalant treatment of sources: When 

the main character Mift i asks her brother 

whether he made up the saying “Berlin is 

here to mix everything with everything”, 

he replies: “I steal from anywhere that 

resonates with inspiration or fuels my 

imagination […] It’s not where I take things 

from – it’s where I take them to.” Th e fact 

that this attitude is one and the same as 

the author’s is illustrated in Hegemann’s 

nearly word-for-word repetition in her 

defense in front of the press, where she put 

the same words in her mouth when she 

argued: “I come from a fi eld where writing 

a novel is more like being a director, taking 

things wherever one fi nds inspiration. […] 

And it totally doesn’t matter to me at all 

where people take the elements for all their 

experiments from, the main thing is where 

they take them to.”11

 Th e irreverence toward the sources 

is not only aptly described with the words 

“totally doesn’t matter” but also practiced 

as this passage also consists of unmarked 

quotes from Jim Jarmusch and Jean-Luc 

Godard. In this light, it is not exactly 

convincing when Hegemann praises the 

blogger Airen—from whom she “downright 

copied an entire page without making many 

changes”—as a “great writer” whom she 

“tries to communicate with a bit through 

the book”.12 Th is invitation to communicate 

is anyhow poisoned when the dialogue 

between Mift i and her brother continues: 

When Mift i asks again, “So you didn’t 

make it up?” he answers “No, it’s from 

some blogger.” Th e namelessness which 

the cited blogger is now damned to robs 

him of every chance of recognition and 

attaining symbolic capital, and once again 

refl ects the lack of fairness. One is tempted 

to transfer the novel character’s disregard 

for the unknown blogger to Hegemann’s 

relationship with the blogger Airen, for he 

remained nameless in the fi rst edition as 

well. His name only appears in the “thanks 

to:” of later German editions.

 Between the lines, this 

acknowledgment says as much as that by 

Houellebecq. It reveals that it does “matter” 

to Hegemann where the texts she used 

originate—a “particular thanks” indeed 

goes to Kathy Acker, the Queen of Punk 

and grandmaster of collage and plagiarism, 

which likely serves less as a source reference 

but as a token of her own gain in authority. 

And that’s not all. While “some blogger” like 

Airen vanishes into anonymity and Acker 

should enhance the novel’s reputation with 

her symbolic capital, David Foster Wallace’s 

contribution is explicitly honored, not only 

by listing his name under the corresponding 

quote in the fi rst German edition but also 

by providing the source prominently in 

the imprint in the prelims of the book. Th e 

copyright symbol tells us that the publishers 

of the German original, the Ullstein Verlag, 

acquired the rights to print and potentially 

paid for them. David Foster Wallace is 

thus awarded a form of recognition that 

transcends mere acknowledgment. Th e 

copyright symbol illustrates that moral 

obligations can also be legally codifi ed and 

economically founded in the realm of the 

fi ne arts.

 Th e diff erentiation applied to the 

use of foreign texts in Axolotl Roadkill 

undermines Hegemann’s defense strategy. 

At the same time, it refl ects power 

structures. Because, as in the case of 

Houellebecq, one gets the impression 

that the standards for dealing with the 

intellectual property of others—especially 

those of weaker author positions, such 

as the Wikipedia authors collective and 

bloggers—can be annulled with the greatest 

of ease. It can be presumed here that the 

sharing culture of the Generation Internet 

is being misunderstood. It fi ghts for the free 

use of resources but is still rooted in rules of 

respect and recognition, which inherently 

include the imperatives of fairness and 

reciprocity when dealing with sources. 

 As a result of the public debates 

around these novels, it becomes apparent, 

according to the general sense of rights 

and morality, that the use of foreign text 

sources should also be transparent in 

literary works and at least be compensated 
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with clear crediting and reference to their 

origins. While Hegemann initially called 

her method “totally legitimate”, she later 

acknowledged that “the people’s entitlement 

to be named in the book is legitimate”, that 

indicating the source of the citations “is 

right for ethical reasons”,13 even though she 

still fi nds this a problem aesthetically. A 

year later in 2011 the German paperback 

edition was accompanied with an appendix 

including an almost exemplary list of 

references. 

 It is followed by a slightly modifi ed 

“thanks to:” and a note about the “aesthetic 

principle of intertextuality” which the novel 

is built upon. With this conclusion the 

publishers aim to protect themselves against 

any subsequent discoveries of unreferenced 

citations and address the realm of the 

unconscious in literature. In the end, not 

all citations are conscious or intentional 

decisions. Moreover, the publishers use 

this approach to respond to the new 

detectability of smaller and smaller traces 

of elements of a text in another text. As 

quick as it is to copy and paste something 

in the digital age, a citation can be traced 

back equally so eff ortlessly, whereby such 

research of sources, when taken to the 

extreme, can lead to dubious results, as 

documented by Stéphanie Vilayphiou in 

La Carte ou le Territoire (2013) and John 

Cayley and Daniel C. Howe in How It Is in 

Common Tongues (2012).

E XC E S SE S OF DET E C TA BI L I T Y

Th e projects trace all of the words used 

in the eponymous novels by Michel 

Houellebecq and Samuel Beckett back 

to pre-existing texts. To this end, they 

systematically trawled through the 

inventory of Google Books and other 

Stéphanie Vilayphiou, La Carte ou le Territoire, 2013, 

http://bcc.stdin.fr/LaCarteOuLeTerritoire, screenshot.
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Internet sources for sentence fragments 

from the novels and presented them as 

a patchwork of thousands of quotes.14 

Vilayphiou connects snippets of the fi ndings 

together and marks the (purportedly) cited 

fragments in them. If you follow the yellow 

threads, you read Houellebecq’s novel; click 

on the snippet and you arrive at the “source 

text” that Houellebecq supposedly took 

his words from. Cayley and Howe, on the 

other hand, permeate the novel text with 

footnotes, each citing a URL to the location 

of the corresponding text. In brackets there 

is a note about how oft en the passage can be 

found on the Internet. With passages like 

“say it as I hear it” it can quickly number in 

the millions (2,620,000 results).

 Th e arbitrariness of this form of 

evidence, which has less to do with proof 

and the interpretation of a literary mesh 

of relationships than the trivial display of 

a superfi cial coincidence of certain word 

sequences, is quite obvious. It produces 

equally as absurd results as amateur 

philologist and anti-Semite Paul Albrecht’s 

twelve-volume, self-fi nanced and published 

curious indictment Leszing’s Plagiate 

(Lessing’s Plagiarism) from 1888 in which 

he tries to prove, in the framework of a 

“post-mortem criminal trial” on nearly 

2500 pages, that “all of [Gotthold Ephraim] 

Lessing’s work was stolen from A to Z” and 

that “own thoughts don’t even come up in 

Lessing, everything we like about him is a 

product of foreign minds.”15

 Nevertheless, the citation of all 

of these sources in potentialis practiced 

here does have a persuasive power, for 

the wording is veritably the same. It is 

questionable, however, what is actually 

achieved with this purely positivist “source 

research”. First off , it only corroborates 

the principal iterability of language and 

John Cayley and Daniel C. Howe, How It Is in Common Tongues, Cited from the Commons of 

digitally inscribed writing, (Providence: NLLF Press, 2012), 7.
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literature. In their artistic projects both 

Vilayphiou as well as Cayley and Howe 

demonstrate the easy detectability of 

sources as the fl ip-side to the pervasive 

copy-and-paste practice, whose undesired 

side eff ects are just now starting to be 

discussed. However, an opportunity might 

reside precisely within this omnipresent 

availability and the increasingly observed 

excessiveness of this form of “detection”, 

as it ultimately fosters a more conscious, 

transparent, and fair approach to dealing 

with sources.

Paul Albrecht, Leszing’s Plagiate, vol. V (Hamburg: 1891), 2010–2011.
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Easy is the new diffi  cult. It is diffi  cult to be 

diffi  cult, but it is even more diffi  cult to be 

easy. Easy is not easy. Easy takes eff ort, just 

as diffi  culty takes eff ort. 

 I want an easy art, an art of 

pure pleasure, an art that is completely 

understandable by anyone viewing it, an art 

that doesn’t leave you puzzled, an art that 

ties up every loose end, dots every i and 

crosses every t, an art that leaves nothing 

to chance, ensuring that the experience 

of engaging in this art will be the one that 

is desired by the artist. I want an art that 

leaves no nagging questions, is insanely 

simple in its goals, and meets everyone of 

them unequivocally. I want an art where the 

philosophical questions posed in the work 

are answered in the experience of the work 

itself. I want an art that my mother can 

understand.

 Sisyphus’s uphill struggles are 

consumed with brute physicality, but 

downhill, there is time for contemplation. 

Sisyphus’s travails, then, are bifurcated 

between easy and diffi  cult, between 

body and mind. Camus proposed that 

the downhill interval was the apotheosis 

and salvation of Sisyphus’s torment, a 

recurrent moment in which he was able 

to philosophically to reconcile his eternal 

damnation before proceeding uphill once 

more. With reconciliation comes peace; 

aft er that, diffi  culty is less diffi  cult—ease 

and diffi  culty collapse into one. “Happiness 

and the absurd are two sons of the same 

earth. Th ey are inseparable,” wrote Camus, 

for which we might substitute the words 

easy and diffi  cult.

 Sisyphus’s diffi  culty, legendarily 

remarked upon, is quantifi able; his interval, 

less so. Ease is vanquished because it’s too 

internalized; few sweat when they think. 

Th e depiction of thought is diffi  cult. Th e 

depiction of diffi  culty is easy, making for 

compelling images: images of muscle, 

sweat, exhaustion, struggle, and damnation 

are easily rendered. I’m thinking of the 

sculpture of Atlas bearing his globe in 

Rockefeller Center, as opposed to Rodin’s 

Th e Th inker, one of the few sculptures 

dedicated specifi cally to depiction of 

cognition. Atlas is an empathetic fi gure: 

Looking at him, we are reminded of how 

light by comparison our own burdens are. 

E ASY I S  T H E N E W 
DI F F IC U LT
K E N N ET H G OL D SM I T H
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Like Sisyphus, Atlas carries a warning about 

crime and punishment; we might be well 

advised to behave in a certain way so as to 

avoid ending up in such a situation. In both 

narrative and depiction Atlas reaches out to 

us, and in this way his struggles set the stage 

for an empathetic, relational, and social art. 

Atlas’s condition is couched in narrative; 

there’s a reason why he’s burdened, and 

there’s a potential escape from it. We 

know, for instance, that Atlas tried to 

trick Heracles into bearing his burden 

for a moment while he went to pick some 

apples. Heracles obliged for a moment, 

then quickly caught on, throwing the ball 

back to Atlas who, to this day, continues to 

bear the burden. But the story is not over: 

He’s still on the lookout for someone else to 

take over. Diffi  culty is ever-evolving; there’s 

always another chapter to be written.

 Th e Th inker, on the other hand, 

has no narrative or mythological basis to 

which we may relate. As a result, he is static, 

expressing a state rather than a story. Th is 

is the condition of easy. In comparison to 

Atlas, his is a metaphysical stasis. Whereas 

diffi  culty is related, ease is singular, 

detached, self-absorbed, and onanistic. 

Th e isolated gesture is still relatable—

who among us has not been lost in deep 

thought?—but it’s non-specifi c; we haven’t a 

clue what he’s thinking about. 

 Th e Th inker is refl ective; the 

sculpture reproduces a similar 

contemplative state in the viewer. But 

thinking exists for one, making his—and 

our—gesture isolated. Nor will there be any 

resolution because, unlike diffi  culty, the 

problem is not articulated. Easy is mute, 

vague, and ambiguous, lacking in emotional 

temperature. Is Th e Th inker’s situation 

easier than Atlas’s? Absolutely. But does Th e 

Th inker have it easy? We don’t know. 

 Although compared to diffi  culty, 

easy is less visible (oft en invisible), there are 

cases in which diffi  culty is rendered equally 

indiscernible, as in the case of virtuosity, 

where one is so good at what they do that 

they make diffi  culty look easy. In virtuosity 

any trace of diffi  culty is eliminated, entirely 

eclipsed by easy. Th ink of the seemingly 

ease with which George Harrison played 

guitar: What didn’t show was the diffi  culty, 

the proverbial ten thousand hours and the 

resultant bloodied fi ngers. Professionalism 

eradicates diffi  culty, rendering skill as anti-

skill, a machine that seamlessly transforms 

diffi  cult into easy. Hollywood as dream 

machine, industrial magic and light. Th e 

professional athlete’s playing fi eld or the 

rock band’s stage are frictionless venues. 

Th e only place that such frictionlessness 

allegedly exists is in Heaven. In this way, 

easy is a window, a glimpse on to the divine.

 Diffi  cult and easy as two sides of a 

coin. Sometimes you get to easy by going 

through diffi  cult. Diffi  cult is the foundation 

upon which easy is built, reminding us that 

easy is or was, in fact, diffi  cult to attain. 

But easy can also just as easily be diffi  cult 

to maintain. Th e state of easy is fragile: 

With one small wisp, the bottom drops out, 

throwing easy back into diffi  cult. In this 

way, easy is a portal to diffi  cult, which then 

is, in turn, a portal back to easy. Th e endless 

cycles of diffi  cult and easy are, in fact, truly 

Sisyphean.

 If easy makes things diffi  cult, and 

diffi  culty makes things easy, where is value 

located: in ease or diffi  culty? If one is 

codependent upon the other, the moment 

we try to name one as such we must also 

name the other. Th erefore, sayings like 

“that was easy” or “taking the easy way 

out” are another way of valuating diffi  culty. 

Operating in each other’s negative space, 

easy and diffi  cult are like optical illusions 

fl ickering back and forth on an eternally 

rotating Sisyphean Ferris wheel. When the 

wheel stops spinning, pausing long enough 

to load new passengers, only then can we 

evaluate it as being either easy or diffi  cult, 

a snapshot of a moment. Diffi  culty, as a 

narrative, is time-based. Easy, as a state, is 

atemporal. 

 Traditional valuation claims that 

diffi  culty is more valuable than ease. 

Deskilling skews value because it collapses 

diff erence, articulating a singular state that 

we had presumed to be divided: skilled 

or unskilled. Th at was easy. No it wasn’t. I 

am skilled but I refuse to put these skills 

into play. I will confound value. Th e denial 

of value is perverse and unthinkable. 

However, that is my strategy. In that, I 

side with magic, a practice with similar 

unaccountability, one that confounds value 

by emphasizing easy over diffi  cult. Voilà! 

Magic and easy are both viewed with a 

skeptical eye (there’s little magic in diffi  culty 

except in its escape). Both are dismissed as 

sleight of hand, as shams, as tricks, as jokes. 

Easy is muttered in the same breath as 

stock market bubbles and real estate scams, 

so easy that they’re “like printing money”. 

Somewhere somebody is getting rich off  of 

easy, and it’s not me: “He’s on Easy Street.” 

 Our twenty-fi rst century villains 

make their fortunes on easy. Th e odor of 

easy reeks of imperiousness, power, and 

authority. Th e white collar criminal wraps 

himself in the mantle of easy but, under 

the surface, is anything but easy. Like most 

easy, he got here through diffi  cult and 

can re-enable diffi  cult at will. Easy can 

turn diffi  cult very quickly—and show the 

teeth to enforce it. Speaking loudly and 

punishingly, in the infamous words of one 

reality television star: “Th is one’s easy for 



304

me. You’re fi red!” With a snap of the fi ngers 

easy can demolish diffi  cult, hard-won 

achievements. We admired the London 

cabbie for his mastery of Th e Knowledge, 

oft en cited as the most diffi  cult test in the 

world. But easy—Uber and GPS—deskilled 

the cabbie, rendering Th e Knowledge into 

a quaint relic, an artifact from the age of 

diffi  cult. But it’s not all easy. Someone still 

has to drive that Uber, a truly diffi  cult 

job, done without Th e Knowledge, which 

at least had the benefi t of positioning the 

cabbie as an intellectual. Th is is easy playing 

its sleight of hand, both sides of Camus’s 

coin—pay no attention to the man behind 

the curtain. Capital’s frictionless movements 

appear to be easy, sliding across the globe in 

microseconds, yet labor—mostly invisible 

manual labor, traditionally diffi  cult labor, in 

some cases monstrously torturous labor—

gives capital its appearance of easy.  

 But easy is also resistant, jamming 

engines, disturbing logic, and challenging 

the order of things. In a world hungry 

for the new and an insatiable thirst for 

expansion, easy stalls. Easy is unambitious. 

Th e bum, the idler, the scavenger, the 

observer, the intellectual, the welfare 

mother, the unemployed, the dropout, 

the drift er, the observer, the poet, the 

underutilized, the decommissioned, and 

the dreamer are all reviled for taking 

easy handouts, leeching off  of diffi  cult. 

While those around him toiled furiously, 

Bartelby chose easy: “I would prefer not to.” 

Easy is both the aspiration and antithesis 

of capitalism. In its refusal to reconcile 

contradictions, easy is perverse—purposely 

contradictory and illogical—in ways 

that diffi  cult is not. Diffi  cult is mono-

dimensional, single-minded, productive, 

ambitious, and motion-fi lled; it’s singular 

goal is to overcome its condition by 

whatever means are at its disposal. In this 

way, diffi  cult is productive and ambitious, 

except for when it stalls—wrapping itself 

like fog, blinding its victim to ever seeing a 

way out—diffi  cult is in motion, presumably 

barreling toward easy, or at least trying 

to fi nd a way out of diffi  cult. You can die 

of diffi  culty, but you might also be able 

to extract yourself from it. In this light, 

diffi  culty is admired as much as easy is 

reviled. While diffi  cult is heroic, easy is 

anti-heroic. 

 Most try to imagine an easy life for 

themselves, but then what role does diffi  cult 

play? When we overcome diffi  culty and 

eradicate it from our lives, do we also give 

up the fi ght, so to speak? Is easy too easy? 

Does diffi  culty gives our lives meaning? 

Diffi  culty’s investment in narrative lends a 

semblance of progress to one’s life story. But 

when lives stall, becoming easy, diffi  culty is 

imbued with nostalgia. War veterans, who 

fought in the most horrifi c of situations, 

oft en look fondly back on those days as 

being the most meaningful of their lives. 

Incredibly, we hear this from kidnapping 

victims and prisoners of war. Retirees, 

slathered in languor, long for diffi  culty. 

When we fi nally reach a state of easy that 

we’ve so long desired, does easy become 

impotent, inevitably rejoined by ennui?  

 Like most people, artists aspire 

to easy: a successful career, admired by 

an adoring public. But artists, the most 

tenacious of creatures, are willing to 

sacrifi ce everything for their art. Sadly, most 

aren’t successful, so they seek reconciliation, 

the same sort that Sisyphus found in his 

downhill interval, recasting their punishing 

exertions as heroic performances. Tehching 

Hsieh’s imprisonment of himself in a cage 

for a year, William Pope.L’s crawling across 

city sidewalks on his belly, or Chris Burden’s 

cramming himself into a tiny gym locker 

for fi ve days are examples that come to 

mind. Surely these tasks are the easiest 

things in the world—it takes no skill to 

squeeze oneself into a gym locker—and 

at the same time the most diffi  cult: Why 

would someone want to squeeze themselves 

into a gym locker? Th at was easy. No 

it wasn’t. Both Sisyphus’s and Burden’s 

conditions fl icker between the physical and 

the conceptual, between the punishing and 

the ecstatically absurd. 

 Much contemporary art is oft en 

dismissed as easy, eliciting the stereotypical 

remarks of the mother standing in front 

of a Pollock: “My child could do that.” Th e 

easiest musical composition ever written—

Cage’s 4’33”, four minutes and thirty-three 

seconds of silence—took the composer 

years to reconcile. He claimed it was the 

most diffi  cult piece he ever wrote because 

of the courage he needed to summon in 

order to present it to the world. Th is, Cage 

claimed, took years. In his case the courage 

and thought was Sisyphus’s uphill journey. 

But what if Cage didn’t wrap easy in 

diffi  cult? What if he simply said, yes, it was 

easy? Value attaches itself to diffi  culty in 

ways that it eschews easy. Value makes for a 

better story. I think Cage knew that. 

 While I want an art that’s easy, it’s 

hard to fi nd an artist who actually embraced 

easy. But I can think of one museum 

show that did this exact thing—albeit 

accidentally—and it was one of the most 

challenging exhibitions I’d ever seen. It was 

by the graphic designer Stefan Sagmeister 

called Th e Happy Show. Its goal was to elicit 

nothing but happiness in the viewer. All 

impediments were removed in the service 

of easy. As an expert graphic designer, 

Sagmeister treated the space as if it were a 

brochure. Never have I witnessed a fl oor-
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to-ceiling vision of an architectural space 

so seamlessly integrated into its content 

as Sagmeister covered every inch of the 

institution in compelling, engaging, and 

understandable graphics. Like New Yorker 

cartoons, each sexy chart and graphic had 

a punch line. Gliding from one display to 

another felt more like amusement park 

enticements than a museum, encountering 

graphical renderings that equated the 

relationship between happiness and one’s 

time off  from their job, happiness and 

the number of sexual partners one has, 

happiness and education, and so forth. No 

detail in the institution was spared—even 

the elevator buttons were relabeled: UP with 

Adderall, Ritalin, and cocaine; DOWN with 

Xanax, Valium, and Percocet. Th ere’s no 

way you couldn’t understand this. Th e show 

was, not surprisingly, enormously popular. 

Finally, people could actually understand 

what they were seeing in a contemporary 

art space, a place notoriously known for 

being diffi  cult. 

 Sagmeister’s denial of diffi  cult 

transmuted into clever. Clever makes 

connections, is warm and accordant; clever 

is good business. Like easy, clever doesn’t 

have to do much work; its outcome is 

predictable and pre-ordained. Clever is 

a strategy of reifi cation, one that unites 

minds already in agreement. Clever has 

little conversion, reverberation, or aft erlife. 

It resonates for a moment, then quickly 

vanishes. Like easy, clever has little narrative 

or past; it lives almost wholly in the present. 

More ephemeral than easy, clever doesn’t 

even plateau—it evaporates instantaneously. 

Comedy’s métier is clever. If you get the 

joke, you are already primed to get the joke. 

Jokes don’t linger: One is quickly replaced 

by another. Resonance—a durational 

attribute—is antithetical to nowness. 

Fraught with discord and friction, diffi  cult 

has little truck in clever. Diffi  culty is ripe 

with resonance. 

 Sagmeister gives us a glimpse of 

what art would look like if it adopted the 

métier of the comedic, an art not for the 

ages but for the interval, an evaporatory art 

with the lifespan of inbetweenness, more 

trade fair than biennial, free of ambiguity, 

friction, or division. Th e Happy Show. 

Sagmeister was actuating what countless 

artists pay lip service to: While many 

claim to be easy, few actually are. From 

Duchamp (“saying yes is always easier 

than saying no”) to Fluxus (“the fusion 

of Spike Jones, Vaudeville, gag, children’s 

games, and Duchamp”), such claims have 

been made, but there’s nothing particularly 

easy or even fun, as most people would 

defi ne it, about either Duchamp or Fluxus. 

Andy Warhol oft en said that he liked 

things that were easy and that he wanted 

his art to be easy. But we all know that 

while Warhol may appear to be eye candy, 

under the eff ortless surface lay a tangle 

of contradictions and enigmas, so much 

so that armies of critics are still—nearly 

three decades aft er his death—unraveling 

the knotty depths of his sprawling oeuvre. 

Likewise, Jeff  Koons spouts easy, yet there 

are subtle perversities in his work that deny 

him this. Occluded by double entendre 

and laced with theory-based irony, no 

Koons is innocent. When Koons appears 

on morning talk shows raving about how 

lovable his Flower Puppy is and how he 

wants his art to make the world a happier 

place, it’s really a deconstruction of media 

on the site of media itself, making it a 

terribly complicated and self-refl exive 

gesture. In doing so he breaks the fourth 

wall of television. What’s easy about that? 

Keith Haring emanated easy in the form of 

loveable cartoon fi gures, but when it came 

right down to it, the subtexts of gayness, 

graffi  ti, hip hop, street culture, and AIDS 

made Haring a populist of underground 

subcultures, ones that only later—aft er 

these things ceased to be diffi  cult—became 

mainstream and easy. 

 Another category—and I think 

this begins to touch on what I’m getting 

at—is the highly “commercial” artists who 

straddle the line between graphic design 

and fi ne art like Norman Rockwell, LeRoy 

Neiman, Andrew Wyeth, and Peter Max. 

Even though Peter Max was born of the 

counterculture, there was nothing insurgent 

or abrasive about Yellow Submarine. 

Rockwell is closer to Sagmeister: an 

illustrator who never claimed to be a fi ne 

artist. And Wyeth, maintaining that he was 

a painter, made works that functioned as 

unambiguously as any illustration. 

 Of all these, LeRoy Neiman came 

closest to easy because easy was his subject. 

While he oft en painted sports heroes 

performing spectacular feats of diffi  culty, 

they were wrapped in the guise of easy, 

both in terms of style and the market in 

which they circulated: His sports prints 

hang in country club locker rooms and 

snack bars. Th ere’s a harmony of form, 

content, and reception that gets pretty close 

to Sagmeister. Neiman began doing easy 

from the start, when he hooked up with 

Playboy founder Hugh Hefner in 1958. For 

the next decade-and-a-half he churned out 

depictions of easy in his Man at his Leisure 

series published monthly in the magazine, 

not to mention his Femlins, illustrated 

depictions of “easy” women. Yet, as little 

resistance as there was in Neiman’s work—

and no apparent desire on his part for it—

Hefner had to claim diffi  culty by swathing 

the erotic in the mantle of art in order to 
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legally legitimize his publication: “You 

couldn’t run nude pictures without some 

kind of rationale that they were art.” In the 

end it was Hefner who was more the artist 

than Neiman. But if asked, neither Neiman 

nor Hefner wouldn’t have disavowed easy 

like Cage did. Th ey’d have embraced it. 

Th at’s avant-garde.

 In popular culture the only way to 

legitimize easy is through magic. A decade 

ago Staples ran a series of ads that featured 

a big red Easy button, which one could push 

as a magical solution when things got too 

hard. One ad features a guy who runs out 

of printer ink. A woman asks him, “Out 

of ink?” to which he sarcastically replies, 

“Yeah, the ink fairy will come tonight and 

leave us three dollars.” Th e woman rejoins, 

“Or you could just use the Easy button,” 

and points to a big red button emblazoned 

with the word Easy on a nearby desk. Th e 

guy chuckles and says, “Yeah, like that’s 

real.” What is real and what is not? Th e ink 

fairy is a jet-black tooth fairy: When you 

put your expired ink cartridge under your 

pillow at night, the fairy leaves you three 

dollars, referring to the very unmagical 

mail-in rebate you exchange for your empty 

cartridge. Th e ads—proposing imaginary 

solutions to imaginary problems—wished a 

‘pataphysical object into being. Th ere was so 

much demand for a “real” Easy button that 

the company began actually manufacturing 

them. Now, when you fi nd yourself in 

diffi  culty, you push the button and a voice 

says, “Th at was easy!”

 Th e easy utopia is the forthcoming 

Internet. Not the one we have now, but 

one that actually works. It’s so close we 

can taste it: Amazon’s one-click shopping. 

Th at was easy. Th e LP downloaded to 

your computer through walls on the 

wireless network it runs on. Th at was easy. 

But it could be easier. Th e imagined and 

anticipated frictionless of the digital makes 

for a new diffi  culty equation. Once easy has 

plateaued into a consistent and constant 

condition—an ever-present pulse like Wi-

Fi—then diffi  culty is not as diffi  cult as we 

had once imagined it. Now it’s diffi  cult to 

get from easy to easier to easiest. Th e fi nal 

state of easiest is spirit. Imagine how easy 

it would be to live in spirit only, relieved 

of the burden of a body. Aft er all, much of 

our diffi  cultly resides in lugging around 

this cumbersome, endlessly needy hunk of 

fl esh—Sisyphus’s stone and body. When 

physicality is a thing of the past, we can 

enact the ultimate state of easy: pure spirit. 

Heaven is frictionless.
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Th e word present can be understood in at 

least two diff erent ways. Th us, we can speak 

about the presence of the present—about 

the ways in which the world presents itself 

to us. It is a traditional topic of philosophy. 

From Plato through Heidegger and until 

our own time one mostly thematized the 

experience of here and now, the immediate 

openness of the world to our senses. But 

speaking about our relationship to the 

world, we can also ask a diff erent question: 

How do we present ourselves to the world? 

In other words, we can reverse the usual 

subject/object relationship: Instead of 

asking how do we see the world, we would 

ask how does the world see us? Obviously, 

it is a more diffi  cult, dangerous, and even 

fateful question because the way in which 

the world sees us determines our place in 

the world—in some cases it is a question 

of life and death. Here the present takes a 

form of contemporaneity. Contemporaneity 

is the synchronization of my personal time 

and the world time—and it is not always 

refl ected on and consciously practiced. 

Oft en enough I overlook the world—being 

immersed in my own private problems. 

And the world seems not to be interested 

in me, not to like me, and not to target 

me. But there are also moments in which I 

take a conscious eff ort of synchronization 

between myself and the world in a twofold 

way: I look at the world and let the world 

look at me.

 In our own present the primary 

medium of such an operation of conscious 

synchronization is the Internet. Indeed, 

when we ask ourselves what is happening 

in the world right now we mostly turn 

to the Internet. And when we want to 

let the world know who we are and what 

we are thinking or doing we post some 

information about our own life on the social 

media. Th e genealogy of the Internet started 

with the press—with newspapers and 

magazines. Today, however, the Internet 

has made the technology of media coverage 

potentially accessible to every individual. 

Everyone can use photo or video cameras 

to produce images, write commentaries to 

them, and distribute the results on a global 

scale—avoiding any censorship or selection 

process. In this respect, the Internet 

functions not so much as a medium of 

P O ST- I N T E R N ET C U R AT I NG
B OR I S G ROYS
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information but, rather, as an artistic 

medium. Indeed, in our culture art is the 

privileged medium of self-presentation: 

through art the subject practices self-

objectivation and, thus, off ers itself to 

approval or rejection by the world society. 

So, one could believe that in the age of the 

Internet the traditional art institutions—

with all their rituals of selection and 

presentation—became obsolete.

 However, in our time one can 

see the growth of the museums of 

contemporary art all over the world, and 

one registers the fact that the public of the 

big exhibitions of contemporary art, such as 

Venice Biennale or documenta in Kassel, is 

also permanently growing. Why is it so? If 

one asks people who are not professionally 

involved into art why they are going to 

these big, global exhibitions, they usually 

answer: We want to see what happens in the 

contemporary world. So let me now discuss 

and compare these two very diff erent 

mediums: the Internet and the global art 

exhibition.

 Let us begin with the Internet. At 

fi rst glance, the Internet seems to be global, 

universal. And it is how many people still 

see it. But aft er some years of the Internet’s 

functioning it is becoming increasingly 

evident that the space of the Internet is 

not unifi ed and universal but, rather, 

extremely fragmented. Of course, under its 

current regime all Internet data is globally 

accessible. But in practice the Internet leads 

not to the emergence of the universal public 

space but to the tribalization of the public. 

Th e reason for that is very simple. Th e 

Internet reacts to the user’s questions—to 

the user’s clicks. In other words, the user 

only fi nds what he or she wants to fi nd 

on the Internet. Th e Internet is, actually, 

an extremely narcissistic medium—it is a 

mirror of our specifi c interests and desires. 

It does not show us what we do not want to 

see. In the context of social media we also 

communicate mostly with people who share 

our interests and attitude—be it political or 

aesthetic attitudes. Th us, the non-selective 

character of the Internet is an illusion. 

Th e factual functioning of the Internet is 

based on the non-explicit rules of selection 

according to which the users select only 

what they already know or are familiar with. 

Of course, some search programs are able 

to go through the whole Internet. But these 

programs also always have particular goals 

and are controlled by big corporations and 

not the individual users. In this respect, the 

Internet is the opposite of, let say, an urban 

space where we constantly have to see what 

we do not necessarily want to see. In many 

cases we try to ignore these unwanted 

images and impressions, in many cases they 

provoke our interest, but in any case we 

expand our fi eld of experience in this way.

 Now let me suggest that the 

curatorial choices may also let us see 

what we would not choose to see, what 

even was unknown to us. Indeed, these 

choices are interesting and productive 

when they are transgressive, when they 

cross the usual boundaries of websites and 

chat groups. One hears time and again 

that contemporary art is elitist because 

it is selective—and that it should be put 

under control of a democratic public. Yes, 

indeed, there is a certain gap between the 

contemporary art exhibition practice and 

the tastes and expectations of the audience. 

Th e reason for that is simple: Th e audience 

of every particular exhibition is local—but 

the exhibited art is oft en international. 

Th at means: Contemporary art does not 

have a narrow, elitist but, on the contrary, 

a broader, universalist perspective, which 

can irritate the local audiences. It is the 

same kind of irritation that nowadays 

migration provokes in European countries. 

Many people also say that the acceptance of 

migration is “elitist”. Here we are confronted 

with the same phenomenon: Th e broader, 

internationalist attitude is experienced by 

the local audiences as elitist—even if the 

migrants themselves are far from belonging 

to any kind of elite.

 We are living within a system of 

nation states. Th e societies of these states 

are, in their turn, divided along the lines 

of diff erent cultural identities and their 

particular interests—and these divisions 

are also refl ected in the fragmentation 

of the Internet. But inside every national 

culture there are institutions that embody 

the universalist, transnational projects. 

Among them are universities and art 

museums. Indeed, the European museums 

were from their beginnings the universalist 

institutions—they wanted to present the 

universal art history and not only the 

national art history. Of course, one can 

argue that this universalist project refl ected 

the imperial policies of the European 

states in the nineteenth century. And to 

some extent it is true—but only to some 

extent. Th e European museum system has 

its origin in the French Revolution. It was 

the French Revolution that turned things 

earlier used by the Church and aristocracy 

into the artworks, i.e. into the objects that 

were exhibited in the museum, originally 

in the Louvre, only to be looked at. Th e 

secularism of the French Revolution 

abolished the contemplation of God as 

the highest goal in life and substituted 

it with the contemplation of “beautiful” 

material objects. One could say, art itself 

was produced by revolutionary violence 

and was from its beginnings a modern 
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form of iconoclasm. European museums 

began to aesthetically suspend their own 

cultural traditions before they aestheticized 

and suspended non-European cultural 

traditions.

 It is this revolutionary 

transformation of the Louvre that Kant has 

in mind when he writes in his Critique of 

the Power of Judgment: “If someone asks 

me whether I fi nd the palace that I see 

before me beautiful, I may well say that I 

do not like that sort of thing […]; in true 

Rousseauesque style I might even vilify 

the vanity of the great who waste the sweat 

of the people on such superfl uous things 

[…] All of this might be conceded to me 

and approved; but that is not what is at 

issue here […] One must not be in the 

least biased in favor of the existence of the 

thing, but must be entirely indiff erent in 

this respect in order to play the judge in the 

matter of taste.”1

 Actually, the protection of art 

objects can be compared to the social-

political protection of the human body. I 

mean the protection through the human 

rights—also introduced by the French 

Revolution. Th ere is a close relationship 

between art and humanism. According to 

the principles of humanism, the human 

being can be only contemplated—but not 

actively used: killed, violated, enslaved, etc. 

Th e humanist program was summarized 

by Kant through the famous formulation: 

In the enlightened, secular society man is 

supposed to be never treated as a means 

but only as a goal. Th at is why we see 

slavery as barbaric. But to use an artwork 

in the same way as we use other things and 

commodities also means to act in a barbaric 

way. And what is most important here: 

Humans are defi ned by the secular gaze 

only as objects having a certain, namely, 

human form. Th e human gaze does not see 

the human soul—that was the privilege of 

God. Th e human gaze sees only the human 

body. Th us, our rights are related to the 

image that we off er to the gaze of others. 

Th at is why we are so much interested in 

this image. And that is also why we are 

interested in the protection of art and being 

protected by art.

 Now our current museums of 

modern and contemporary art are not only 

heirs of the nineteenth-century museums 

but also of the strategies of the avant-garde. 

Th e artists of the avant-garde rejected their 

national cultural identities. Th ey wanted 

their art to become universalist, to develop 

a visual language that would be accessible 

to everyone beyond the traditional cultural 

borders. Modern and contemporary 

art museums are heirs of this project. 

Th e museum is selective. But museum’s 

selection should be, so to say, anti-selection, 

transgressive selection. In this sense, 

this curatorial selection re-instates the 

universalist project of the modern and 

contemporary museum. Here the selection 

does not create fragmentation rather, on 

the contrary, works against it by creating a 

unifi ed space of representation in which the 

diff erent fragments of offl  ine culture and of 

the Internet become equally represented. 

 However, the universalist project 

does not have political, institutional 

support today because the universal, 

global state does not exist. So one can say 

that the contemporary art system plays a 

role in the symbolic substitution of such 

a universal state by organizing biennials, 

documentas, and other exhibitions that 

have a claim to present universal, global art 

and culture—that means art and culture of 

the non-existent, utopian global state. Our 

time is characterized by a lack of balance 

between political and economic powers, 

between public institutions and commercial 

practices. Our economy operates on the 

global level, whereas our politics operates 

on the local level. Here the museums 

and big international exhibitions play a 

crucial political role by at least partially 

compensating the lack of the global public 

space and global politics. But the question 

remains: How can art circulating on the 

Internet be presented inside the museum or, 

more general, art exhibition space?

 In the context of the Internet the 

artists function as content providers. It is 

quite a shift  in the fate of art. In traditional 

art the content providers were Jesus 

Christ, the Holy Virgin, and the Christian 

Saints as well as gods of the ancient Greek 

pantheon and important historical fi gures. 

Th e goal of the artist was to give to these 

contents a shape, a form. Th e artist was 

a form-giver—not a content provider. Of 

course, the shift  happened much earlier 

than the emergence of the Internet. But 

on the Internet the artwork is represented 

by need as a combination between images 

and texts. Th ese combinations always take 

the character of documentary realism. 

When the artists use these combinations 

they function as freelance journalists. 

Th at means that they use the same means 

of production and distribution as mass 

media—but do so in a personalized, 

subjective way. So indeed, artists are not 

primarily form-givers here. Th ey use forms 

that were created by other people and 

made accessible through the technology 

of the Internet, with all its formatting and 

protocols of use. Instead, these artists are 

content providers in a double sense: Th ey 

document certain “objective” contents, 

but they do it in a somewhat “subjective” 

way—thus turning their own personality 
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into a particular content. Th is content can 

be produced by the artists themselves—as 

actions, performances, and processes 

initiated by the artists and then documented 

by them. 

 Th e development of art during the 

last hundred years can indeed be described 

as a movement from the art object to the 

art event. Th is movement already started 

with Futurism and Dada. Accordingly, 

we can watch—also in our museums 

of contemporary art—the increasing 

presence of art documentation, instead of 

the traditional artworks. Th e cumulative 

eff ect of these strategies has parallels with 

nineteenth-century realism as the artists 

combined the conventional means of 

documentation and representation with a 

certain personal touch. 

 Art becomes identical with 

journalism, and both become individualized, 

personalized in their content even though 

both remain standardized in their form. 

Th e theoreticians of twentieth-century 

formalism—for example, Roman 

Jacobson—believed that the artistic use 

of the means of communication entails 

the suspension or even annulment of 

the information, of the content; in the 

art context the content becomes totally 

absorbed by the form. But in the context 

of the Internet the form remains identical 

for all the messages, and thus the content 

becomes immunized from its absorption 

by the form. On the technological level the 

Internet re-establishes the conventions of 

content presentation that dominated in the 

nineteenth century. 

 Avant-garde artists protested 

against these conventions because they 

believed them to be purely arbitrary and 

merely culturally determined. But such a 

revolt against these conventions makes no 

sense with the Internet because they are 

inscribed into the Internet technology itself.

 Obviously, this documentary art 

does not operate with traditional realist 

pictures but with combinations of pictures, 

photos, videos, sound sequences, and 

texts. All these components build a kind 

of meta-sentence, meta-narrative on the 

Internet. In the museum context they are 

presented as an installation. Conceptual 

artists already organized the installation 

space as a sentence that conveyed a certain 

meaning—analogous to the use of sentences 

in language. With conceptual art the 

artistic practice became meaningful and 

communicative again, following a certain 

period of the dominance of a formalist 

understanding of art. Art began to make 

theoretical statements, to communicate 

empirical experiences and theoretical 

knowledge, to formulate ethical and 

political attitudes, and to tell stories. We all 

know the substantial role that the famous 

“linguistic turn” played in the emergence 

and development of conceptual art. Th e 

infl uence of Wittgenstein and French 

Structuralism on conceptual art practice 

was decisive—to mention only some 

relevant names among many others. 

 But this new orientation toward 

meaning and communication does not 

mean that art became somehow immaterial, 

that its materiality lost its relevance, or that 

its medium dissolved into message. Th e 

contrary is the case. Every art is material—

and can be only material. Th e possibility 

of using concepts, projects, ideas, and 

political messages in art was opened by 

the philosophers of the “linguistic turn” 

precisely because they asserted the material 

character of thinking itself. For these 

philosophers, thinking was understood 

as a use of language. And language was 

understood as being material through 

and through—as a combination of sounds 

and visual signs. Th us, the equivalence, or 

at least a parallelism, was demonstrated 

between word and image, between the 

order of words and the order of things, the 

grammar of language and the grammar of 

visual space.

 Th is also explains the main 

diff erence between artistic or curatorial 

installations and traditional exhibitions. 

Th e traditional exhibition treats its space 

as an anonymous, neutral one. Only the 

exhibited artworks are important, not 

the space in which they are exhibited. 

On the other hand, the installation—be 

it an artistic or curatorial installation—

inscribes the exhibited artworks into the 

contingent material space with a certain 

specifi c confi guration. And here the real 

problem emerges of translating Internet 

art—all kinds of digital images, videos, 

texts, and their combinations—into the 

museum space. If the presentation of art 

on the Internet has become standardized, 

the presentation of art in the museum 

has become de-standardized. Today, the 

standard white cube is a thing of the past. 

And that means that the curator has to 

fi nd a specifi c form, a specifi c installation, 

a specifi c confi guration of the exhibition 

space for the presentation of the digital, 

informational material. Here the question of 

form becomes central once again. However, 

the form-giving shift s from the individual 

artworks to the organization of the space 

in which these artworks are presented. In 

other words, the responsibility for the form-

giving becomes transferred from the artists 

to the curators who use the individual 

artworks as contents—this time as contents 

inside the space that the curators created. 

Of course, the artists can reclaim their 
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traditional form-giving function, but only 

if they begin to act as curators of their own 

work. Indeed, when we visit an exhibition of 

contemporary art the only thing that truly 

remains in our memory is the organization 

of the spaces of this exhibition, especially if 

the organization is original, unusual.

 So form-giving remains the 

main occupation for art in the museum. 

However, if the individual artworks can 

be reproduced, and the installation can 

be only documented, and when such 

documentation is put on the Internet, it 

becomes a content—and, thus, becomes 

open again for a form-giving operation 

inside the museum. So the exchange 

between museum and the Internet takes on 

a character of exchange between content 

and form: What was a form in the museum 

becomes a content on the Internet—and 

vice versa.

 I would like to make a fi nal remark 

concerning the role of the museum as an 

archive. Meanwhile we have acquired a 

habit to look to the Internet if we want to 

fi nd some information, including historical 

information. Hence, the impression 

emerges that the Internet is a truly global 

archive. However, as I have already said, 

the Internet cannot be stabilized in time 

because it is privately driven. All data on 

the Internet perpetually emerge, disappear, 

or get modifi ed. Th ere is no fragment of 

the Internet that could be publicly owned—

and therewith publicly protected as well. 

Th at means that the traditional archives, 

including the museums, still function as 

normative archives—also in our time. In 

the meantime these institutions increasingly 

have a presence in the Internet through 

the digitization of their archived materials. 

But it only confi rms the fact that the 

capability of the Internet to become an 

archive depends on the offl  ine institutions, 

including museums. Ultimately, that 

means the emergence of the Internet 

aff ected the functioning of museums less 

than is oft en assumed. Th e Internet gives 

museums additional possibilities to present 

their collections and activities, but in no 

way does it undermine the role that the 

museums have traditionally played in our 

culture.

1 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power 
of Judgment (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001[1790]), 90.
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Th e fake snuff  movie eff ect alone is 

remarkable. In Kanye West’s notorious 

music clip Famous (2016), as the camera eye 

slowly fades down through the clouds, the 

pixelly image resolution already suggests 

something nasty. When the fi rst hints of 

faces appear, as if they were fi lmed with 

a cheap predigital video camera, you are 

already caught in the middle of a reality/

celebrity porno which unfolds with relish. 

Twelve US-American stars—among them 

the current and a former president, pop 

icons like Rihanna and Taylor Swift , along 

with West himself and his consort Kim 

Kardashian—were modeled as wax dolls for 

the ten-minute fi lm. Slowly it becomes clear, 

fi rst with then without the music, what the 

clip is actually about; the fi gures are draped 

on a seemingly endless bed, like a row of 

sleeping apostles. Draped in the truest sense 

of the word—in the beginning you only see 

naked or half covered body parts or details 

like tattoos. Th e complete “line-up” is only 

revealed later on in the clip: a supper-like 

tableau not around a long table but in 

a wide bed; and not really “vivant” (the 

fi gures only move twice, more ghostly than 

really alive) rather “mort”—real people, 

frozen or mortifi ed as copies of themselves. 

And in racy poses, not to mention, which 

seem more like poor imitations seen (or 

imagined) a hundred times over than 

“authentic” nudity.1

 Famous can indeed be read as a 

self-refl exive and at once tongue-in-cheek 

act in the world of fame and celebrity life, 

where there is no return aft er a certain 

point. At the same time the fi lm—like so 

many other practices in today’s digital 

culture—embeds itself in the proliferating 

setting of an almost omnipresent “copy art”. 

And this doesn’t mean the mere unilinear 

process from A (the essentially untouchable 

original) to B (the “secondary”, alienated, 

allegorizing, or otherwise contextualizing 

replica) anymore. Nor does this “copy 

culture” correspond with the intentions of 

earlier appropriation processes in art, which 

primarily took artifacts from the midst 

of society, the cultural mainstream, to be 

used for the purposes (and disposition) of 

a marginal, against-the-grain practice. In 

comparison, copy culture in the broadest 

sense, spanning from concept art references 

ON E TO ON E - A N D - A- HA L F
ON T H E SPE C T RUM OF 
C ON T E M P OR A RY A RT I ST IC 
C OPY I NG PR AC T IC E S
C H R I ST IA N HÖL L E R
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to replicated Internet memes to diverse 

do-it-yourself web practices, is much more 

universal—and momentous. Copies from 

real life, as Famous illustrates so drastically, 

have long since become autonomous 

entities equipped with their own lives 

(even if, a telling dialectic incidentally, they 

appear dead or temporarily inanimate). And 

what’s more: Th e idea of subjecting high-

profi le cultural heritage to a critical litmus 

test by alienating or recontextualizing it 

has been exhausted to such an extent—as 

the middle and marginal, high and low 

are long since intertwined—that a critical 

orientation along these coordinates hardly 

seems possible.

 So if “real copies” are already being 

worked with in the heart of celebrity culture 

in a quite ambiguous way—and can’t fame 

be understood as the infi nite replicability 

of itself in a sense?—what is the situation 

with artistic approaches which also (out 

of necessity) build upon this copying 

principle? Th e taxability of authorship and 

property rights as an irrefutable criterion 

can be argued for art, and for the pop 

world as well to an even greater extent. 

But the practice, as it seems, is already 

far more advanced than the discourse (or 

conceptual reference point) in this context. 

And thus, critical practices, in particular, 

which employ the principle of copying—be 

it documentary-reconstructive, active-

constructivist, or as a general guideline for 

contemporary network thinking—have 

been surfacing for some time now.

W H E N A MON UM E N T 

PAYS A V I SI T

Reproducing the persona of an 

entertainment celebrity or politician 

circulating in the public or media sphere, 

whether with digital or sculptural means, 

has enjoyed great popularity since longer—

not least in the circles of post-Internet art. 

In her fi lm Hyperlinks or It Didn’t Happen 

(2014) Cécile B. Evans, for instance, 

conjured a digital copy of the actor Philip 

Seymour Hoff man—shortly aft er his 

death—fl oating amid jellyfi sh and other 

colorful items. “I’m just a bad copy made 

too perfectly, too soon,” says the voice of 

the avatar. Here the copying process clearly 

aims to undo a real event (the premature 

death of Hoff man) with artistic means 

or similarly to suspend the irreversibility 

of a real process in the medium itself.2 

Th e politician copies in Josh Kline’s video 

Crying Games (2015) also behave rather 

counterfactually when they ruefully beg 

for forgiveness. Likewise, something 

is suspended here in an artifi cially 

created context, albeit not what anyway 

or inevitably already happened rather 

something that cracks the door open to 

the literally unimaginable (or an extremely 

rare situation).3 Th e “one-and-a-half times” 

copy, so to say, goes so far as to correct the 

bad original—without countering it with a 

real alternative (which would then result in 

“two”).

 Politicians and real decision-makers 

can, however, be confronted in other ways 

with the implications and consequences 

of their actions. A form of agitational 

copying can come into play, for example, as 

practiced by the activist group Center for 

Political Beauty (CPB). Th is copying might 

include the actual theft  and temporary 

re-erection of a public monument, which 

was the case in the project First Fall of the 

European Wall (2014). Some of the white 

crosses erected in memorial to those who 

died at the Berlin Wall were brought to the 

EU outer border in Melilla to remind us of 

today’s victims of rigorous border regimes.4 

Th e copying process can also take on even 

more constructivist and simulationist traits. 

When the Th uringian right-wing AfD 

politician Björn Höcke proclaimed in a 

speech that Germans are “the only people in 

the world who have planted a monument of 

shame in the heart of their capital”, activists 

saw it as an opportunity to send a replica 

of the monument on tour—specifi cally, 

to Bornhagen in the immediate vicinity 

of Höcke’s house.5 Following elaborate 

preparations, the CPB rented an adjacent 

property, built concrete reproductions of 

the stelae from Peter Eisenman’s Holocaust 

Center for Political Beauty, Deine Stele, 2007, Holocaust memorial in Bornhagen, photo: 

Patryk Witt
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Memorial in Berlin, and unveiled it to 

the disgust of the politician and the like-

minded community on site.

 Th e reactions to the project Deine 

Stele (Your Stelae) ranged from actual 

physical confrontations to an attempt to 

stigmatize the artists group as a “terrorist 

association” and even legal actions against 

the authors of this “terror”. Th e latter 

has been unsuccessful to date as the 

responsible court prohibited the owner 

of the property from removing the stelae. 

Consequently, this monument copy will 

continue its visitation in this inhospitable 

habitat on the longer term—it came to stay, 

one could say with reference to Simone 

de Beauvoir’s feminist classic novel. Th e 

approach to copying employed in projects 

like this has more than just a provocative 

or confrontational value (to bring deniers 

of certain facts in contact with “original” 

proof of these facts). Th is accounts for its 

actual quantifi able eff ect, but the greater 

consequences for a contemporary artistic-

activist practice reside in the fact that one 

must no longer address the “original” or 

“authentic” in order to achieve this eff ect. 

An amateur representation, a self-made 

copy is more than enough, when not better 

than “the real thing”. Deine Stele had at 

least one-and-a-half times the impact 

as prompting Höcke to visit the “real” 

Holocaust Memorial would have.

T H E AVATA R OF T H E L IA I S ON 

Achieving at least one-and-a-half times the 

eff ect of fi ndings which have yet to receive 

the attention they deserve is what Forensic 

Architecture’s practice strives for. Whereas 

a project like Deine Stele is designed to 

generate a desired eff ect by craft ing a 

(however sophisticated) copy of a real 

monument, this process runs in reverse, 

so to speak, with Forensic Architecture. 

Th e departure point is a factual event that 

already took place, which cannot be easily 

accessed given the time that has passed—

but also because of obvious cover-ups and 

secrecy. A precise act of reconstruction 

is performed, to the extent the available 

evidence and employed reconstruction 

media permit, in an attempt to approximate 

the “original” event as accurately as 

possible. Th e meticulous simulation process 

ultimately aims to uncover a (most plausible 

and consistent) version of a real incident—

something that has been kept under lock 

and key due to political or intelligence 

intrigues.

 77sqm_9:26min, the title of one 

of these projects, takes the space-time 

coordinates of the crime scene as the 

Forensic Architecture, 77sqm_9:26min, 2016–ongoing, composite of Forensic Architecture’s 

physical and virtual reconstructions of the Internet café in which the murder of Halit Yozgat 

on April 6, 2006 occurred, image: Forensic Architecture

Forensic Architecture, Back Room 2, 2017, 

real-scale reconstruction of Halit Yozgat’s 

Internet café at Haus der Kulturen der Welt 

in Berlin, photo: Forensic Architecture
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starting point for a rigorous simulation 

of an obscured sequence of events. Th e 

murder of Halit Yozgat, the young operator 

of an Internet café, in Kassel on April 

6, 2006 went down in the annals as the 

ninth of ten homicides by the so-called 

National Socialist Underground (NSU). 

To this day what happened on that 

aft ernoon in the Internet café has not been 

adequately explained—also because of 

the vague testimony by intelligence offi  cer 

Andreas Temme, who was present either 

in the café or in the immediate vicinity 

at the time of the murder. Th ere is even 

a video in which Temme re-enacts his 

whereabouts6—a document among many 

others in connection with the murder 

which were “leaked” in 2015 and gave rise 

to much speculation. When this transpired 

the activist alliance “Unraveling the NSU 

Complex” had already been founded. In the 

meanwhile it has attempted to shed light on 

the still unclarifi ed course of events through 

a number of actions and initiatives and, 

above all, expose the ensnarement between 

the NSU and the German State Offi  ce 

for the Protection of the Constitution.7 

One of these initiatives was to entrust 

the interdisciplinary group Forensic 

Architecture with an original as possible 

simulation of the crime in 2016, ten years 

aft er the actual events. 

 Preliminary work for 

77sqm_9:26min was presented in Berlin 

at Haus der Kulturen der Welt in 2017 

and then the fi lm at the Neuen Neuen 

Galerie at documenta 14 as part of a 

comprehensive installation (under the 

overarching project name Th e Society of 

Friends of Halit).8 Th e square meters refer 

to the surface area of the Internet café, the 

time to the duration of the events—the 

latter was reconstructed from the leaked 

documents, such as statements by persons 

on site and diverse log-in data. In the style 

of a digitally animated educational fi lm—

including a computer simulation model 

to concisely reproduce the distribution of 

sound and smell—77sqm_9:26min analyzes 

three possible scenarios: Aft er assessing 

and comparing all available evidence, it 

concludes that the liaison Temme, contrary 

to his own testimony, must have been at 

the crime scene at the time of the murder. 

Even though a parliamentary investigation 

committee of the State of Hesse rebutted 

these claims upon presentation of the 

report by Forensic Architecture in August 

2017, this scenario remains legit—also 

because of new evidence that came into 

play—and more probable than everything 

included thus far in the offi  cially recognized 

fi ndings.9

 Th e applied method uses a 

reconstruction to access an “original”, whose 

authentic substance is no longer retrievable 

one-to-one, via sophisticated simulation 

processes. Over the course of this procedure 

the copy and its ever-growing, one could say 

asymptotic refi nements successively shift  

into the place of the original event—or, in 

other words, it becomes that which remains 

accessible with documentary or artistic 

means. Th e supplement, even though it is 

not (yet) seen as such by law, has one-and-

a-half times the (explosive) power of the 

clumsily camoufl aged “original”, which, to 

reiterate it once again, no longer exists in a 

genuine, openly accessible form. 

SE A M L E S S T R A N SI T ION S

In a sense, such lost “originals” always 

represent original fi ctions, which 

nevertheless have a real, sometimes 

disputable—or to be disputed—core. 

Especially in a “retroactive” actualization, 

as with Forensic Architecture, visualizing 

this core relies highly on “constructivist” 

copying methods. Th ese methods are also 

central to an array of works that create, 

oft en with digital means, versions of matters 

inaccessible to the public (or only with great 

diffi  culty), of bygone events, or of places 

that exist but are invisible to the naked eye. 

To speak of copies here might overstretch 

the term—particularly as the corresponding 

“originals” are oft en subject to a regime 

of invisibility or making invisible. Th e key 

point is that the applied processes blur the 

apparently immutable, underlying poles: 

real–fi ctional, analog–digital, original–

copied. Or more fundamental: While the 

copy created out of a tactical (or political) 

need assumes the place of the original, this 

outdated binary distinction itself becomes 

obsolete.

 For example, James Bridle 

“visualizes” British deportation centers 

in his work Seamless Transitions (2015).10 

Animated architectural models depict 

places and classifi ed institutional areas 

which are usually hidden from the 

public eye. Th e seamlessness in the title 

refers to the smooth sequence of events 

characteristic of the (usually invisible) 

processes of detention and deportation 

from the authorities’ perspective as well 

as the transition between the inaccessible 

original and the animated, artifi cially 

created copy enabled by the artwork. 

Whereby the replica “activates” the 

respective site in the fi rst place and, if one 

likes, “enacts” it for a critical awareness.

 Th e works of Jon Rafman are 

exemplary demonstrations that this 

enactment, in the context of an ever-

seamless digital culture, is more than just 

a transition from A to B, from original to 
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copy or vice versa. Sticky Drama (2015), for 

instance, presents a (real) cosplay event—a 

re-enacted version of a computer game 

in elaborate costumes—in all its details 

and drasticness (including super slow 

motion shots).11 Or Erysichthon (2015), 

which, like many of Rafman’s other fi lms, 

collages found items from the deep web 

into short didactic pieces about the nature 

of the visual in the age of a now impossible 

(and placeless) diff erentiation between 

original and copy.12 “If you look at these 

images enough, you begin feeling like you 

composed them,” a voice says at one point, 

and the recurring motive is the act of 

devouring oneself—the image principle that 

irreversibly subverts exactly those binary 

orders we are talking about here. A shiny 

metallic cube is absorbed by a black viscous 

blob, a snake begins to eat its own tail, a 

mobile phone displays animated fi gures 

feasting on other fi gures. Th e combination 

of all of these “items” fi shed out of the 

web, which were placed online by active 

users at some point for whatever reason or 

mood, does not simply result in a vexatious 

game of void and hyper-presence (“the 

void also attracts you,” says a beguiling 

voice off  screen). Rather, the unfathomable 

“originals” and the appropriated yet by 

no means just secondary “copies” become 

engaged in a sort of skewing process, 

oscillating back and forth without a fi rm 

anchor, once again highlighting the network 

character of today’s digital images.

 But in no case does this insight 

make contemporary political interests (such 

as those legitimately pursued by the CPB 

or Forensic Architecture) superfl uous. On 

the contrary: It just hoists the ordering 

scheme, which is still used today to better 

grasp the primary and secondary, the 

authentic and derivative, to a fundamentally 

diff erent plateau. A plateau where copying 

sometimes unfurls one-and-a-half times the 

eff ect than originals. 

Jon Rafman, Erysichthon, 2015, stills, courtesy: Jon Rafman and Sprüth Magers Gallery
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In his prose poem “Ixion” (1926) Belgrade 

Surrealist Monny de Boully draws a detailed 

diagram of a fantastic machine, namely an 

air-carriage, powered by “sexually starved 

eagles”. Th e heroine of the book describes in 

detail how this contraption functions: “It is 

fl own by eagles, who are at fi rst kept inside 

their cages. In the big front cage, are a male 

and a female eagle. In the middle cage, 

above the cabin, is a female. In the last cage, 

there is a male again. If I decide to fl y, I step 

inside the cabin, open the cages, and here’s 

what happens: the male and the female 

in the front cage are sexually satisfi ed, 

but they are hungry; they both fl y toward 

the platform to which some fresh meat is 

attached. However, they cannot reach the 

meat because they are chained to the cabin. 

Wanting to free themselves by force, they 

lift  the entire apparatus off  ground with the 

power of their wings. Something similar 

happens with the other pair of eagles. Th ey 

are well fed, yet they crave sex. When I open 

their cages, the female rushes out fl eeing the 

male […]. Th e male cannot catch up with 

the female for his chain is too short. Th is is 

how the four eagles lift  the carriage into the 

clouds”.1

 Boully’s fantasy, materialized in a 

diagram of a chariot driven by desire, serves 

Pavle Levi as one example to illustrate his 

concept of “cinema by other means”.2 Th is 

“RETRO GR ADE REMEDIATION” 
CROSS-MEDIA TRANSLATIONS 
I N C ON T E M P OR A RY F I L M -
R E L AT E D A RT
G A BR I E L E J U T Z

Monny de Boully, “Ixion” (1926), in Zlatne 

bube (Belgrade: Prosveta, 1968). 
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term focuses on ways in which aspects of a 

more recent medium, in this case fi lm, are 

assimilated by an “older” and non-cinematic 

medium, such as still photography, drawing, 

writing, sculpture, or performance. As Levi 

explains, he is not interested in artworks 

made under the infl uence of, or referring 

to, the cinema but “in a fairly exact set of 

structural relations inspired by the workings 

of the fi lm apparatus itself ”.3 Expanding on 

Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin’s oft -

quoted concept of “remediation”,4 referring 

to the formal logic by which older media 

(such as fi lm) are integrated into newer ones 

(such as television), Levi aptly calls this 

rematerialization of cinema into materials 

other than cinema’s original constituents 

“retrograde remediation”.5 Boully’s diagram 

from “Ixion” is perfectly suited indeed to 

fi t this particular version of remediation. 

Instead of looking for the old in the new 

(as Bolter and Grusin do), Boully seeks the 

new in the old. As Levi points out, Boully’s 

hand-drawn sketch does not just refer to 

cinema in a general manner, it is related 

to it in structural terms. Just like the fi lm 

apparatus itself, it claims to be a techno-

libidinal machine, set in motion by desire, 

and thus subsumes the idea of cinema.

T H E “N E W ” I N T H E “OL D”

Unlike Levi’s “Cinema by Other Means”, 

which uses examples from both the 

historical and the post-war avant-garde, 

my article will pose the question of what 

the translation of cinema into “older”, 

non-cinematic media means in our 

contemporary media constellation where 

cross-media processes have become 

standard fare. Retrograde remediation 

has gained new relevance in the digital 

age and covers a wide range of artistic 

practices and techniques. A particularly 

striking example is Slide Movie (2007) by 

the Austrian artist Gebhard Sengmüller. 

Slide Movie is an installation in which a fi lm 

projector is replaced by a slide projector. 

Sengmüller declares the piece to be in 

the spirit of “fi ctive media archeology”, 

and its aim is “to invent things that might 

have existed earlier but didn’t, because 

they hadn’t been invented then”.6 For Slide 

Movie the artist cut a 35 mm fi lmstrip 

into its single frames and fi xed them into 

slide frames. Th en he aligned 24 slide 

projectors, each of them capable of holding 

80 slides, pointed them at the screen, and 

ran them at a rate of 24 frames per second. 

In comparison to conventional standards, 

the quality of the fi lm projection achieved 

by such an elaborate and time-consuming 

procedure is quite poor. From a utilitarian 

perspective, this hybrid machine is totally 

impractical. However, from an artistic 

standpoint, Sengmüller’s “invention”, which 

invests the slide projector with the power 

to project moving images, is far from being 

inconvenient. 

 By integrating the functions of 

a “newer” mechanical apparatus—the 

fi lm projector—into those of an older 

one, reminiscent of nineteenth-century 

magic lantern slideshows, Slide Movie is 

unambiguously cinematic—though it is 

not cinema. But it does—unambiguously—

demonstrate that medium specifi city must 

Gebhard Sengmüller, Slide Movie, 2007, 

© Gebhard Sengmüller
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be located elsewhere than in the material 

base of the cinematic apparatus.

 As Levi’s examples of retrograde 

remediation make clear, the notion of 

the “fi lm apparatus” goes far beyond 

the mechanical parts of the machine 

and includes its fl exible and changeable 

components, in particular the fi lmstrip, 

as well as “a number of fi lmic techniques 

and devices”.7 While Sengmüller’s Slide 

Movie challenges the standard apparatus by 

tinkering with the hardware, the following 

two examples, British artist Fiona Banner’s 

Apocalypse Now (1997) and Russian 

artist Vadim Zakharov’s Ghosts Before 

Breakfast (1927) in One Drawing (Version 

2) (2016), executed in writing and drawing 

respectively, take their point of departure 

from a specifi c fi lm and its viewing 

experience. 

 Banner’s Apocalypse Now, a cross-

media translation of Francis Ford Coppola’s 

eponymous 1979 Vietnam epic, consists 

of a hand-scribbled single block of text 

documenting what the artist witnessed 

while watching the movie. Its colossal 

visual expanse of 274 × 650 cm [21.8 × 

8.25 ft ] achieves a level of monumentality 

that stands in contrast to the small size 

of Banner’s handwriting. Th e minuscule 

pencil strokes, wavering between diff erent 

hues of graphite gray, and the closeness of 

the lines result in a dense texture of words, 

diffi  cult to decipher. Banner tells the story 

of Apocalypse Now in the present, constantly 

trying to keep up with the quickly changing 

moving images, while an insistent “then” 

marks the action’s inevitable progress: 

“Mike leaves off  with one arm and turns 

round to wave at the chopper. It’s coming 

down, closer and closer, so black. Th en you 

see the three of them on the bridge, from 

inside the cockpit they look tiny. Th en you 

see the chopper from the side, not black 

anymore, but matte green.” Due to the very 

fact of the handwriting, Banner’s retelling 

of the movie becomes highly intimate 

and personal. At the same time, her use 

of observational and descriptive language 

lacking any sort of emotional empathy 

runs contrary to the conventional role of 

handwriting in contemporary art:8 What 

she wants to achieve is not self-expression, 

let alone inwardness, rather a detached 

and thorough documentation of the fi lm’s 

narrative. 

 Banner’s Apocalypse Now is related 

to Coppola’s fi lm on various structural 

levels. Her choice of a large-scale format, 

for example, echoes the monumental scale 

of the American fi lmmaker’s visual epic. 

Moreover, the proportional relationship 

between width and height in Banner’s 

canvas is 2.37:1, which comes fairly close 

to the fi lm’s aspect ratio of 2.39:1 in its 35 

mm CinemaScope version. Furthermore, 

Banner’s transcription of the fl eeting 

images in the present tense refers back to 

the “now” in the fi lm’s title, thus rendering 

the word’s semantic dimension via a 

specifi c verbal tense, while maintaining it 

throughout the entire text as well. Finally, 

linear translation—row aft er row of text—

parallels the straightforward succession 

of scenes in Coppola’s “absurdly linear 

narrative of ‘go up the river, fi nd Kurtz’”.9 

Banner’s retrograde remediation not 

Fiona Banner, Apocalypse Now, 1997, pencil 

on paper, 274 × 650 cm, © Fiona Banner
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only fi nds means to translate the scale, 

format, semantics, and temporal structure 

of a specifi c movie into the medium of 

writing, it also deals with a more general 

aspect shared by all fi lms, namely their 

reproducibility. Erika Balsom distinguishes 

between two forms of reproducibility, a 

referential one and a circulatory one: Th e 

former concerns fi lm’s capacity to transcribe 

physical reality, the profi lmic event; the 

latter has to do “with the way the image 

may be copied and copied and copied, 

transforming [it] into something multiple 

that is primed for circulation”.10 Finally, in 

opposition to digital transcoding, which 

is able to provide potentially innumerable 

copies, Banner’s handwritten translation 

foregrounds the limits of circulatory 

reproducibility. 

 Film as a technology deeply 

engaged in storage and, conversely, its loss 

comes to the fore in Vadim Zakharov’s 

Ghosts Before Breakfast (1927) in One 

Drawing (Version 2). Zakharov is not only 

an artist and editor but also an archivist, 

collector, and documenter of Moscow 

conceptual art. Th e urge to preserve and 

perpetuate also inspired his series Film in 

One Drawing (2014–2016), which resulted 

in handwritten “transcripts” of 70 movies 

from the silent era, among them Hans 

Richter’s Dadaist Ghosts Before Breakfast. 

While the fi lm is being projected from 

behind him, Zakharov stands before a 

sheet of black paper, which also serves as 

the screen. With pastels he tries to capture 

the outlines of the passing images directly 

from the projection surface / surface of 

inscription. At the end the paper is covered 

with a dense tangle of superimposed lines 

bearing no visual similarity whatsoever 

with Richter’s fi lm. As Annette Gilbert 

has remarked in a recent paper,11 due 

to the speed of the fi lm’s projection and 

the relative slowness of the human hand, 

this form of live recording is particularly 

inappropriate for fi lm notation. Gilbert 

quotes Zakharov who himself freely admits 

that almost nothing of what makes a movie, 

be it action, mise-en-scène, or camerawork, 

survives his transcriptional endeavors. 

 Zakharov’s archival fervor is not 

satisfi ed by just transcribing a fi lm and 

exhibiting the results. He also turns the 

act of drawing itself, which occasionally 

takes place in public, into an autonomous 

performance recorded on video and 

distributed on DVD under the title 

Action Film Drawing. Th e DVD, which 

includes Ghosts Before Breakfast (1927) 

in One Drawing (Version 2), consists of 

three parts: a non-stop action drawing of 

Richter’s six-minute fi lm, executed in 13:07 

minutes (presumably by looping the fi lm); 

a drawing of the fi lm’s title (2:45 minutes); 

and a drawing of the number “four”, which 

fi gures in the title sequence (40 seconds). As 

Gilbert observes, when dealing with letters 

or numbers Zakharov seeks to maintain 

the respective font style of his source 

material. In order to give an idea of the 

hasty pace under which his transcriptions 

are produced, the artist presents the video 

recording of his drawing performances in 

fast motion. In addition to the drawings on 

paper, the live performances, and the DVD, 

Zakharov also makes the drawings available 

in printed form. 

 In terms of its fi delity to its 

source, Zakharov’s unremitting attempts 

to translate Richter’s fi lm are doomed to 

fail, reminding us that in each translator 

lies a dormant traitor. But it is exactly 

Vadim Zakharov, Ghosts Before Breakfast 

(1927) in One Drawing (Version 2) [1. Non-

Stop Action, Drawing of the Film – 13:07 

min; 2. Drawing of the Film Title (select 

part of the text) – 2:45 min; 3. Drawing of 

the Number Four – 40 sec], 2016, pastel on 

black paper, 50 × 70 cm, private collection
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this aspect of Zakharov’s work that 

provides us with useful insights into the 

condition of cinema’s being, including its 

inherent reproducibility. As mentioned, 

reproduction plays a double role in the 

ontology of the moving image. While 

referential reproducibility refers to the 

medium’s ability to represent reality, 

circulatory reproducibility is founded on 

an economy of the multiple.12 Zakharov’s 

gesture of tracing shadows follows the logic 

of the work of the cinematic apparatus, in 

particular its capturing of reality (referential 

reproducibility). But Zakharov’s work—as 

well as those of Banner and Sengmüller—

also touches upon the larger and more 

topical question of fi lm’s circulatory 

reproducibility, in particular its continuous 

transition from one format to another.

W H Y R ET RO G R A DE 

R E M E DIAT ION NOW ?

As fi lm scholar and archivist Giovanna 

Fossati declares, “transition is the most 

appropriate and productive term to defi ne 

the process that fi lm is undergoing at 

the moment”.13 Although it is true that 

media transition is ubiquitous in our 

contemporary “convergence culture”,14 

one has to keep in mind that it seems to 

know one temporal direction only, that 

is, from “older” media into “newer” ones. 

Digital media’s potential to transcode all 

traditional media to data-based binary code 

makes one easily overlook the fact that 

digitization is only one way of conceiving of 

cross-media translation. Hence, retrograde 

remediation, the presence of the “new” 

in the “old”, provides a useful critique of 

such technological determinism. By calling 

into question the temporal connections 

between media, retrograde remediation 

challenges the supposed unilinear direction 

of translational processes. 

 Moreover, conceiving the 

relationship between cinema and 

contemporary art under the sign of 

retrograde remediation provides reasonable 

grounds to reassess the notion of medium 

specifi city. As the examples off ered 

demonstrate, the concept of cinema can 

be separated from its material realization 

(cinema as we know it). Indebted to the 

workings of the fi lm apparatus but evoked 

through other and older means such as 

slide projection, writing, or drawing, 

medium specifi city is no longer located in 

the material substrate of the apparatus but 

is instead derived from a set of structural 

analogies. Even more importantly, these 

works deliberately attest to a pronounced 

technical inadequacy between cinema 

and the means put in place by these other 

arts. Sengmüller’s Slide Movie results in a 

deplorably poor image; Banner’s Apocalypse 

Now fails to tell the “whole” story of 

Coppola’s fi lm; and Zakharov’s Ghosts 

Before Breakfast (1927) in One Drawing 

(Version 2) is far from a properly legible 

transcript of Richter’s fi lm. Nevertheless, 

it is precisely because these artworks 

miss their object and “fail” (however 

productively) that they are able to quicken 

our awareness of cinema, what it has been, 

what it is, and what it might be. Far from 

being a limited case, or even an exception, 

retrograde remediation is indeed the rule 

in that it sheds light on contemporary 

media transition at large by drastically 

exposing the discrepancies inherent to all 

media processes of translation, namely, 

their inadequacy to fully incorporate 

all of the many qualities and aspects 

of another medium. Th us, Sengmüller, 

Banner, and Zakharov’s radical cross-media 

translations are tremendously precious at 

the contemporary moment as they serve as 

a corrective to our present media culture as 

it converges under the sign of the digital.



324 325

1 Monny de Boully quoted by Pavle Levi, Cinema by Other Means (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 10. 

2 Levi, Cinema by Other Means.
3 Pavle Levi, “Cinema by Other Means,” October 131 (winter 2010): 51–68, here 56. 
4 Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press), 1999.
5 Levi, Cinema by Other Means, (2012), 42.
6 Dominik Landwehr, “Fictive Media Archeology. Interview with Gebhard Sengmüller,” in Artists 

as Inventors – Inventors as Artists, eds. Dieter Daniels and Barbara U. Schmidt (Ostfi ldern: Hatje 
Cantz, 2008), 130–141, here 132.

7 Levi, “Cinema by Other Means,” (2010), 64.
8 Susanne Titz, “Outside and Inside,” in Banner (Dundee, Frankfurt/Main, Aachen: Dundee 

Contemporary Arts, Neuer Aachener Kunstverein, und Revolver – Archiv für aktuelle Kunst, 
2002), 115–117, here 117. 

9 David Barrett, “Close Up. Fiona Banner profi led by David Barrett,” Art Monthly 194 (1996), 
http://www.artmonthly.co.uk/magazine/site/article/fi ona-banner-profi led-by-david-
barrett-1996 (accessed on Jan. 20, 2018). 

10 Erika Balsom, Aft er Uniqueness. A History of Film and Video Art in Circulation (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2017), 5. 

11 Annette Gilbert, “Quickpieces. Zu den Filmmitschrift en des Künstler-Archivars Vadim 
Zakharov,” in Schreiben als Ereignis. Künste und Kulturen der Schrift , eds. Jutta Müller-Tamm et 
al (Paderborn: Fink, 2018), 59–78.

12 Balsom, Aft er Uniqueness, 5 and 20.
13 Giovanna Fossati, From Grain to Pixel. Th e Archival Life of Film in Transition (Amsterdam: 

Amsterdam University Press, 2009), 20.
14 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture. Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York 

University Press, 2006).



326

Th e process of copying is a key cultural 

technique of modernity. Th e mechanization 

of imitatio awed even the hailed 

Renaissance artist Leon Battista Alberti at 

the dawn of the Gutenberg era: “Dato and 

I were strolling in the Supreme Pontiff ’s 

gardens at the Vatican and we got talking 

about literature as we so oft en do, and 

we found ourselves greatly admiring the 

German inventor who today can take up 

to three original works of an author and, 

by means of movable type characters, can 

within 100 days turn out more than 200 

copies. In a single contact of his press he 

can reproduce a copy of an entire page 

of a large manuscript.”1 In Alberti’s time 

the spiritual concept of imitatio (Latin) or 

mimesis (remediated from the philosophy 

of Ancient Greece) became the cornerstone 

of art theory, which lasted for hundreds of 

years but also turned at the same time into 

a material process of copying: especially the 

texts of the ancients.

 From the printing press that 

replaced the meticulous work of monks 

copying texts to the technique of mass 

production of photographs and other 

technical media objects, “copy” has become 

a central command routine of modernity. 

Modern media can be understood as 

products of a culture of the copy as Walter 

Benjamin has analyzed in relation to 

fi lm. Paraphrasing Benjamin, mechanical 

reproduction is an internal condition for 

mass distribution. In contrast to literature 

and painting, fi lm production is about 

mechanical reproduction, which Benjamin 

claims “virtually causes mass distribution”.2 

Th is coupling of copying and mass 

distribution is not, however, restricted to 

the media technology of cinema, it also 

characterizes networked and programmable 

media such as computers. I will return to 

this point at the end of the text.

 Nineteenth-century enthusiasm 

for the copy was tied to the possibility of 

producing low-cost photographs and fi lms 

and the commercial prospects of such a 

process. Similarly, the mass production 

and distribution of printed material was 

inherently connected to material principles 

of production, notably the rotation press, 

and other factors such as the cheapening 

of paper. Even the Gutenberg printing 

C OPY
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machine is fundamentally a copy machine, 

ingenious in its use of standardized 

modular parts for individualized signs. 

During the nineteenth century the fi rst 

copy machines entered offi  ces due to the 

rising need for archiving and distributing 

documents. Such machines slowly replaced 

the work done by scribes or copy clerks, 

such as Bob Cratchit in Charles Dickens’s 

A Christmas Carol from 1843 or the 

dysfunctional copy-man in Herman 

Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener from 1853 

(who would “rather not” do his work).3 

 To guarantee obedience 

and effi  ciency the copy routine was 

technologically automated and also 

integrated as part of computing systems 

fairly early on. Th e early punch card 

machines used standardized copy processes 

in the form of special reproducing punch-

machines (for example, the IBM 514) 

to copy the cards used as templates for 

further data processing purposes. Some 

reproduction machines apparently also 

incorporated special control programs. 

Th e data fi elds of the specifi c cards to be 

copied were fed to a control panel and 

were then duplicated onto blank cards.4 In 

other words, the instructions for making 

copies were in themselves part of the mass 

production of copies: Recursive algorithms 

are at the heart of modernity. With digital 

computers the mechanical process is 

substituted for the informationalization of 

modular entities and creation of abstract 

mathematical patterns, which are the focus 

of copying and reproduction.5 Th is in itself 

has eased the copying of cultural products 

and consequently led to new techniques of 

copy protection and consumer surveillance.

 In digital soft ware culture “copy” 

is used in two diff erent ways: (1) in the 

context of fi le management and as a new 

phase of cultural reproduction, and (2) as 

part of copy/paste—a cultural technique 

and aesthetic principle. Th e two lineages 

constantly overlap in the modern history 

of media technologies, where copying, 

the verb, designates a shift  in the cultural 

techniques of reproduction from humans 

to machines, and copy, as a noun, presents 

itself as the key mode of becoming-object of 

digital culture—as easily reproducible and 

distributed packages of cultural memory.

 With the early computers that used 

core memory, copy routines were a source 

of maintenance as well as amusement. Th e 

cleaning programs used copying routines 

to move themselves from one memory 

location to the next one. Th is was to fi ll 

the memory space with a known value, 

allowing it to be programmed with a new 

application.6 As Ken Th ompson recollects, 

the FORTRAN language was employed for 

the competitive fun of a “three-legged race 

of the programming community”: to write 

the shortest program that “when compiled 

and executed, will produce as output an 

exact copy of its source”.7 Several kinds of 

“rabbit” and “bacteria” programs were used 

to clog up systems with multiple copies 

of the original program code. Th e general 

idea was to make the program spread to 

as many user accounts as possible on the 

IBM 360 system. Th is “constipated” the 

system. Th e rabbit program could input 

itself back into the jobstream over and over 

again.8 Such self-referential procedures 

connect with recursive algorithms, which 

are part of every major programming 

language. Recursion can be understood as 

a subroutine that calls (or invokes) itself. 

Th e very basic memory functions of a 

computer involve copying in the sense of 

data being continuously copied between 

memory registers (from cache memory to 

core storage, for example.) Such operations 

can be termed “copying” but can equally 

justifi ably be given names such as “read” 

and “write” or “load” and “store register” 

operations.9

 With the move from the 

mechanical programming of computers to 

informational patterns, the copy command 

became integrated as an organic part of fi le 

management and programming languages 

in the 1960s.10 Th e UNIX system, developed 

at Bell Labs, was one of the pioneers with 

its “CP” command. Th e CP command was a 

very basic fi le management tool, similar to, 

for instance, the use of the “copy” command 

in the later DOS environment.

 Th e emerging trends and demands 

of network computing underlined the 

centrality of the copy command. Instead of 

mere solitary number crunchers, computers 

became networked and communicatory 

devices, where resource sharing was one 

of the key visions driving the design of, 

among other things, the ARPANET.11 

During the same time as the early computer 

operating systems for wider popular use 

were being developed, meme theory, 

originally conceived by Richard Dawkins 

in the mid-1970s, depicted the whole 

of culture as based on the copy routine. 

Memes as replicators are by defi nition 

abstract copy machines “whose activity can 

be recognized across a range of material 

instantiations”.12 Informatics is coupled 

with meme copying; media technological 

evolution can be seen as moving toward 

more precise copy procedures, as Susan 

Blackmore suggested. Copying the product 

(mechanical reproduction technologies 

of modernity) evolves into copying the 

instructions for manufacturing (computer 

programs as such recipes of production).13 

In other words, not only copying copies, 
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but more fundamentally copying copying 

itself. What makes meme theory interesting 

is not whether or not it is ultimately an 

accurate description of the basic processes 

of the world but that it expresses well this 

“cult of the copy” of the digital era, while 

it abstracts “copying” from its material 

contexts into a universal principle.

 During the 1990s copy routines 

gained ground with the Internet being the 

key platform for copying and distributing 

audiovisual cultural products. Of course, 

such techniques were already present in 

early fax machines. Since the latter half 

of the nineteenth century these routines 

allowed for the transmission of one’s “own 

handwriting” over distances. Soon images 

also followed. (Technically, mid-nineteenth-

century phototelegraphy already allowed 

the encoding of data into patterns and the 

transmission of this copy via telegraph 

lines.) Hence, facsimile, factum simile, 

should be seen as “a copy of anything made, 

either so as to be deceptive or so to give 

every part and detail of the original; an 

exact copy likeness”.14 Naturally, no copy 

is an exact reproduction of the original 

but an approximation that satisfi es, for 

example, the expectations of the consumer. 

To guarantee such consumer satisfaction, 

especially since the 1970s, with the help of 

engineers at Philips and Sony, digital optical 

archiving techniques have presented us with 

a material memetic technology of cultural 

reproduction that happens via a simple 

command routine: copy.

 Th e material processes of copy 

routines have oft en been neglected in 

cultural analysis, but the juridical issue of 

copyright has had its fair share of attention. 

Yet the issues are intimately tied, both 

being part of the same key thematics of 

modernization that spring from the fact 

that automated machines can reproduce 

culture (a major change of the mode of 

cultural reproduction when compared 

to, for example, the nineteenth-century 

emphasis on civilization). Copy routines 

that originated with medieval monks are 

integrated in special copy/ripper programs 

with easy point-click routines and CSS 

interpretation possibilities. Hermeneutic 

questions of meaning are put aside, and 

attention is paid to the minuscule routines 

of reproduction: “Th us, it was only aft er the 

fall of the Roman Empire that writing fell as 

an obligation on monks, nuns, and fi nally 

male students. Of all forms of manual labor, 

mechanical copying, just as in present day 

computers, most closely corresponded to 

Saint Benedict’s dictum: ora et labora. Even 

if the writer, simply because his tongue 

knew only some vernacular dialect, had 

no understanding of the Latin or even 

Greek words he was supposed to preserve, 

his handicap augmented the monastery 

library.”15

 Th e diff erence between such earlier 

forms of preserving and reproducing 

cultural memory and contemporary digital 

archiving techniques has to be emphasized. 

Contemporary forms of copy are intimately 

tied to the consumer market and the 

commercial milieu of the digital culture 

(especially the Internet), whereas the work 

done by monks was part of the theological 

networks where God, in theory, played 

the key mediator (and the fi nal guarantor 

of mimesis) instead of, for example, Sony 

BMG, or Microsoft . Th eological issues 

defi ned the importance of what was copied 

and preserved, whereas nowadays the 

right to copy and to reproduce culture is 

to a large extent owned by global media 

companies. Th is illustrates how copying 

is an issue of politics in the sense that by 

control of copying (especially with technical 

and juridical power) cultural production is 

also hierarchized and controlled.

 Th e high fi delities of consumer 

production connect to the other key area 

of copy within computer programming: 

the copy/paste routine that is part and 

parcel of graphic user interfaces (GUI). 

Aptly, the Xerox Company—now a kind of 

cultural symbol of the modern culture of 

copy, and especially its Palo Alto research 

center (PARC)—are responsible for the 

original ideas of graphic user interfaces 

and point-click user control using the 

mouse. Th e Gypsy graphical interface 

system from 1974/1975 was probably 

the fi rst to incorporate the cut and paste 

command as part of its repertoire (although 

Douglas Engelbart and the “Augmentation 

Research Center” had introduced the idea 

in 1968). Th e command was designed as 

a remediation of the paper-and-scissors 

era, keeping nonprofessionals especially 

in mind. Th e interface was designed for 

effi  cient offi  ce work, where adjustments 

could be done on screen while always 

having a clean copy in store for backup. 

Th e idea at PARC was to create an offi  ce 

workstation that would seem as invisible to 

the lay user as possible. Th is was eff ected by 

providing a set of generic commands.16

 Th e Xerox Star (1981) was hailed as 

the soft ware system of the future, designed 

as a personal workspace for networks. 

Th e Star offi  ce system incorporated key 

commands (Move, Copy, Open, Delete, 

Show Properties, and Same [Copy 

Properties]) as routines applicable “to 

nearly all the objects on the system: text, 

graphics, fi le folders and fi le drawers, 

records fi les, printers, in and out baskets, 

etc.”17 Being generic, such commands were 

not tied to specifi c objects. In addition, the 
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commands were accessible using special 

function keys on Star’s keyboard. Star’s 

design transferred, then, responsibilities 

from the user to the machine. Th e user no 

longer had to remember commands but 

could fi nd them either in special function 

keys or in menus.18 Th e desktop became for 

the fi rst time the individualized Gutenberg 

machine, or the hard-working and pious 

medieval monk who followed the simple 

commands universalized as generic.

 Th e very familiar point-click 

copy-paste routine originates from those 

systems and is now integrated into everyday 

consumer culture. Th is, as Lev Manovich 

suggests, is perhaps how Fredric Jameson’s 

ideas of postmodernization should be 

understood: Copy production as the 

dominant mode of cultural production 

culminated in the digital production 

techniques of GUI operating systems that 

originated in 1980s. Manovich notes that 

“Endless recycling and quoting of past 

media content, artistic styles and forms 

became the new ‘international style’ and the 

new cultural logic of modern society. Rather 

than assembling more media recordings 

of reality, culture is now busy reworking, 

recombining, and analyzing already 

accumulated media material.”19 In addition, 

recycling is also incorporated as part of the 

actual work routines of programming in 

the sense of reusing already existing bits 

and pieces of code and pasting them into 

novel collages (so-called copy and paste 

programming). Since the 1960s copying has 

been elevated into an art practice, but it is 

more likely to be articulated in monotonous 

offi  ce work context or as pirate activity.20

 In general, “CTRL + C” functions 

as one of the key algorithmic order-words 

piloting the practices of digital culture. 

Th is returns focus on the key economic-

political point: who owns and controls the 

archives from which content is quoted and 

remediated? Th e question does not only 

concern the soft ware producers who are 

in a key position to defi ne the computer 

environment but also the large media 

conglomerates, which have increasingly 

purchased rights to the audiovisual archives 

of cultural memory. Purchasing such rights 

means also purchasing the right to copying 

(as a source of production) and the right 

to the copy as an object of commercial 

distribution. Th e archive functions as 

the key node in the cultural politics of 

digital culture. One alarming trend is 

how such key nodes are being defi ned 

in commercial interests, such as in the 

1996 Copy Protection Technical Working 

Group, in which technical manufacturers 

(Panasonic, Th omson, Philips), content 

producers (Warners Bros, Sony Pictures), 

Digital Rights Management (Macrovision, 

Secure Media), telecommunications 

(Viacom, Echostar Communications), 

and the computer industry (Intel, IBM, 

Microsoft ) are represented.21 Th e issue 

under consideration is not only about 

content that is archived in private corporate 

collections but about how copying is subject 

to technical, commercial, and political 

restrictions.

 “Postmodernization” should be 

understood as a media technological 

condition. Aesthetic and consumer 

principles have been intimately 

intermingled with the engineering 

and programming routines of modern 

operating systems that are part of the 

genealogy of modern technical media. For 

Friedrich Kittler, the Turing machine as the 

foundation of digital culture acts as a digital 

version of the medieval student, “a copying 

machine at almost no cost, but a perfect 

one.” Similarly for Kittler: “Th e internet is a 

point-to-point transmission system copying 

almost infallibly not from men to men, 

but, quite to the contrary, from machine to 

machine.”22 Hence, we move from the error-

prone techniques of monks to the celluloid-

based cut and paste of fi lm, and on to the 

copy machines of contemporary culture, in 

which digitally archived routines replace 

and remediate the analog equivalents of 

prior discourse networks. With computers 

copying becomes an algorithm and a 

mode of discrete-state processing. Digital 

copying is much more facile (if not totally 

error-free) than mechanical copying, and 

copies are more easily produced as mass-

distribution global consumer products. 

With digital products the tracking and 

control of the objects of copying is easier, 

and there is the added capability to tag the 

copies as copyright of the producer or the 

distributor. Th e novelty of the digital copy 

system is in the capability to create such 

copy management systems or digital rights 

management (DRM) techniques, which 

act as microcontrollers of user behavior: 

Data is endowed with an inherent control 

system, which tracks the paths of soft ware 

(for example, restricting the amount of 

media players a digitally packed audiovision 

product can be played on).

 In addition, copying is intimately 

entwined with communication as a 

central mode of action of network culture. 

Such sociotechnological innovations as 

nineteenth-century magnetic recording, 

the modem (1958), the C-cassette (1962), 

the CD disc (1965), the Ethernet local 

network (1973), and Napster (1999), and 

subsequent fi le-sharing networks can be 

read from the viewpoint of the social order 

words “copy” and “distribution”. Th e act of 

copying includes in a virtual sphere the idea 
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of the copy being shared and distributed. 

What happens in copying is fi rst the 

identifi cation or framing of the object to 

be copied, followed by the reproduction of 

a similar object whose mode of existence 

is predicated upon its being distributed. 

Th ere is no point in making copies without 

distributing them. Copying is not merely 

reproducing the same as discrete objects 

but coding cultural products into discrete 

data and communicating such coded copies 

across networks: seeding and culturing. 

Similar to how Benjamin saw mechanical 

reproduction and distribution as inherent 

to the media technology of cinema, copy 

routines and distribution channels are 

intimate parts of the digital network 

paradigm: connecting people, but also 

copying machines.
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Th e structure and dynamics of the world 

we live in are informed by a economically 

driven mindset to an unprecedented 

degree.1 Aft er its steady rise since 

nineteenth-century industrialization and 

the demise of the communist project at 

the end of the 1980s, capitalist expansion 

has practically conquered the entire world 

with its ideological stamp. Th is expansion 

is inextricably linked with technological 

progress, which not only serves as the 

foundation of the capitalist project but also 

manifests as the irresistible promise for the 

future. In parallel, colonialism ensured that 

African countries—dominated by European 

states until the 1960s—experienced a 

technological transfer, which has formed 

the basis of their present economic and 

cultural development and the network 

between former colonies ever since. Th is 

basis was anchored in the local and social 

structures under colonial or protectorate 

rule and has been continuously renewed in 

the form of development aid to this day.2 

A new form of colonialism evolved that 

no longer depended on violent rule and 

exploitation but rather on the economic 

infl uence on the respective ruling class 

in the countries. In order to sustain such 

infl uence the capitalist mindset provides 

the ruling class with media technologies, 

fi rst and foremost television and the 

Internet, with the aim to spread its own 

ideology and thereby reproduce itself—an 

expansive model of governance, which, 

despite all crises, appears to be successful 

for the time being. Under the guise of 

inevitable modernization, the guiding 

doctrine of an economically connoted 

rationalism pervades all spheres of life 

by unconditionally forcing its inherent 

rationalist thinking. As a consequence, 

the fi elds of infl uence of existing local 

knowledge economies are strongly 

repressed, oft en to the point of their 

extinction.3 In more favorable cases 

local knowledge is combined with “new” 

knowledge, and a “creolization process”4 

takes place. Th is process manifests both 

on the level of everyday actions, language, 

and the individual identity formation as 

well as on the organizational level of state 

institutions, which have to adhere to the 

mandate of establishing and maintaining 

“ TAS W I R A” I N T H E A RC H I V E 
 ON T H E A F T E R L I F E OF 
T E L E V I SION I M AG E S I N T H E 
P O STC OL ON Y
A N DR E I SIC L ODI
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a governance in keeping with a Western 

European nation state model. Such a form 

of “creolization” is intrinsically connected 

to the technological conditions of capitalist 

power that promote it. It is neither balanced 

nor neutral, for it has a functional purpose 

imposed from the outside, which, however, 

must not become recognizable as such. 

And it should produce rational subjects 

and organizational forms that can be 

easily integrated into a global market. 

But, like any logic, the capitalist logic of 

rationalism can also become inconsistent 

and contradictory where it is forced upon 

existing thought patterns, which originated 

from a diff erent, non-economistic type of 

social awareness. Th e newly introduced 

rules and structures can then prove 

dysfunctional and their rationality a trap. A 

television archive in a postcolonial African 

country, whose contents and condition 

exemplify political, economic, and linguistic 

questions of “creolized” image production 

and archiving, illustrates how such breaks 

and contradictions materialize.

In the 2012 short fi lm A Th ird 

Version of the Imaginary5 by Benjamin 

Tiven we watch a man searching for a 

specifi c item in a fi lm archive. With a slip of 

paper in his hand, the archivist, a “person of 

color”, walks the narrow hallways between 

metal shelves packed with light and dark 

gray boxes. He stops here and there, 

carefully inspecting spots where he perhaps 

could fi nd what he is looking for. But what 

he hoped to fi nd does not seem to be there. 

An archive is, by defi nition, the paragon 

of systematization and order, but the one 

here somehow does not easily disclose 

its structure or logic. Time and again the 

archivist searches for a potential hint, grabs 

a box from the shelf, reads the information 

on it, opens it, briefl y examines the content, 

then closes it and puts it back. Aft er several 

attempts he keeps two boxes in his hands, 

quickly sift s through the shelves for another, 

and fi nally gives up the search and goes 

into a locked room in the archive. Th ere he 

unpacks a 16 mm fi lm projector and, more 

or less in vain, tries to play a fi lm roll that 

he had found in this room.

What was the archivist looking 

for exactly? It cannot be the analog fi lm 

he tried to play: Th e boxes on the archive 

shelves were too small to contain a fi lm 

roll. Th e audio track of the fi lm provides 

the needed hint. While the archivist 

searches the narrator unfolds a story, in 

Swahili, about the fate of lost images. 

Th ey were part of the Kenya Broadcasting 

Corporation (KBC) archive, the Republic 

of Kenya’s (now partially privatized) public 

broadcasting station.6 Initially the TV 

broadcaster captured its image material on 

analog fi lm, which was eventually deemed 

too expensive, and then video replaced 16 

mm fi lm as the information carrier. Video, 

however, is a medium that is not only easy 

to reproduce but also easy to overwrite. 

And so it happened that many images, likely 

for cost reasons, were overwritten aft er their 

broadcast in order to make place for the 

images of the coming weeks and months. 

“Video is an amnesiac medium. […] Video 

made the image cheap, but time expensive,” 

tells the narrator. “For an image to survive 

it had to be remarkable, it had to show us 

our world in a magic, unrepeatable way.” 

But who decided if an image fulfi lled these 

requirements? And according to which 

criteria? Th is is, as the short fi lm seems to 

suggest, not so easy to determine. It was 

likely the same protagonists, who—as we 

learn later in the course of the fi lm—also 

strictly forbade the artist to show excerpts 

from the archived fi lms in his own fi lm. 

Th is restriction, this ban on reproducing 

images, ultimately proves irrelevant as 

the archivist, despite numerous attempts, 

fails to play the 16 mm fi lm. Th e projector 

strikes, the fi lm shakes and rattles, and its 

images remain hard to decipher to the very 

end.

In simple, calm images A 

Th ird Version of the Imaginary tells a 

multilayered story about the political 

fate of electronically reproducible images 

under “creolized” conditions. Th e short 

fi lm illustrates what it means to subject 

a national moving images archive to the 

austerity paradigm of capitalist ideology. 

In the fi lm we do not learn anything in 

particular about the historical development 

of the archive itself, for example, when 

the change from celluloid to magnetic 

tape occurred, or how long the transition 

from the old to the new medium lasted. 

But it becomes all the more clear that this 

archive has forfeited its contemporary 

political relevance—because in 2012, when 

the short fi lm was made, its digitization 

and corresponding improved cataloging 

were not an issue yet.7 Hence, we are 

dealing with an archive that has become 

“historical”, whose future development, 

whose growth has apparently come to a 

standstill with the rise of digital television 

technologies. Th e historical value of its 

stored video fi lms is founded on two 

levels: First, in their genuine function as 

visual testimonies of certain events in the 

country’s history, which are considered 

meaningful, worth being preserved. Second, 

as testimonies of a selection process, 

whose rules and logic can be ascribed to 

the only plausible explanation, namely 

the politically prescribed austerity by the 

ruling regime. Th e resulting shortage 

of information carriers likely forced the 
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responsible persons at the broadcasting 

station to recycle existing cassettes and, 

thus, also make inevitable decisions about 

the contents: Which are worth preserving? 

Which events must remain archived, which 

not? But such decisions would actually 

oppose the underlying idea of an archive to 

collect and preserve preferably all cultural 

testimonies of a predefi ned territory or the 

production of an institution. As soon as an 

artifact has found its way into the archive 

it must stay there, its unscathed continued 

existence ensured. At this breakpoint 

between a cultural preservation impulse 

and economic regulation the paradox of 

archiving in a “creolized” context comes to 

light: Th e archive provides images that—

through their very presence, by the fact 

that they have escaped being overwritten—

testify the contingent nature of society’s 

collective memory. Th e contingency begins 

to unfold at the end of the transition from 

the “old” medium celluloid to the “new” 

medium video, when the archive can no 

longer physically grow due to economic 

constraints. Its growth can only be 

simulated, the prerequisite being the now 

technically feasible, discrete overwriting of 

the information carrier. Th e administration 

of the archive now has no choice but to take 

into account, above all, the representation 

of the ruling class as its direct superior. 

Th e entire rest of the archive material is 

potentially up for elimination. Hence, 

“technological progress” not only facilitates 

a more cost effi  cient production of images 

but also their swift , irretrievable extinction. 

Easy reproducibility, once viewed as an 

advantageous quality of electronic media, 

now takes on a dialectic power that can 

quickly shift  in a negative direction.

Wolfgang Ernst rightly pointed out 

that archives should not only be read in 

terms of their historiographical function. 

Even though they can be regarded as 

part of cultural memory, they should not 

only be associated with the policy they 

originate from, rather they should also be 

understood alone as a manifestation of a 

political practice, which defi nes its own 

regularities and rules and exhibits a certain 

independence.8 Accordingly, the selection 

of images in the KBC archive would be 

the consequence of an archive policy of 

self-regulation, which can—but does not 

necessarily have to—comply with the 

original political mandate.

But what was the original 

political mandate of the KBC archive? 

As an integral part of the KBC its fate 

has always been linked with that of the 

broadcasting station. Th e history of the 

Kenyan television station correlates with 

those of other former colonies in Africa. 

At about the same time as the Republic of 

Kenya’s declaration of independence from 

the British protectorate in 1963, the BBC 

subsidiary KBC, which had already existed 

since the end of the 1920s, was nationalized 

and continued as a television station under 

the name “Voice of Kenya”. In the transition 

from the colonial to an independent 

government one of the highest directives 

was to sustain structural continuity: 

Th e continuation of a broadcasting 

institution, once established under the 

fl ag of colonialism, went, along with the 

introduction of television technology, 

hand-in-hand with an economic-political 

securing of the hegemony via a consortium 

of US-American, British, and Canadian 

companies and investors.9 At the end of 

the 1980s Voice of Kenya was named KBC 

once again; the mandate as a public service 

broadcaster remained. As Kenya does not 

have a national archive for audio-visual 

media to this day,10 the administration of 

the now 90-year-old KBC archive is still 

conducted by the institution. A 2009 study 

already assessed that the KBC archive was 

struggling with a number of problems, such 

as the obsolescence of the archived media, 

outdated inventories, limited space, or the 

lack of personnel trained in restoration and 

preservation of archival materials.11 Th ese 

structural defi cits could be resolved with 

appropriate fi nancial provisions—but they 

do not seem to be within reach.

Hence, the policy of the KBC 

archive can only manifest under 

massive restrictions. It unfolds within 

the coordinates of an economy of time, 

which is closely connected to the material 

conditions of the recording media. In 

comparison to celluloid fi lm development, 

the more “progressive” video recording 

technique, with its close historical ties 

to television, might have simplifi ed the 

running production of images for the 

respective broadcasts, but at the same time 

it radically shortened their lifetime. Th e 

Occidental logic of historical valorization 

through documenting, collecting, and 

preserving, which the archive was based 

on, thereby becomes obsolete. Although 

the KBC archive still fulfi lls its genuine 

function, it also reveals gaps in a systemic 

sense. “Th e gaps are the archive,”12 writes 

Wolfgang Ernst, pointing out the inherent 

dialectics of the archive, the necessity of 

a concrete absence, which facilitates the 

formulation of a historical a priori of the 

archive on the level of discourse in the 

fi rst place. No archive in the world can 

be considered “complete”. Th e “contained 

absence” can manifest in diff erent ways: 

It can, for example, be interpreted as a 

“passive absence” that emerged at a certain 

point in time because no one was aware of 
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the potential signifi cance of an artifact. But 

it can also be understood as an “absenting 

that is an act of violence”.13 In our case the 

two manifestations mutually constitute 

and produce one another, whereby they 

decisively inform the reality conditions for 

potential statements of the archive.14

So the gaps in the KBC archive 

tell an own story of consuming and 

discarding, a history of obliteration, a 

history of violence. Th ey remind us that 

their fate corresponds with the historical 

conditions under which their medium 

once emerged from: the conditions of 

war—because before television became a 

aff air for the masses it was an instrument 

of warfare. “But the high-tech medium of 

television is the only one among all of these 

optical media that functions according 

to its own principle as a weapon. For this 

reason, it would not have risen to world 

power without World War II,”15 Friedrich 

Kittler states, referring to the development 

of optical feedback loop mechanisms by 

the Deutsche Wehrmacht and the British 

Army. In the 1930s, before the war broke 

out, television had already made fi rst 

rudimentary steps in civil use; especially 

in authoritarian and dictatorial governed 

European states, it had already served as 

a propaganda medium. But not until the 

war was the technology modifi ed into a 

weapon, a high-resolution remote-control 

system for radar or rockets, and fi nally as 

a means to realize self-guided missiles.16 

Th e medium television grew largely out of 

warfare; its latent connection to violence 

remains intrinsic to this day—within and 

outside of its native territory. Even when 

its name might sound technical-descriptive 

and thereby harmless in a European 

cultural context, in other cultural spheres 

its interpretation is always connected with 

associations rooted in the local linguistic 

milieu. Th us, also in Benjamin Tiven’s short 

fi lm the question arises, which term might 

best describe television in Swahili. It turns 

out that this question must be asked against 

the backdrop of a much more profound 

problem, as there is not even an equivalent 

for the word “image”:

In Swahili, a drawing is “kuchora”, 

a photograph is “picha”, cinema is 

“sinema” and video is “video”. But 

there is no naturally occurring 

word for just image. Th e image is 

an imported concept, a foreigner’s 

concept. In Swahili, an image can 

not exist without its medium. 

Perhaps we come closest to image 

in the word taswira, which can 

mean the sense of vision itself, or 

a glimmering mirage that one sees 

but doesn’t believe. Taswira can 

mean a visual lie of thought shared 

by a group. […] Taswira is also the 

shared impulse toward violence that 

unites a crowd just as it irrupts into 

a riot. Here too, it is a thing seen 

or felt by anyone at the same time, 

upon which they all agree without 

discussion. Taswira is an image 

whose technological medium is the 

mind.17

Hence, the word “taswira” stands, 

in general, for imaginary conceptions that 

only arise in an individual’s mind but at 

the same time are of a collective nature 

and primarily associated with negativity 

and violence. In this light, the word is an 

appropriate description for television, 

for the ephemeral nature of its images, 

which only solidify in the memory of 

the viewers. As an electronic medium, 

television has the technological capacity 

to conjure an immaterial visual presence, 

which, on an external level, exists only for 

the very moment the medium produces, 

transports, and displays the image, but 

thereaft er it can persist in the memory 

of the recipients for an indefi nite period 

of time. Th is quality makes the medium 

particularly well-suited as an instrument 

of ideologization. Just as colonial violence 

was replaced by economic colonialiality, the 

violence of the medium transformed into a 

dominance through ideological agency. In 

connection with the postcolonial project 

of modernization in the now independent 

African states, the respective television 

networks assumed the role of legitimization 

machines via image production, images 

which should present the government’s 

achievements to the masses.18 Th is type 

of image production, however, proved to 

be largely redundant, as it mainly showed 

how the ruling elite, fi rst and foremost the 

presidents and leaders of the single political 

party KANU (Kenya African National 

Union), advanced the modernization 

of the country. Infrastructural projects 

such as bridges, plants, or factories were 

initiated non-stop with the symbolic 

gesture of a groundbreaking or cornerstone 

ceremony, fi nished building projects with 

a festive opening.19 A distinct television 

reportage aesthetic emerged; its main 

feature was the precisely clocked, nearly 

endless repetition of the activities of the 

people in power. Th ese images exhibit a 

peculiar ambivalence: On the one hand, 

they tried to achieve a high documentary 

standard by capturing the country’s 

relentless modernization progress. On 

the other, they depicted ceremonies or 

ceremonial dramatizations of procedures 

that all followed the same pattern, which 
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also infl uenced the image and narrative 

structure of the reportages. Th e repetition, 

the interchangeability in form makes this 

footage not just testimonies of the presented 

events, rather, with their blunting eff ect, 

they become testimonies of processes of 

political ideologization. Because their daily 

transmission had both an informative and 

a sedative function: Th e masses should be 

kept psychologically in a never-ending time 

loop of progress. Th is time loop is now 

frozen in the archive, as the KBC archive 

is fi lled with such recordings that escaped 

being overwritten.20 While this visual 

monotony of the exercise of power was 

preserved, other, perhaps more aesthetically 

appealing images were destroyed. We 

will very probably never learn what they 

once represented. Th eir absence, however, 

bespeaks the precarious state of the 

remaining images, the risk that, under 

adverse circumstances, they might share the 

same fate. In the postcolony the electronic 

archive seems to be a particularly fragile 

entity.
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Digital artworks tend to have a problematic 

relationship with the white cube—in 

particular, when they are intended and 

optimized for online distribution. While 

curators and exhibition-makers usually try 

to avoid showing such works altogether, or 

at least aim at enhancing their sculptural 

qualities to make them more presentable, 

the exhibition Top Tens featured an 

abundance of web quality digital artworks, 

thus placing emphasis on the very media 

condition of such digital artifacts. Th e 

exhibition took place at the Onassis 

Cultural Center in Athens in March 2018 

and was part of the larger festival Shadow 

Libraries: UbuWeb in Athens,1 an event to 

introduce the online archive UbuWeb2 to 

the Greek audience and discuss related 

cultural, ethical, technical, and legal 

issues. Th is text takes the event—and the 

exhibition in particular—as a starting point 

for a closer look at UbuWeb and the role 

an artistic approach can play in building 

cultural memory within the neoliberal 

knowledge economy. 

U BU W E B  T H E C U LT U R A L 

M E MORY OF T H E AVA N T-

G A R DE

Since Kenneth Goldsmith started Ubu 

in 1997 the site has become a major 

point of reference for anyone interested 

in exploring twentieth-century avant-

garde art. Th e online archive provides 

free and unrestricted access to a 

remarkable collection of thousands of 

artworks—among them almost 700 fi lms 

and videos, over 1000 sound art pieces, 

dozens of fi lmed dance productions, an 

overwhelming amount of visual poetry and 

conceptual writing, critical documents, 

but also musical scores, patents, electronic 

music resources, plus an edition of vital 

new literature, the /ubu editions. Ubu 

contextualizes the archived objects within 

curated sections and also provides framing 

academic essays. Although it is a project 

run by Goldsmith without a budget, it has 

built a reputation for making all the things 

available one would not fi nd elsewhere. 

Th e focus on “avant-garde” may seem 

a bit pretentious at fi rst, but when you 

look closer at the project, its operator 

T H E SU R PLU S OF C OPY I NG 
HOW SHA D OW L I BR A R I E S 
A N D PI R AT E A RC H I V E S 
C ON T R I BU T E TO T H E 
C R E AT ION OF C U LT U R A L 
M E MORY A N D T H E 
C OM MON S
C OR N E L IA S OL L F R A N K
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and the philosophy behind it, it becomes 

obvious how much sense this designation 

makes. Understanding the history of the 

twentieth-century avant-garde as “a history 

of subversive takes on creativity, originality, 

and authorship,”3 such spirit is not only 

refl ected in terms of the archive’s contents 

but also in terms of the project as a whole. 

Th eoretical statements by Goldsmith 

in which he questions concepts such as 

authorship, originality, and creativity 

support this thesis4—and with that a 

confl ictual relationship with the notion of 

intellectual property is preprogrammed. 

Th erefore it comes as no surprise that the 

increasing popularity of the project goes 

hand-in-hand with a growing discussion 

about its ethical justifi cation.

 At the heart of Ubu, there is the 

copy! Every item in the archive is a digital 

copy, either of another digital item or, 

in fact, it is the digitized version of an 

analog object.5 Th at is to say, the creation 

of a digital collection is inevitably based 

on copying the desired archive records 

and storing them on dedicated media. 

However, making a copy is in itself a 

copyright-relevant act, if the respective 

item is an original creation and as such 

protected under copyright law.6 Hence, 

“any reproduction of a copyrighted work 

infringes the copyright of the author or the 

corresponding rights of use of the copyright 

holder”.7 Whether the existence of an 

artwork within the Ubu collection is a case 

of copyright infringement varies with each 

individual case and depends on the legal 

status of the respective work, but also on 

the way the rights holders decide to act. As 

with all civil law, there is no judge without 

a plaintiff , which means even if there is no 

express consent by the rights holders, the 

work can remain in the archive as long as 

there is no request for removal.8 Its status, 

however, is precarious. We fi nd ourselves 

in the notorious gray zone of copyright law 

where nothing is clear and many things 

are possible—until somebody decides to 

challenge this status. Exploring the borders 

of this experimental playground involves 

risk-taking, but, at the same time, it is the 

only way to preserve existing freedoms and 

make a case for changing cultural needs, 

which have not been considered in current 

legal settings. And as the 20 years of Ubu’s 

existence demonstrate, the practice may 

be experimental and precarious, but with 

growing cultural relevance and reputation it 

is also gaining in stability.

FA I R U SE A N D 

P U BL IC I N T E R E ST

At all public appearances and public 

presentations Goldsmith and his supporters 

emphasize the educational character 

of the project and its non-commercial 

orientation.9 Such a characterization is 

clearly intended to take the wind out of the 

sails of its critics from the start and to shift  

the attention away from the notion of piracy 

and toward questions of public interest and 

the common good. 

 From a cultural point of view, the 

project unquestionably is of inestimable 

value; a legal defense, however, would be 

a diffi  cult undertaking. Copyright law, in 

fact, has a built-in opening, the so-called 

copyright exceptions or fair use regulations. 

Th ey vary according to national law and 

cultural traditions and allow for the use of 

copyrighted works under certain, defi ned 

provisions without permission of the 

owner. Th e exceptions basically apply to the 

areas of research and private study (both 

non-commercial), education, review, and 

criticism and are described through general 

guidelines. “Th ese defences exist in order to 

restore the balance between the rights of the 

owner of copyright and the rights of society 

at large.”10 

 A very powerful provision in most 

legislations is the permission to make 

“private copies”, digital and analog ones, 

in small numbers, but they are limited 

to non-commercial and non-public use, 

and passing on to a third party is also 

excluded.11 As Ubu is an online archive that 

makes all of its records publicly accessible 

and, not least, also provides templates for 

further copying, it exceeds the notion of 

a “private copy” by far. Regarding further 

fair use provisions, the four factors that are 

considered in a decision-making process 

in US copyright provisions, for instance, 

refer to: 1) the purpose and character of 

the use, including whether such use is of 

a commercial nature or is for non-profi t 

educational purposes; 2) the nature of 

the copyrighted work; 3) the amount and 

substantiality of the portion used in relation 

to the copyrighted work as a whole; and 

4) the eff ect of the use upon the potential 

market for the value of the copyrighted 

work (US Copyright Act, 1976, 17 USC. 

§107, online, n.pag.). Applying these fair use 

provisions to Ubu, one might consider that 

the main purposes of the archive relate to 

education and research, that it is by its very 

nature non-commercial, and it largely does 

not collide with any third party business 

interests as most of the material is not 

commercially available. However, proving 

this in detail would be quite an endeavor. 

And what complicates matters even more 

is that the archival material largely consists 

of original works of art, which are subject 

to strict copyright law protection, that all 

the works have been copied without any 
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transformative or commenting intention, 

and last but not least, that the aspect of 

the appropriateness of the amount of used 

material becomes absurd with reference to 

an archive whose quality largely depends on 

comprehensiveness: the more the merrier. 

As Simon Stokes points out, legally binding 

decisions can only be made on a case-by-

case basis, which is why it is diffi  cult to 

make a general evaluation of Ubu’s legal 

situation.12 Th e ethical defense tends to 

induce the cultural value of the archive as 

a whole and its invaluable contribution to 

cultural memory, while the legal situation 

does not consider the value of the project as 

a whole and necessitates breaking it down 

into all the individual items within the 

collection.

 Th is very brief, when not abridged 

discussion of the possibilities of fair use 

already demonstrates how complex it 

would be to apply them to Ubu. How 

pointless it would be to attempt a serious 

legal discussion for such a privately run 

archive becomes even clearer when looking 

at the problems public libraries and 

archives have to face. While in theory such 

offi  cial institutions may even have a public 

mission to collect, preserve, and archive 

digital material, in practice, copyright law 

largely prevents the execution of this task, 

as Steinhauer explains.13 Th e legal expert 

introduces the example of the German 

National Library, which was assigned the 

task since 2006 to make back-up copies 

of all websites published within the .de 

sublevel domain, but it turned out to be 

illegal.14 Identifying a defi ciently legal 

situation when it comes to collecting, 

archiving, and providing access to digital 

cultural goods, Steinhauer even speaks of 

a “legal obligation to amnesia”.15 And it 

is particularly striking that, from a legal 

perspective, the collecting of digitalia is 

more strictly regulated than the collecting 

of books, for example, where the property 

status of the material object comes into 

play. Given the imbalance between cultural 

requirements, copyright law, and the 

technical possibilities, it is not surprising 

that private initiatives are being founded 

with the aim to collect and preserve cultural 

memory. Th ese initiatives make use of 

the aff ordability and availability of digital 

technology and its infrastructures, and they 

take responsibility for the preservation of 

cultural goods by simply ignoring copyright 

induced restrictions, i.e. opposing the 

insatiable hunger of the IP regime for 

control. 

SHA D OW L I BR A R I E S

Ubu was presented and discussed in Athens 

at an event titled Shadow Libraries: UbuWeb 

in Athens, thereby making clear reference 

to the ecosystem of shadow libraries. A 

library, in general, is an institution that 

collects, orders, and makes published 

information available while taking into 

account archival, economic, and synoptic 

aspects. A shadow library does exactly the 

same thing, but its mission is not an offi  cial 

one. Usually, the infrastructure of shadow 

libraries is conceived, built, and run by a 

private initiative, an individual, or a small 

group of people, who oft en prefer to remain 

anonymous for obvious reasons. In terms of 

the media content provided, most shadow 

libraries are peer-produced in the sense 

that they are based on the contributions 

of a community of supporters, sometimes 

referred to as “amateur librarians”. Th e 

two key attributes of any proper library, 

according to Amsterdam-based media 

scholar Bodó Balázs, are the catalog and 

the community: “Th e catalogue does not 

just organize the knowledge stored in the 

collection; it is not just a tool of searching 

and browsing. It is a critical component 

in the organisation of the community of 

librarians who preserve and nourish the 

collection.”16 What is specifi c about shadow 

libraries, however, is the fact that they 

make available anything their contributors 

consider to be relevant—regardless of its 

legal status. Th at is to say, shadow libraries 

also provide unauthorized access to 

copyrighted publications, and they make 

the material available for download without 

charge and without any other restrictions. 

And because there is a whole network 

of shadow libraries whose mission is “to 

remove all barriers in the way of science,”17 

experts speak of an ecosystem fostering free 

and universal access to knowledge.

 Th e notion of the shadow library 

enjoyed popularity in the early 2000s 

when the wide availability of digital 

networked media contributed to the 

emergence of large-scale repositories 

of scientifi c materials, the most famous 

one having been Gigapedia, which later 

transformed into library.nu. Th is project 

was famous for hosting approximately 

400,000 (scientifi c) books and journal 

articles but had to be shut down in 2012 

as a consequence of a series of injunctions 

from powerful publishing houses. Th e now 

leading shadow library in the fi eld, Library 

Genesis (LibGen), can be considered as 

its even more infl uential successor. As of 

November 2016 the database contained 

25 million documents (42 terabytes), of 

which 2.1 million were books, with digital 

copies of scientific articles published in 

27,134 journals by 1342 publishers.18 

Th e large majority of the digital material 

is of scientifi c and educational nature 
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(95%), while only 5% serves recreational 

purposes.19 Th e repository is based on 

various ways of crowd-sourcing, i.e. social 

and technical forms of accessing and 

sharing academic publications. Despite a 

number of legal cases and court orders, 

the site is still available under various and 

changing domain names.20

 Th e related project Sci-Hub is an 

online service that processes requests for 

pay-walled articles by providing systematic, 

automized, but unauthorized backdoor 

access to proprietary scholarly journal 

databases. Users requesting papers not 

present in LibGen are advised to download 

them through Sci-Hub; the respective PDF 

files are served to users and automatically 

added to LibGen (if not already present). 

According to Nature magazine, Sci-Hub 

hosts around 60 million academic papers 

and was able to serve 75 million downloads 

in 2016. On a daily basis 70,000 users access 

approximately 200,000 articles.

  Th e founder of the meta library 

Sci-Hub is Kazakh programmer Alexandra 

Elbakyan, who has been sued by large 

publishing houses and was convicted 

twice to pay almost 20 million US$ in 

compensation for the losses her activities 

allegedly have caused, which is why she had 

to go underground in Russia. For illegally 

leaking millions of documents the New York 

Times compared her to Edward Snowden in 

2016: “While she didn’t reveal state secrets, 

she took a stand for the public’s right to 

know by providing free online access to just 

about every scientifi c paper ever published, 

ranging from acoustics to zymology.”21 

In the same year the prestigious Nature 

magazine elected her as one of the ten 

most infl uential people in science.22 Unlike 

other persecuted people, she went on 

the off ensive and started to explain her 

actions and motives in court documents 

and blog posts. Sci-Hub encourages new 

ways of distributing knowledge, beyond 

any commercial interests. It provides a 

radically open infrastructure thus creating 

an inviting atmosphere. “It is a knowledge 

infrastructure that can be freely accessed, 

used and built upon by anyone.”23

 As both projects LibGen and Sci-

Hub are based in post-Soviet countries, 

Balázs reconstructed the history and spirit 

of Russian reading culture and brings them 

into connection.24 Interestingly, the author 

also establishes a connection to the Kolhoz 

(Russian: колхó з), an early Soviet collective 

farm model that was self-governing, 

community-owned, and a collaborative 

enterprise, which he considers to be a major 

inspiration for the digital librarians. He 

also identifi es parallels between this Kolhoz 

model and the notion of the “commons”—a 

concept that will be discussed in more detail 

with regards to shadow libraries further 

below.

 According to Balázs, these sorts 

of libraries and collections are part of the 

Guerilla Open Access movement (GOA) 

and thus practical manifestations of Aaron 

Swartz’s “Guerilla Open Access Manifesto”.25 

In this manifesto the American hacker 

and activist pointed out the fl aws of open 

access politics and aimed at recruiting 

supporters for the idea of “radical” open 

access. Radical in this context means to 

completely ignore copyright and simply 

make as much information available 

as possible. “Information is power” is 

how the manifesto begins. Basically, it 

addresses the—what he calls—“privileged”, 

in the sense that they do have access to 

information as academic staff  or librarians, 

and he calls on their support for building 

a system of freely available information 

by using their privilege, downloading and 

making information available. Swartz and 

Elbakyan both have become the “iconic 

leaders”26 of a global movement that fi ghts 

for scientifi c knowledge to be(come) freely 

accessible and whose protagonists usually 

prefer to operate unrecognized. While their 

particular projects may be of a more or less 

temporary nature, the discursive value of 

the work of the “amateur librarians” and 

their projects will have a lasting impact on 

the development of access politics.

C U LT U R A L A N D 

K NOW L E D G E C OM MON S

Th e above discussion illustrates that the 

phenomenon of shadow libraries cannot be 

reduced to its copyright infringing aspects. 

It needs to be contextualized within a 

larger sociopolitical debate that situates the 

demand for free and unrestricted access 

to knowledge within the struggle against 

the all-co-opting logic of capital, which 

currently aims to economize all aspects of 

life. 

 In his analysis of the Russian 

shadow libraries Balázs has drawn a 

parallel to the commons as an alternative 

mode of ownership and a collective way 

of dealing with resources. Th e growing 

interest in the discourses around the 

commons demonstrates the urgency and 

timeliness of this concept. Th e structural 

defi nition of the commons conceived by 

political economist Massimo de Angelis 

allows for its application in diverse fi elds: 

“Commons are social systems in which 

resources are pooled by a community of 

people who also govern these resources to 

guarantee the latter’s sustainability (if they 

are natural resources) and the reproduction 

of the community. Th ese people engage 
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in ‘commoning,’ that is a form of social 

labour that bears a direct relation to the 

needs of the people, or the commoners”.27 

While the model originates in historical 

ways of sharing natural resources, it has 

gained new momentum in relation to very 

diff erent resources, thus constituting a third 

paradigm of production—beyond state 

and private—however, with all commoning 

activities today still being embedded in the 

surrounding economic system.

 As a reason for the newly aroused 

interest in the commons, de Angelis 

provides the crisis of global capital, which 

has maneuvered itself into a systemic 

impasse. While constantly expanding 

through its inherent logic of growth and 

accumulation, it is the very same logic that 

destroys the two systems capital relies on: 

non-market-shaped social reproduction 

and the ecological system. Within this 

scenario de Angelis describes capital as 

being in need of the commons as a “fi x” for 

the most urgent systemic failures: “It needs 

a ‘commons fi x,’ especially in order to deal 

with the devastation of the social fabric as a 

result of the current crisis of reproduction. 

Since neoliberalism is not about to give up 

its management of the world, it will most 

likely have to ask the commons to help 

manage the devastation it creates. And this 

means: if the commons are not there, capital 

will have to promote them somehow.”28 

 Th is rather surprising entanglement 

of capital and the commons, however, 

is not the only perspective. Commons, 

at the same time, have the potential to 

create “a social basis for alternative ways of 

articulating social production, independent 

from capital and its prerogatives. Indeed, 

today it is diffi  cult to conceive emancipation 

from capital—and achieving new solutions 

to the demands of buen vivir, social and 

ecological justice—without at the same 

time organizing on the terrain of commons, 

the non-commodifi ed systems of social 

production. Commons are not just a ‘third 

way’ beyond state and market failures; they 

are a vehicle for emerging communities of 

struggle to claim ownership to their own 

conditions of life and reproduction.”29 It is 

their purpose to satisfy people’s basic needs 

and empower them by providing access to 

alternative means of subsistence. In that 

sense, commons can be understood as an 

experimental zone in which participants 

can learn to negotiate responsibilities, 

social relations, and peer-based means of 

production.

A RT A N D C OM MON S

Projects such as UbuWeb, Monoskop,30 

aaaaarg,31 Memory of the World,32 and 

0xdb33 vary in size, they have diff erent 

forms of organization and foci, but they all 

care for specifi c cultural goods and make 

sure these goods remain widely accessible—

be it digital copies of artworks and original 

documents, books and other text formats, 

videos, fi lm, or sound and music. Unlike 

the large shadow libraries introduced 

above, which aim to provide access to 

hundreds of thousands, if not millions 

of mainly academic papers and books, 

thus trying to fully cover the world of 

scholarly and academic works, the smaller 

artist-run projects are of diff erent nature. 

While UbuWeb’s founder, for instance, 

also promotes a generally unrestricted 

access to cultural goods, his approach 

with UbuWeb is to build a curated archive 

with copies of artworks that he considers 

to be relevant for his very context.34 Th e 

selection is based on personal assessment 

and preference and cared for aff ectionately. 

Despite its comprehensiveness, it still can 

be considered a “personal website” on 

which the artist shares things relevant to 

him. As such, he is in good company with 

similar “artist-run shadow libraries”, which 

all provide a technical infrastructure with 

which they share resources, while the 

resources are of specifi c relevance to their 

providers. 

 Just like the large pirate libraries, 

these artistic archiving and library practices 

challenge the notion of culture as private 

property and remind us that it is not an 

unquestionable absolute. As Jonathan 

Lethem contends, “[culture] rather is 

a social negotiation, tenuously forged, 

endlessly revised, and imperfect in its 

every incarnation.”35 Shadow libraries, in 

general, are symptomatic of the cultural 

battles and absurdities around access and 

copyright within an economic logic that 

artifi cially tries to limit the abundance of 

digital culture, in which sharing does not 

mean dividing but rather multiplying. Th ey 

have become a cultural force, one that can 

be represented in Foucauldian terms, as 

symptomatic of broader power struggles 

as well as systemic failures inherent in the 

cultural formation. As Marczewska puts 

it, “Goldsmith moves away from thinking 

about models of cultural production in 

proprietary terms and toward paradigms of 

creativity based on a culture of collecting, 

organizing, curating, and sharing content.”36 

And by doing so, he produces major 

contradictions, or rather he allows the 

already existing contradictions to come to 

light. Th e artistic archives and libraries are 

precarious in terms of their legal status, 

while it is exactly due to their disregard 

of copyright that cultural resources could 

be built that exceed the relevance of most 

offi  cial archives that are bound to abide the 
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law. In fact, there are no comparable offi  cial 

resources, which is why the function of 

these projects is at least twofold: education 

and preservation.37

 Maybe UbuWeb and the other, 

smaller or larger shadow libraries do not 

qualify as commons in the strict sense 

of involving not only a non-market 

exchange of goods but also a community 

of commoners who negotiate the terms of 

use among themselves. Th is would require 

collective, formalized, and transparent types 

of organization. Furthermore, most of the 

digital items they circulate are privately 

owned and therefore cannot simply be 

transferred to become commons resources. 

Th ese projects, in many respects, are in a 

preliminary stage by pointing to the ideal 

of culture as a commons. By providing 

access to cultural goods and knowledge that 

would otherwise not be available at all or 

inaccessible for large parts of the general 

public, they might even fulfi ll the function 

of a “commons fi x”, to a certain degree, but 

at the same time they are the experimental 

zone needed to unlearn copyright and 

relearn new ways of cultural production 

and dissemination beyond the property 

regime. In any case, they can function as 

perfect entry points for the discussion and 

investigation of the transformative force 

art can have within the current global 

neoliberal knowledge society.

TOP T E N S  SHOWC ASI NG T H E 

C OPY AS A N A E ST H ET IC A N D 

P OL I T IC A L STAT E M E N T

Th e exhibition Top Tens provided an 

experimental setting to explore the 

possibilities of translating the abundance 

of a digital archive into a “real space”, by 

presenting one hundred artworks from the 

Ubu archive.38 Although all works were 

properly attributed in the exhibition, the 

artists whose works were shown neither 

had a say about their participation in the 

exhibition nor about the display formats. 

Tolerating the presence of a work in the 

archive is one thing; tolerating its display 

in such circumstances is something else, 

which might even touch upon moral rights 

and the integrity of the work. However, 

the exhibition was not so much about 

the individual works on display but the 

archiving condition they are subject to. So 

the discussion here has nothing to do the 

abiding art theory question of original and 

copy. Marginally, it is about the question 

of high-quality versus low-quality copies. 

In reproducible media the value of an 

artwork cannot be based on its originality 

any longer—the core criterion for sales and 

market value. Th is is why many artists use 

the trick of high-resolution and limited 

edition, a kind of distributed originality 

status for several authorized objects, 

which all are not 100 percent original but 

still a bit more original than an arbitrary 

unlimited edition. Leaving this whole 

discussion aside was a clear indication that 

something else was at stake. Th e conceptual 

statement made by the exhibition and its 

makers foregrounded the nature of the 

shadow library, which visitors were able to 

experience when entering the gallery space. 

Instead of viewing the artworks in the usual 

way—online—they had the opportunity 

to physically immerse themselves in the 

cultural condition of proliferated acts of 

copying, something that “aff ords their 

reconceptualization as a hybrid creative-

critical tool and an infl uential aesthetic 

category.”39

 Appropriation and copying as 

longstanding methods of subversive artistic 

production, where the reuse of existing 

material serves as a tool for commentary, 

social critique, and a means of making a 

political statement, has expanded here to 

the art of exhibition-making. Th e individual 

works serve to illustrate a curatorial 

concept, thus radically shift ing the avant-

garde gesture which copying used to be in 

the twentieth century, to breathe new life 

in the “culture of collecting, organizing, 

curating, and sharing content.” Organizing 

this conceptually concise exhibition was 

a brave and bold statement by the art 

institution: Th e Onassis Cultural Centre, 

one of Athens’ most prestigious cultural 

institutions, dared to adopt a resolutely 

political stance for a—at least in juridical 

terms—questionable project, as Ubu lives 

from the persistent denial of copyright. 

Neglecting the concerns of the individual 

authors and artists for a moment was a 

necessary precondition in order to make 

space for rethinking the future of cultural 

production.

Special thanks to Eric Steinhauer and all the 

artists and amateur librarians who are taking 

care of our cultural memory.
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W H Y OR IG I NA L A N D C OPY 

Y ET AG A I N ? W H Y ST I L L ?

Copying has attained a new diversity. In 

the context of digital technologies, which 

facilitate identical reproductions of any 

data, the practice of copying is omnipresent 

yet oft en invisible. It has evolved into a 

multifarious but controversial cultural 

technique, which surfaces in public 

discourses about copyright and plagiarism 

or unauthorized fakes of patented 

products. At the root of these debates is 

the prevailing negative understanding of 

the copy in opposition to the positively 

connoted original. From the perspective 

of contemporary artistic production and 

in contrast to discussions oft en conducted 

from a commercial standpoint, the original 

no longer serves as the moral basis for the 

evaluation of the copy, rather the focus 

has shift ed to the interplay between the 

original and the copy—a potential that 

was already recognized in art history. 

With a view to the generative and mimetic 

processes that constitute this relationship, 

not only are value systems derived from 

the establishment of bourgeois ownership 

privileges in the nineteenth century being 

questioned anew today; there is also debate 

about the (digital) control mechanisms that 

lead to the increasing disappearance of the 

practice of copying from the realm of the 

visible. 

 Various artistic movements 

explored original and copy throughout 

the twentieth century. In particular, the 

pre-war avant-garde and later neo-avant-

gardist movements employed artistic 

processes such as collage and readymades 

to create new artifacts from found 

materials. With such forms of appropriation 

artists explicitly challenged and nuanced 

traditional categories like originality, 

authorship, or intellectual property. Th e 

computer’s capability to duplicate data 

without loss, however, antiquates these 

historical methods of dealing with original 

and copy for current practices. Th e 

ubiquity of various copying techniques 

confi rms that this phenomenon has now 

established itself both as an artistic and 

everyday process. But as its mechanisms—

largely supported by readymade digital 

C OPY I NG AS PE R F OR M AT I V E 
R E SE A RC H  TOWA R D A N 
A RT I ST IC WOR K I NG MODE L
F R A N Z T HA L M A I R
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technologies—frequently remain hidden 

and increasingly immaterialize, especially 

the functionalities and logics of copying 

are up for discussion. Artistic practices 

that utilize the same copying methods they 

research can be particularly eff ective for 

such an investigation into the interplay 

between original and copy. 

 Th e previously merited distinction 

between original and copy is no longer of 

importance in the twenty-fi rst century. 

Th e former opposites have combined into 

a new entity. Th ey are not conceived as 

temporally or hierarchically consecutive 

but as parallel and equal. In order to 

examine this circumstance with methods 

from the humanities, Gisela Fehrmann 

and other authors proposed viewing the 

relationship between original and copy as 

a “process of transcription”, which reveals 

the relationality of these categories: “Th e 

‘characteristic relational logic’ of processes 

of transcription consists in the fact that 

[…] the reference object precedes the 

transcription as a ‘pre-text’, but its ‘status as 

a script’ is only conferred by this process.”1 

Such a thought loop can also be applied 

to the act of citation: Th is special form of 

textual copy refers to a precedent, another 

text, yet the source only attains the status as 

original through the selection and reference 

process.

 Looking at “practices of the 

secondary”, as the author team around 

Fehrmann poignantly phrased, facilitates, 

on the one hand, an investigation into the 

eff ects these phenomena of appropriation 

have on the content, formal, and 

material conditions of current artistic 

production. On the other, it allows one to 

simultaneously practice this act of copying 

based on repetition and to examine it 

within this practice itself. 

 Th e aim of artistic explorations of 

original and copy is widely to construct 

a space of resonance which is not 

characterized by bipolarity rather where 

the permanent oscillation between the 

poles constitutes a self-refl exive practice.2 

For only a space where the continuous 

fl ux and refl ux between original and copy 

intrinsically represents the unity of the two 

elements bears the potential to generate 

new forms of knowledge and artistic 

practice.

R E PET I T ION A N D 

R E PE ATA BI L I T Y

Th e basis for these forms of self-refl ection 

are ideas about the reality-forming 

dimension of language that philosopher 

John L. Austin formulated in the early 1960s 

in his book How to Do Th ings With Words.3 

In contrast to most words which simply 

describe the world, linguistic expressions 

that Austin called “performative utterances” 

create reality. Th ey perform an action. 

Austin provides the word “yes” in marriages 

as an example and links the success of such 

a speech act with its repeatability. Th at 

means a “yes” articulated by the couple 

performs the act of marriage when the word 

is incorporated in a ritualized and generally 

agreed upon form, such as the wedding 

ceremony. Only then does “yes” create 

reality. 

 Th at speech acts do not describe 

but create reality can be applied to the 

inextricable relationship between original 

and copy. A key factor is the repeatability 

of linguistic expressions, the main aspect 

of performativity, which—in keeping with 

Austin—was further developed by Jacques 

Derrida with the term “iterability”4 and 

later elaborated by Judith Butler5 in the 

sense of a political act. Repeatability is 

not only decisive for the success of speech 

acts—moreover, its iterative and repetitive 

character forms the causal basis of the 

phenomenon of copying. In order to have a 

reality-forming eff ect, linguistic expressions 

need to happen within specifi c conventions. 

Analogously, art, too, must act within a 

framework built on conventions in order to 

be perceived as such. Drawing upon these 

traditional and repetition-based principles, 

Dorothea von Hantelmann establishes “how 

every artwork, not in spite of but by virtue 

of its integration in certain conventions, 

‘acts’” and “how these conventions are 

co-produced by any artwork—independent 

of its respective content”.6 Hence, the rules 

established in the art fi eld in the past 

continue to have an eff ect in the present 

of the respective current artistic work and 

elicit eff ects both in the here and now of 

the artistic activity itself as well as in the 

conditions of the art fi eld which led to this 

activity. An analogy to the aforementioned 

“processes of transcription”, where the 

original is only constituted as such when 

the copy refers to it, becomes quite evident. 

 Furthering Anke Haarmann’s 

thoughts about the methodology of artistic 

research, it may be concluded that these 

forms of performative research facilitate 

two things above and beyond the aesthetic 

experience: fi rst, the opportunity to refl ect 

upon “the conditions of one’s own position 

in the medium of artistic practice”; and 

second, “to investigate”—and, not least, 

express—“something with the specifi c 

means of art in the process of artistic 

knowledge production”.7 Consequently, 

certain themes and matters are not viewed 

exclusively from a supposed outsider 

position, rather the performative artistic 

practice is, at the same time, active within 
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of transcription consists in the fact that 

[…] the reference object precedes the 

transcription as a ‘pre-text’, but its ‘status as 

a script’ is only conferred by this process.”1 

Such a thought loop can also be applied 

to the act of citation: Th is special form of 

textual copy refers to a precedent, another 

text, yet the source only attains the status as 

original through the selection and reference 

process.

 Looking at “practices of the 

secondary”, as the author team around 

Fehrmann poignantly phrased, facilitates, 

on the one hand, an investigation into the 

eff ects these phenomena of appropriation 

have on the content, formal, and 

material conditions of current artistic 

production. On the other, it allows one to 

simultaneously practice this act of copying 

based on repetition and to examine it 

within this practice itself. 

 Th e aim of artistic explorations of 

original and copy is widely to construct 

a space of resonance which is not 

characterized by bipolarity rather where 

the permanent oscillation between the 

poles constitutes a self-refl exive practice.2 

For only a space where the continuous 

fl ux and refl ux between original and copy 

intrinsically represents the unity of the two 

elements bears the potential to generate 

new forms of knowledge and artistic 

practice.

R E PET I T ION A N D 

R E PE ATA BI L I T Y

Th e basis for these forms of self-refl ection 

are ideas about the reality-forming 

dimension of language that philosopher 

John L. Austin formulated in the early 1960s 

in his book How to Do Th ings With Words.3 

In contrast to most words which simply 

describe the world, linguistic expressions 

that Austin called “performative utterances” 

create reality. Th ey perform an action. 

Austin provides the word “yes” in marriages 

as an example and links the success of such 

a speech act with its repeatability. Th at 

means a “yes” articulated by the couple 

performs the act of marriage when the word 

is incorporated in a ritualized and generally 

agreed upon form, such as the wedding 

ceremony. Only then does “yes” create 

reality. 

 Th at speech acts do not describe 

but create reality can be applied to the 

inextricable relationship between original 

and copy. A key factor is the repeatability 

of linguistic expressions, the main aspect 

of performativity, which—in keeping with 

Austin—was further developed by Jacques 

Derrida with the term “iterability”4 and 

later elaborated by Judith Butler5 in the 

sense of a political act. Repeatability is 

not only decisive for the success of speech 

acts—moreover, its iterative and repetitive 

character forms the causal basis of the 

phenomenon of copying. In order to have a 

reality-forming eff ect, linguistic expressions 

need to happen within specifi c conventions. 

Analogously, art, too, must act within a 

framework built on conventions in order to 

be perceived as such. Drawing upon these 

traditional and repetition-based principles, 

Dorothea von Hantelmann establishes “how 

every artwork, not in spite of but by virtue 

of its integration in certain conventions, 

‘acts’” and “how these conventions are 

co-produced by any artwork—independent 

of its respective content”.6 Hence, the rules 

established in the art fi eld in the past 

continue to have an eff ect in the present 

of the respective current artistic work and 

elicit eff ects both in the here and now of 

the artistic activity itself as well as in the 

conditions of the art fi eld which led to this 

activity. An analogy to the aforementioned 

“processes of transcription”, where the 

original is only constituted as such when 

the copy refers to it, becomes quite evident. 

 Furthering Anke Haarmann’s 

thoughts about the methodology of artistic 

research, it may be concluded that these 

forms of performative research facilitate 

two things above and beyond the aesthetic 

experience: fi rst, the opportunity to refl ect 

upon “the conditions of one’s own position 

in the medium of artistic practice”; and 

second, “to investigate”—and, not least, 

express—“something with the specifi c 

means of art in the process of artistic 

knowledge production”.7 Consequently, 

certain themes and matters are not viewed 

exclusively from a supposed outsider 

position, rather the performative artistic 

practice is, at the same time, active within 
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the respective fi eld that is the subject of 

analysis. Such an artistic working method 

not only pushes dichotomous dualities 

like original and copy to their limits—it is 

a methodological approach whose self-

refl exive and performative character allows 

it to delve into social discourse because it 

was derived directly from it.

P O ST- M E DIA C ON DI T ION , 

P O ST- DIG I TA L T E N DE NC I E S

In contrast to pre-digital artistic tendencies, 

like the readymade, pop, conceptual, or 

appropriation art, which tried to dissolve 

the boundaries between original and 

copy, the copy has become constitutive 

to contemporary art production. In the 

“post-digital”8 age the interplay between 

original and copy has evolved into an 

overarching phenomenon. Also outside 

of digital contexts it has become inscribed 

into artistic production, reception, and 

distribution processes and—whether 

forced consciously or unconsciously by the 

artists—participates in their shaping.

 An example of a performative 

research in which the interplay between 

original and copy under the described 

conditions is not only refl ected upon but 

also generated from this in-between is 

provided by the Brit Mark Leckey with Th e 

Universal Addressability of Dumb Th ings 

(2013): Conceived by Leckey as a touring 

exhibition of the Hayward Gallery in 

London, works by colleagues such as Martin 

Creed, Jonathan Monk, Louise Bourgeois, 

or Ed Atkins are juxtaposed with numerous 

pieces of art history, everyday culture, and 

artifacts of other sorts. In specially designed 

displays the artist-curator presented objects 

like a mummifi ed cat, a singing gargoyle, 

a giant phallus from the fi lm A Clockwork 

Orange, and a cyberman helmet. All of 

these objects originated from a collection 

of images that Leckey had compiled over 

the years while randomly browsing the 

Internet and saved to his hard drive. He 

activated this incidental collection for Th e 

Universal Addressability of Dumb Th ings and 

triggered a performative cycle by presenting 

the depicted objects in the exhibition. Th e 

digital data materialized in the show and 

aggregated9 into clusters, similar to how 

the fi les were stored in folders on Leckey’s 

Mark Leckey, Th e Universal Addressability 

of Dumb Th ings, 2013, installation view, 

Hayward Touring Exhibition, Southbank 

Centre London, photo: Jon Barraclough

From Mark Leckey’s collection of digital images: “Singing Gargoyle,” England, ca. 1200, 

courtesy Sam Fogg, London, and “Cyberman Helmet,” 1985, courtesy Chris Balcombe, 

photo: Chris Balcombe
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computer. Th e three-dimensional things 

took a detour as two-dimensional images in 

virtual space before reappearing in a three-

dimensional form once again as items in an 

exhibition. Th e objects, which he collected 

as digital depictions of real objects, exist 

today as exhibition views and are likely 

again circulating in the social networks 

where the artist once found them.

 Leckey went a step further when he 

transformed Th e Universal Addressability 

of Dumb Th ings into an installation called 

UniAddDumTh s (2015) for a subsequent 

exhibition series. At Kunsthalle Basel, 

among other places, he presented select 

things from the already selected collections 

of things as 3D prints, photographic or 

otherwise reproductions. Elena Filipovic, 

director of the exhibition house, wrote 

about the project: “Having thrown open the 

fl oodgates of his hard drive and watched 

as digital bits and bytes summoned forth 

actual atoms and matter, materializing in 

a slew of undeniably real things, Leckey 

welcomed, organized, and installed them 

again and again during the exhibition tour 

of Th e Universal Addressability of Dumb 

Th ings. Yet I can’t help suspecting that he 

was most fulfi lled when the show was still 

yet to be made, when he was busy collecting 

all those jpegs and mpegs that constituted 

the potential contents of the show.”10 Here 

Filipovic addresses precisely this in-

between in which self-refl ection couples 

with performativity into a form of research 

which is only active while doing it.

 Th e processes researched and 

practiced by Leckey in Th e Universal 

Addressability of Dumb Th ings and 

UniAddDumTh s are informed by the 

digital, yet they do not have to manifest in 

a digital form necessarily. Th e point of this 

performative research—which Filipovic 

referred to as an “artwork-as-ersatz-

exhibition”—is to remain in this fl uctuation 

between the apparent immateriality of 

digital technologies and their material 

manifestations. Leckey links this poignantly 

with the reciprocity between original and 

copy.

 While Walter Benjamin stated in 

the early twentieth century, “To an ever 

greater degree the work of art reproduced 

becomes the work of art designed for 

reproducibility”,11 twenty-fi rst-century 

explorations of original and copy propel 

this thesis. Th e act of copying is no 

longer viewed from the perspective of the 

original, as it was in Benjamin’s time. And 

the copy is not conceived as a nemesis 

of the original either. Here the focus is 

on artworks fundamentally oriented 

upon re-installability, re-performability, 

serializability, versionability, and 

photographability—or even “jpeg-ability”.12

 Th e transition from technical 

to electronic and digital media and the 

corresponding changes in our experience 

have regularly been the subject of media 

science debates in the past years. However, 

they were frequently addressed from a 

one-sided technological viewpoint, thereby 

breaking the connection with the fi ne arts. 

Th is is owed not least to so-called media 

art itself, which has distanced itself from 

traditional fi ne art formats since the 1980s 

with its special institutions, festivals, and 

exhibitions. Beryl Graham and Sarah Cook 

see the years between 2000 and 2006 as the 

period “when the term new in new media 

art was most widely accepted and used”: 

“Aft er the hype of those years, from 2006 

until today, understandings of new media 

art in relation to contemporary art have 

signifi cantly changed, and the use of the 

term new has become outmoded.”13

 In the 2005 exhibition Th e Post-

Media Condition at the Neue Galerie 

Graz, Peter Weibel, with reference to 

Rosalind Krauss,14 still dealt with the 

question “whether the new media’s 

infl uence and the eff ect on the old media 

[…] weren’t presently more important 

and successful than the pieces of the new 

media themselves”.15 Today, the answer is 

clear. Artistic practices like Mark Leckey’s 

not only convey copying methods, more 

Mark Leckey, UniAddDumTh s, 2015, 

installation view, Kunsthalle Basel, 2015, 

photo: Philipp Hänger
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generally, they also help retrace the 

tracks left  in contemporary fi ne arts by 

artistic forms of expressions previously 

distinguished with the attribute new. As 

opposed to Lev Manovich’s juxtaposition 

of “Duchamp-land” and “Turing-land”,16 

two terms that embody the dichotomy 

between traditional fi ne arts and media art, 

the oscillation between analog and digital, 

between image and object, between Internet 

and exhibition space dissolves precisely this 

distinction. Employing the multifaceted 

processes that reside between original and 

copy, Leckey’s works investigate not only 

the changes in appropriation strategies in 

a post-digital context but also the eff ects 

that this phenomenon has on the fi ne arts. 

Ultimately, the focus becomes how the 

structural requirements, the manifestations, 

and the perceptions of “Duchamp-land” 

are transformed by a “Turing-land” that is 

increasingly in a state of dissolution—how 

our medial realities are changing. 
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Appropriation is a common technique in 

contemporary culture. People appropriate 

when they make things their own and 

integrate them into their way of life, by 

buying or stealing commodities, acquiring 

knowledge, squatting, and so on. Artists 

appropriate when they adopt imagery, 

concepts, and ways of making art other 

artists have used at other times to adapt 

these artistic means to their own interests, 

or when they take objects, images, or 

practices from popular (or foreign) cultures 

and restage them within the context of their 

work to either enrich or erode conventional 

defi nitions of what an artwork can be. As 

such, this technique could be described as 

comparatively timeless, or at least as being 

practiced as long as modern society exists. 

For, ever since labor was divided and the 

abstract organization of social life alienated 

people from the way in which they would 

want to live, appropriation has been a 

practice of getting back from society what 

it takes from its members. At the same 

time appropriation can be understood 

as one of the most basic procedures of 

modern art production and education. 

To cite, copy, and modify exemplary 

works from art history is the model for 

developing art practice that (neo-)classicist 

tendencies have always championed. 

During the last two centuries this model 

was repeatedly challenged by advocates of 

the belief that modern individuals should 

produce radically new art by virtue of their 

spontaneous creativity. Th e postmodern 

critics of this cult of individual genius, in 

turn, claimed that it is a gross ideological 

distortion to portray the making of 

art as a heroic act of original creation. 

Instead they advanced the paradigm of 

appropriation as a materialist model that 

describes art production as the gradual 

re-shuffl  ing of a basic set of cultural terms 

through their strategic re-use and eventual 

transformation.

 Such a general account of 

appropriation as a common social strategy 

and basic artistic operation may help to 

outline some of the overall implications 

of the concept. What it cannot capture, 

however, is the specifi c momentum that 

gives the debates about appropriation 

their particular focus and urgency in 

L I V I NG W I T H G HO ST S 
F ROM A PPROPR IAT ION 
TO I N VO C AT ION I N 
C ON T E M P OR A RY A RT
JA N V E RWOE RT
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diff erent historical situations. It might 

appear futile to reconstruct the exact spirit 

of the moment when, in the late 1970s, 

the notion of appropriation emerged in 

critical discourse alongside the concept 

of postmodernism to become one of the 

key contested terms in the debates of the 

1980s. Still, to try and picture the historic 

momentum of this discourse seems urgent 

because there is evidence that the situation 

today has signifi cantly changed. To practice 

and discuss appropriation in the present 

moment means something diff erent than 

it did before, and to bring out this specifi c 

diff erence it seems necessary to grasp what 

was at stake in the late 1970s for a better 

understanding of what, by contrast, is at 

stake now. Let me attempt a fi rst sketchy 

juxtaposition: Th e cultural experience the 

discourse of appropriation conveys under 

the sign of postmodernity is that of a radical 

temporal incision. It is the experience 

of the sudden death of modernism and 

the momentary suspension of historical 

continuity. Th e stalemate situation of the 

Cold War seemed to bring modern history 

to a standstill and freeze the forces of 

progress in motion. Th ese frozen lumps 

of dead historical time then became the 

objects of artistic appropriation. Remember 

Robert Longo appropriating fi gures of 

movie actors cut from freeze frames, with 

their movements suspended in mid-air and 

bodies arrested in the momentary poses 

they happened to assume when the fi lm was 

stopped. Or Cindy Sherman appropriating 

the visual language of epic Hollywood 

cinema to halt and arrest the motion of the 

moving pictures in isolated still images of 

female fi gures locked in a spatial mise-

en-scène with the timeline gone missing. 

Th ese works convey an intense sense of 

an interruption of temporal continuity, a 

blackout of historical time that mortifi es 

culture and turns its tropes into inanimate 

fi gures, into pre-objectifi ed, commodifi ed 

visual material, ready to pick up and use.

 Now, imagine the reels of the 

projectors suddenly start spinning again. 

As the freeze frame dissolves into motion 

and the fi gures Longo suspended in mid-air 

crash to the ground as the pain of the blow 

they received from their invisible opponent 

registers and propels them forward. 

Sherman’s heroines unwind, begin to speak, 

and confess their story to the camera. 

You could say that this is what happened 

aft er 1989. When the superpowers could 

no longer hold their breath and the wall 

was blown down, history sprang to life 

again. Th e rigid bipolar order that had 

held history in a deadlock dissolved to 

release a multitude of subjects with visa to 

travel across formerly closed borders and 

unheard histories to tell. Th eir testimonies 

went straight down on digital videotape. 

Th e dead elegance of the cibachrome print 

was replaced by the grungy live look of 

real-time video footage as the signature 

aesthetic of the new decade. Th e Cold War 

had frozen time and mapped it on space as 

it fi xed the historical situation aft er World 

War II for over four decades in the form 

of a territorial order of rigid geopolitical 

frontiers. It is from this map that a manifold 

of asynchronous temporalities now begin 

to emerge along the faultlines drawn by the 

geopolitical regimes of modernity. Wars 

erupt over territories that were shaped on 

the drawing room tables around which the 

emerging world powers gathered to divide 

the globe among themselves. While some 

countries anticipate a global future by 

simulating the arrival of the Information 

Age, the outsourcing of manual labor from 

these countries forces other societies back 

in history to the times and realities of 

exploitation of early industrialization. In 

many countries, including possibly the US, 

social life is organized by two governmental 

technologies that should exclude but in 

fact reinforce each other: the modern 

secular state and pre-modern theocracy. 

Religion, a force thought to be crushed and 

buried under the profanities of capitalism 

and atheist doctrines of socialism, has 

resurfaced as a thing of the past that shapes 

the present.

 If we accept this sketchy account 

as a preliminary description of the current 

historical condition, it becomes clear that 

a key diff erence between the situation at 

the end of the 1970s and today is that the 

axes of space and time have shift ed into a 

diff erent angle in relation to each other. Th e 

standstill of history at the height of the Cold 

War had, in a sense, collapsed the temporal 

axis and narrowed the historical horizon to 

the timeless presence of material culture, 

a presence that was further heightened 

by the imminent prospect that the bomb 

could wipe everything out any day anyway. 

To appropriate the fetishes of material 

culture, then, is like looting empty shops 

on the eve of destruction. It’s the fi nal party 

before doomsday. Today, on the contrary, 

the temporal axis has sprung up again, that 

is, not one of them but a whole series of 

temporal axes that cross the axis of global 

space at irregular intervals. Historical 

time is again of the essence, only that this 

historical time is not the linear and unifi ed 

timeline of steady progress imagined by 

modernity but a multitude of competing 

and overlapping temporalities born from 

the local confl icts that the unresolved 

predicaments of the modern regimes of 

power still produce. Th e political space of 

the globe is mapped on a surreal texture of 
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criss-crossing timelines. (In this sense, the 

question “Que horas son a Washington?” put 

forward by Mano Chao, is the formula that 

sums up the current momentum. It does so 

through the purposeful misconstruction 

of the question in the plural—that is 

through a moment of a-grammaticality 

Deleuze described as crucial to a formula 

of resistance, such as that pronounced by 

Bartleby, the scrivener.)

 Th e challenge of the moment 

is therefore to rethink the meaning of 

appropriation in relation to a reality 

constituted by a multiplicity of spatialized 

temporalities. Th e point of departure for 

such considerations—and also the reason 

why appropriation remains relevant as a 

critical (art) practice—is the undiminished 

if not increased power of capitalist 

commodity culture to determine the shape 

of our daily reality. Th e force that underlies 

the belief in the potential of appropriation is 

the hope that it should be possible to cut a 

slice out of the substance of this commodity 

culture to expose the structures that shape 

it in all their layers. It is also the hope that 

this cut might, at least partially, free that 

slice of material culture from the grip of its 

dominant logic and put it at the disposal 

of a diff erent use. Th e practical question 

is then where the cut must be applied on 

the body of commodity culture and how 

deep it must go to carve out a chunk of 

material that, like a good sample, shows 

the diff erent temporalities that overlie 

each other like strata in the thick skin of 

the commodity’s surface. Th e object of 

appropriation in this sense must today be 

made to speak not only of its place within 

the structural order of the present material 

culture but also of the diff erent times it 

inhabits and the diff erent historical vectors 

that cross it. So there is a positive hope that 

the exhibition of the appropriated object 

could today still create this sudden moment 

of insight that we know it can produce 

ever since Duchamp put a bottle dryer on 

display in a museum, namely that it could 

show what (in a particular social context 

at a specifi c historical moment) it means 

for something to mean something. So we 

trust the appropriated object to be able 

to reveal in and through itself the riddled 

historical relations and dynamics that today 

determine what things mean.

 Th e only thing we should maybe 

be less optimistic about is the possibility 

of thinking of the object of appropriation 

and the knowledge it generates in terms of 

property. No doubt, if you solely map the act 

of appropriation on a structural topography 

of social space, there is little room for 

ambiguity concerning issues of property: 

In the moment of its expropriation the 

object is taken away (bought, stolen, or 

sampled) from one place and put to use 

in another. Th ere may be quarrels over 

copyright and property rights violations, 

but those occur precisely because it can 

generally be traced where the object was 

taken from and where it is now, whose 

property it was, and who took it to make it a 

part of his or her life, art, music, and so on. 

Property is an issue because the position of 

the appropriated item can clearly be fi xed 

(We found it in your house, on your record, 

in your show!). If you, however, try to fi x 

the position of the object of appropriation 

in time and draw the trajectory of its 

displacement in a coordinate system with 

multiple temporal axes, it obviously gets 

more complicated. How would you clarify 

the status of ownership of something that 

inhabits diff erent times, that travels through 

time and repeats itself in unpredictable 

intervals, like, for instance, a recurring 

style in fashion, a folkloristic symbol that 

is revived by a new political movement 

to articulate its revisionist version of a 

country’s history, or a complex of second-

rate modernist architecture occupied by 

residents who know nothing of its original 

designs but still have to fi nd a way of living 

with the ghosts that haunt the building? 

Who owns a recurring style, a collective 

symbol, or a haunted house? Even if you 

appropriate them, they can never be entirely 

your private property. Dead objects can 

circulate in space and change owners. 

Th ings that live throughout time cannot, in 

any unambiguous sense, pass into anyone’s 

possession. For this reason, they must be 

approached in a diff erent way. Tactically 

speaking, the one who seeks to appropriate 

such temporally layered objects with critical 

intent—that is with an attitude that diff ers 

signifi cantly from the blunt revisionism of 

neo- (or “turbo”-) folkloristic exploitations 

of the past—must be prepared to relinquish 

the claim to full possession, loosen the grip 

on the object, and call it forth, invoke it 

rather than seize it.

 So my claim is that the specifi c 

diff erence between the momentum of 

appropriation in the 1980s and today 

lies in a decisive shift  in the relation to 

the object of appropriation—from the 

re-use of a dead commodity fetish to the 

invocation of something that lives through 

time—and, underlying this shift , a radical 

transformation of the experience of the 

historical situation, from a feeling of a 

general loss of historicity to a current sense 

of an excessive presence of history, a shift  

from not enough to too much history, or 

rather too many histories. To bring out this 

diff erence more clearly allow me to retrace 

the steps of the argument and start over 

from its beginning by calling up some of the 
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theoretical concepts that gave appropriation 

a specifi c meaning in the American art-

critical discourse of the late 1970s and early 

1980s, to then develop some contemporary 

reformulations of these ideas.

 If you compare, for instance, 

the writings of Douglas Crimp, Fredric 

Jameson, and Craig Owens on the subject 

of appropriation, you will fi nd a common 

motif in these texts. It is the idea that 

the sudden dissolution of historical 

continuity charges postmodern material 

with an intense sense of a presence 

without historical meaning—and that 

this intensity can be isolated in the object 

of appropriation as it manifests the 

breakdown of signifi cation by exposing 

the empty loop in which the means to 

make meaning are spinning in and around 

themselves. In arguably the most beautiful 

lines of his essay “Pictures” (1979) Crimp, 

for instance, evokes the feeling of being 

spellbound by the silence of appropriated 

images, by their insistence to remain mute 

and foreclose historical narratives. He 

describes the experience of these pictures 

as marked by “the duration of a fascinated, 

perplexed gaze, whose desire is that they 

disclose their secrets; but the result is only 

to make the pictures all the more picture-

like, to fi x forever in an elegant object our 

distance from the history that produced 

these images. Th at distance is all that these 

pictures signify.”1 A similar moment of 

melancholy, an acknowledgment of the 

impossibility to grasp history in its images, 

makes itself felt in the admission Jameson’s 

made in his essay “Postmodernism and 

Consumer Society” (1982) that “we 

seem condemned to seek the historical 

past through our own pop images and 

stereotypes about the past, which itself 

remains forever out of reach”.2 All we can 

do, Jameson concludes, since the historical 

depth of the signs we have at our hands 

is irreversibly voided, is “to imitate dead 

styles, to speak through the masks and with 

the voices of the styles in the imaginary 

museum”.3

 Th is idea of art as a form of 

“speech in a dead language” (as Jameson 

defi nes pastiche)4 is then further refi ned 

by Craig Owens in his essay “Th e 

Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Th eory 

of Postmodernism” (1980)5 where he 

frames speaking a dead language, or rather 

speaking a language that testifi es to the 

death or dying of its historical meaning, 

as the language of allegory. Owens 

summarizes Walter Benjamin’s account 

of why allegory became the predominant 

mode of articulating a sense of culture 

in decay in the German baroque tragic 

drama in writing that “from the will to 

preserve the traces of something that was 

dead, or about to die, emerged allegory.”6 

By analogy Owens then infers that the 

historical momentum of postmodernity, as 

the modern baroque, lies in the potential to 

use allegory as a rhetoric form to capture 

the experience of the present that the 

historical language of modernism is dead 

and in ruins. He understands allegory as a 

composite sign made up of a cluster of dead 

symbols, which are collaged together to 

create a shabby composition, a signifi er in 

ruins that exposes the ruin of signifi cation. 

By defi ning allegory as a collage of 

appropriated imagery, Owens in reverse 

characterizes contemporary art practices 

of appropriation as producing allegories of 

the present ruinous state of the historical 

language of modern art.

 Th e melancholic exercise of 

speaking or contemplating a dead 

language in the moment of its allegorical 

appropriation, however, also delivers a 

particular kick. Crimp analyzes the practice 

of working with appropriated images 

as driven by the fetishist desire to get a 

morbid joy out of the devotion to an opaque 

artifact: “Such an elaborate manipulation 

of the image does not really transform it; 

it fetishizes it. Th e picture is an object of 

desire, the desire for the signifi cation that 

is known to be absent.”7 Jameson draws 

on another form of neurotic pleasure to 

describe the intensity of experiencing the 

breakdown of signifi cation in the moment 

of encountering the isolated object of 

appropriation: He uses schizophrenia as a 

model to outline the postmodern condition 

of historical experience. 

 According to Jameson, 

schizophrenia implies a loss of the mental 

capacity to perceive time as ongoing 

in a consistent order, which results in 

the inability to organize experiences in 

coherent sequences that would allow them 

to make sense, which, in turn, generated 

a heightened sense of the visceral and 

material presence of the isolated fragments 

of perception. He writes that “as temporal 

continuities break down, the experience 

of the present becomes powerfully, 

overwhelmingly vivid and ‘material’: the 

world comes before the schizophrenic with 

heightened intensity, bearing a mysterious 

and oppressive charge of aff ect, glowing 

with hallucinatory energy.”8 Like Crimp, 

Jameson frames a symptomatic moment 

in which the individual experiences the 

breakdown of historical interpretation 

in the face of an opaque artifact as an 

ambivalent sensation of depression 

and ecstasy. So, what for Jameson is the 

quintessential postmodern experience is for 

Crimp the particular kick appropriation art 

delivers.
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 All of these thoughts revolve 

around an experience of death, the certain 

death of modernity, and the sense of 

history it implied, an experience of death 

that is framed and fi xed by the object of 

appropriation through the accumulation 

of the dead matter of hollowed out signs in 

the form of allegory, the ruin of language. 

Th at these terms sound like the vocabulary 

of gothic novels is certainly no coincidence 

since the invocation of a sense of gloom 

seems to have been a key moment in 

the discourse of postmodernism. It is, 

however, a gothic novel written in denial 

of the implications of the atmosphere it 

conjures up, namely the suspicion that 

the dead might actually not be as dead 

as they are declared to be and that they 

might actually return as revenants to walk 

among the living. Th rough its relentless 

repetition the evocation of the emptiness 

of the signifi er and the death of historical 

meaning comes to sound like a mantra, a 

spell to keep away the specters of modern 

history that linger on the margins of the 

postmodern discourse. Th e re-emergence 

of a multiplicity of histories in the historic 

moment of the 1990s, then, resembles the 

return of these ghosts to the center of the 

discourse and equals the sudden realization 

that the signs do speak as multiple echoes 

of historical meaning begin to reverberate 

in their hollow body—the insight that 

what was deemed dead speech has indeed 

manifest eff ects on the lives of the living.

Th is shock of the unsuspected return of 

meaning to the arbitrary sign is pictured in 

the climatic scene of Edgar Allen Poe’s “Th e 

Fall of the House of Usher” (1839). On a 

stormy night, the narrator recounts, he tried 

to comfort and calm his host, the lord of the 

house of Usher, who is plagued by nervous 

hypersensitivity and an immense sense of 

anxiety, by reading a fanciful chivalrous 

romance to him. Instead of distracting the 

attention from the surrounding reality, 

however, the words of the story are, in 

fact, answered by immediate echoes in 

the real world: “At the termination of 

this sentence I started, and for a moment 

paused; for it appeared to me (although I at 

once concluded that my excited fancy had 

deceived me)—it appeared to me that, from 

some very remote portion of the mansion, 

there came, indistinctly, to my ears, what 

might have been, in its exact similarity of 

character, the echo (but a stifl ed and dull 

one certainly) of the very cracking and 

ripping sound which Sir Launcelot had so 

particularly described.”9

 It turns out that the literary account 

of a knight breaking into a dragon’s horde 

is step-by-step echoed in the real world by 

the literal procedure of the undead twin 

sister of the Count of Usher breaking out of 

the tomb in which she was buried alive to 

come and take her brother to the shadows 

with her. It is this sudden realization that 

words and images, as arbitrarily construed 

they may be, produce unsuspected eff ects 

and aff ects in the real world, which could be 

said to mark the momentum of the 1990s. 

A key consequence of this momentum 

is the shift  in the critical discourse away 

from a primary focus on the arbitrary and 

constructed character of the linguistic 

sign toward a desire to understand the 

performativity of language and grasp 

precisely how things are done with words, 

that is, how language through its power of 

interpellation and injunction enforces the 

meaning of what it spells out and, like a 

spell placed on a person, binds that person 

to execute what it commands.

 In the light of this understanding 

the aim of appropriation can no longer be 

analysis alone, quite simply because the 

eff ects of staging an object of appropriation 

can no longer be contained in a moment 

of mere contemplation. When you call 

up a specter it will not content itself with 

being inspected, it will require active 

negotiations to accommodate the ghost 

and direct its actions or at least keep 

them in check. By the same token, if we 

understand the evocation of a concept, 

image, or object in the moment of its 

appropriation and exhibition to have 

manifest and potentially unsuspected 

eff ects on the real world, to isolate, display, 

and, as it were, fi x this concept, image, or 

object in the abstract space of pure analysis 

is no longer enough. To acknowledge the 

performative dimension of language means 

to understand the responsibility that comes 

with speaking to engage in the procedures 

of speech and face the consequences of 

what is being said. To utter words for the 

sake of analysis already means to put these 

words to work. You cannot test a spell. 

To utter it is to put it into eff ect. In this 

sense, an art of appropriation understood 

as invocation must concern itself even 

more with the practicalities and material 

gestures performed in the ceremony of 

invocation. Th is concern for practicalities 

simultaneously raises the question to what 

ends the ceremony is performed, that is, 

with which consequences the object of 

appropriation is put to its new use. Th is is 

a question of practical ethics: With what 

attitude should appropriation be practiced? 

Would it be acceptable for a critical art 

practice to give in to the power of the 

performative alone and invoke the ghosts of 

historic visual languages to command them 

to work for the interests of the living?

 Th ere is ample evidence that this 

is precisely what public address experts 
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do these days anyway. Every orchestrated 

retro-trend or revisionist resurrection of 

nationalist histories sees hordes of ghosts 

pressed into the service of the market and 

other ideological programs. So, to resist the 

urge to master the ghosts by programming 

the eff ects of appropriation seems like a 

better alternative. Th is is always assuming 

that it was actually possible at all to master 

ghosts, while the uncanny quality of an 

encounter with them, aft er all, lies precisely 

in the fact that in the relationship with 

a specter and the one who invokes it, 

who controls whom will always remain 

dangerously ambiguous and the subject of 

practical struggle. Th is brings us back to the 

questionable status of property in the act of 

appropriation discussed before. If through 

appropriation one seeks to (re-) possess 

an object, what then if that object had a 

history and thus a life of its own? Would 

the desire for possession then not inevitably 

be confronted by a force within that object 

which resists that very desire? In his book 

Spectres of Marx (1994) Derrida describes 

this moment of ambiguity and struggle as 

follows: “One must have the ghost’s hide 

and to do that, one must have it. To have it, 

one must see it, situate it, identify it. One 

must possess it without letting oneself be 

possessed by it, without being possessed 

of it […]. But does not a spectre consist, to 

the extent that it consists, in forbidding or 

blurring this distinction? In consisting in 

this very undiscernability? Is not to possess 

a spectre to be possessed by it, possessed 

period? To capture it, is that not to be 

captivated by it?”10

 On the grounds of this observation, 

that the relation between the ghost and 

the one who invokes it will remain in a 

precarious state of limbo, Derrida then 

develops an ethics, that is, he formulates 

the task to fi nd ways to practically approach 

and do things with ghosts that would 

do justice to the complex nature of their 

presence and relation to us. Th e task is to 

“learn to live with ghosts” 11 and this means 

to learn “how to let them speak or how to 

give them back speech”12 by approaching 

them in a determined way that still remains 

undetermined enough to allow them to 

present themselves: “To exorcise not in 

order to chase away the ghosts, but this time 

to grant them the right, if it means making 

them come back alive, as revenants who 

could no longer be revenants, but as other 

arrivants to whom a hospitable memory 

or promise must off er welcome—without 

certainty, ever, that they present themselves 

as such. Not in order to grant them the 

right in this sense but out of a concern for 

justice.”13

 It seems that this ethical maxim 

could equally serve as a practical guide to 

appropriation today. If we assume that the 

horizon of our historical experience today 

is defi ned by the ambiguous infl uences and 

latent presence of the unresolved histories, 

the ghosts of modernity, then an act of 

appropriation that seeks to show what it 

means for something to mean something 

today must expose these unresolved 

moments of latent presence as they are, 

and that means, fi rst of all, not to suggest 

their resolution in the moment of their 

exhibition. Appropriation then is about 

performing the unresolved by staging 

object, images, or allegories that invoke the 

ghosts of unclosed histories in a way that 

allows them to appear as ghosts and reveal 

the nature of the ambiguous presence. 

And to do that is fi rst of all a question of 

fi nding appropriate ways of going through 

the practicalities of the performance of 

evocation, that is: a question of practice.
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Ovidiu Anton 
(b. 1982 in Romania) lives and works in Vienna.
www.ovidiuanton.com

Contribution
Framework Conditions from Istanbul to Vienna, 2013
Tabourets Cabanon LC14 01 Series: Exhibition Leftovers 

Secession, 2015
Almost Doubles, 2018

For Framework Conditions from Istanbul to Vienna 
[→ p. 76] Ovidiu Anton took photographs of wooden 
fruit boxes that he found on the streets of Istanbul, 
whose material is sold further by garbage collectors. 
In a manner of recycling he used the wood to frame 
the photo of these found items. | The artist refers to a 
similar cycle of goods in Tabourets Cabanon LC14 01 
Series: Exhibition Leftovers Secession [→ p. 66, p. 70]: The 
form of these seating elements is based on the famous 
same-named furniture by Le Corbusier. Their material 
originates from recycled architectural props left over 
from exhibitions at the Vienna Secession. | Almost 
Doubles [→ p. 111] is a photographic work especially 
developed for this book. At first glance, the image 
subjects seem to conjure analogies, similarities which, 
however, dissolve upon closer inspection.

Marcus Boon 
(b. 1963 in Great Britain) lives and works in Toronto.
www.marcusboon.com

Contribution
Depropriation [→ p. 282] 

Daniel Gustav Cramer 
(b. 1975 in Germany) lives and works in Berlin. 
www.danielgustavcramer.com

Contribution
01–72, 2014 
Cap Formentor, Mallorca, July 1986, 2017
A Collection of Postcards of Arnold Böcklin’s Island of 

Death, 2018

In his work 01–72 [→ p. 62] Daniel Gustav Cramer 
installed a chronological sequence of 72 photographs of 
a water surface in 72 rooms of a Swiss housing complex, 
which also accommodates an exhibition space in the 
basement. An exhibited index indicated the metadata of 
the photos—similar to the decentralized organizational 
principle of images in the World Wide Web—such 
as the time the photo was made or the geographical 
coordinates of their position in the house. | In Cap 
Formentor, Mallorca, July 1986 [→ p. 75] the artist tells 
a story from two different perspectives: Two boys run 
down to the beach where they fall down in the sand 
together. According to Cramer, the doubling of the 
texts is similar to two, slightly different drawings in 
space, which join at a common point. | In A Collection 
of Postcards of Arnold Böcklin’s Island of Death [→ p. 123] 
the artist plays with the repetition and variation in 
five paintings by Böcklin with roughly the same image 
motifs. Especially made for this book, he continues the 
serialism of the original paintings with a collection of 
printed reproductions of the works.
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Agnes Fuchs 
(b. 1965 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna and 
Berlin. 
www.agnes-fuchs.com

Contribution
To Configure. / Dec 2017, 2017
reproduction p. 15–16, Codes & Legends, 2016–2017 
EXPÉRIENCE STÉRÉO_1, STATION MEUDON, 

STATION NANÇAY, 2013
EXPÉRIENCE STÉRÉO_2, STATION MEUDON, 

STATION NANÇAY, 2013
Pour comprendre, 2018*

Agnes Fuch’s works feature a strong self-referential 
character: For To Configure. / Dec 2017 [→ p. 73] and 
reproduction p. 15–16, Codes & Legends [→ p. 73] 
the artist draws from a collection of brochures and 
instruction manuals that accompany technological-
scientific instruments, which she employs as an archive 
to revisit contents. | In EXPÉRIENCE STÉRÉO_1, 
STATION MEUDON, STATION NANÇAY and 
EXPÉRIENCE STÉRÉO_2, STATION MEUDON, 
STATION NANÇAY [→ p. 62] she translated the image 
of a scientific device into the medium of painting, 
thereby inserting a reproduction loop into the artistic 
production process. Fuchs juxtaposed the technological 
setting with a pair of images and works with the 
variation of the same subject. | In Pour comprendre [→ p. 
135] Fuchs combined the reuse of documentary photos 
of her installation To Configure. / Dec 2017 from the 
exhibition A ditto, ditto device. [→ p. 58] with elements 
of her artistic research and works especially created for 
this book.

*Notes on Pour comprendre by Agnes Fuchs

References: pp. 1–2: Pour comprendre McLuhan. Cover: La 

Quinzaine Littéraire. Numéro 69, Du 16 au 31 mars 1969; Addo 

5 Punch / any 5, 7 or 8 hole code, charcoal on paper, 61 × 43 cm, 

Agnes Fuchs, 2016 | pp. 3–5: installation view, To configure, 2017, 

installation, multi-part, 2800 × 400 cm, Agnes Fuchs, 2017 in: 

A ditto, ditto device., AIL, Vienna, 2017;  (La beauté emane de 

l’âme… La forme, 120 × 150 cm each, L’erreur, 90 × 75 cm, each 

acrylic on canvas, 2016–17 | pp. 5–6: reproduction p. 15–16, Codes 

& Legends, Agnes Fuchs, Thomas Freiler, 2016 in: Lorem Ipsum 

Dolor Sit Amet, Franz Thalmair, Revolver Publishing, Berlin, 

2016; Cover: La Quinzaine Littéraire. Numéro 69  | pp. 7–8: 

digital assemblage, Nyquist Plot, 90 × 81 cm, Concorde, 35 × 27 

cm, Untitled, 40 × 27 cm, detail, 155 × 120 cm, acrylic on canvas, 

Agnes Fuchs, 2016–17 each; chart, table, archived material, 21 × 

19 cm, ca. 1970 | pp. 9–10: La forme (series), 68 × 55, acrylic on 

canvas, 2017; p. 16: Codes & Legends, copy, 2016; order, canvas, 

different formats, 2018.

Bettina Funcke 
(b. 1971 in Germany) lives and works in New York City. 
www.bettinafuncke.com

Contribution
Be with the Trouble—Cultural Appropriation in America 

[→ p. 290] | Initial publication (German version): 
Bettina Funcke, “Das Unbehagen aushalten. 
Kulturelle Aneignung in Amerika,” springerin 
– Hefte für Gegenwartskunst 2 (2018): 33–35.

Sebastian Gärtner 
(b. 1986 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna. 
www.sebastiangaertner.com

Contribution
Ikonotopographie (Our Lady of Tchwin), 2017
What Would Rachel Whiteread Do? (at the bottom of a 

mould), 2018 
Paperprops, 2014
[sic!] (tribute to Rudolf Schwarzkogler), 2015

In Periphrasis (for a ditto, ditto device) [→ p. 40] 
Sebastian Gärtner performed a translation of a 
Russian icon, from its two-dimensionality into three-
dimensionality, by making multiple plaster casts of 
it. As in a digital 3D print, albeit with analog means, 
Ikonotopographie (Our Lady of Tchwin) [→ p. 69] exhibits 
all the details of the work’s surface structure, while the 
color, the constitutive feature of painting, is eliminated. 
| In the photographic work especially created for this 
book What Would Rachel Whiteread Do? (at the bottom 
of a mould) [→ p. 147] the artist takes the opposite 
route—from three dimensions to two dimensions—by 
making photographs of a self-made concrete cast. At 
the same time, the title of the work invokes Rachel 
Whiteread as an artistic reference for his own practice. 
| For Paperprops [→ p. 72] the artist applied a mode 
of self-organization by making paper reproductions 
of industrial ceiling props, which are typically used 
to prevent a building from collapsing. Despite of 
the detailed imitation of the iron constructions, the 
paper objects could not fulfill their actual function 
as a supporting structure. | [sic!] (tribute to Rudolf 
Schwarzkogler) [→ p. 98] not only established a historical 
reference to Viennese Actionism, Gärtner also expanded 
and corrected it from a contemporary point of view. The 
photo series depicts a female body wrapped in medical 
bandages in the style of Rudolf Schwarzkogler’s Aktionen 
from the 1960s. Gärtner placed the Latin abbreviation 
[sic!] on the bandaged body, which indicates when 
misspellings are taken over in quotes. The work was 
used as the cover motif for the originalcopy edition of the 
art magazine springerin.
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Annette Gilbert 
(b. in Germany) lives and works in Berlin and Erlangen. 

Contribution
Giving and Taking—Renegotiating Literary Citation 

Culture [→ p. 294] | Initial publication (German 
version): Annette Gilbert, “Vom Geben und 
Nehmen. Literarische Zitationskultur im Wandel,” 
springerin – Hefte für Gegenwartskunst 2 (2018): 
48–53.

Kenneth Goldsmith 
(b. 1961 in the USA) lives and works in New York City. 
www.ubuweb.com

Contribution
Easy is the New Difficult [→ p. 302] | Initial publication 

(German version): Kenneth Goldsmith, “Easy is 
the New Difficult. Anstatt eines Gesprächs mit dem 
Künstler,” Kunstforum International 243 (2016): 
68–75.

Boris Groys 
(b. 1947 in the former GRD) lives and works in Berlin. 

Contribution
Post-Internet Curating [→ p. 308]
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Yuki Higashino 
(b. 1984 in Japan) lives and works in Vienna. 
www.yukihigashino.com

Contribution
Free Enterprise Painting 2, 2016
Free Enterprise Painting 3, 2016
Free Enterprise Painting 5, 2017
Free Enterprise Painting 5, 2017 (Detail), 2018
Tailings (For Constanze), 2014
Tailings (For Thomas), 2014 
Tailings (For Tris), 2015

In Yuki Higashino’s series Free Enterprise Paintings [→ 
p. 62, p. 63, p. 69, p. 159] photographs of contemporary 
abstract paintings he found online are separated into 
four color channels, rasterized, and then manually 
painted onto Plexiglas in a dot pattern with acrylic 
paint. The image motifs originate from young painters, 
whose works are traded on the speculative and 
deregulated art market. Following this fragmentation 
process Higashino combines the individual images 
into a new overall composition and returns it back 
into the image circulation of the Internet where 
they came from. | In Free Enterprise Painting 5, 2017 
(Detail) [→ p. 159] the artist transforms one of his own 
paintings, which he generated in such a way, back into 
seemingly original abstract paintings. The printing 
technologies applied in this process are designed for 
reproduction and contradict the propagated idea of 
uniqueness. | The series Tailings [→ p. 75] consists of 
origami figures Higashino folded from paper with his 
own handwritten drafts of exhibition reviews. The artist 
admits that his writing activities are not only motivated 
by artistic concerns—writing helps him generate a viral 
momentum and symbolic capital, a certain buzz effect.

Kathi Hofer 
(b. 1981 in Austria) lives and works in Berlin. 
www.kathihofer.com

Contribution
666 Superleggera, 2012
Design for a Salt Cellar, 1545–1571 / 2012
Flowers, 2009
Gifts, 2013–ongoing
Notes in Space, 2001–2018*

In 666 Superleggera (2012) [→ p. 69] Kathi Hofer blurs 
the lines between applied art and free art: The chairs 
are unauthorized fakes of the nearly same-named 
design classic 699 Superleggera by Gio Ponti, which the 
artist bought in an online auction and then restored. 
| Hofer’s version of Benvenuto Cellini’s Design for a 
Salt Cellar [→ p. 69] bears two dates of origin: Initially 
requested as a loan for Hofer’s exhibition at the MAK 
– Austrian Museum of Applied Arts / Contemporary 
Art, the museum produced a digital reproduction as 
the original drawing was not available due to restoration 
measures. While the Cellini original remained in the 
museum collection, the reproduction transformed into 
a work of Kathi Hofer and thereby subverted prevailing 
ownership structures. | Originally found on the street, 
Flowers [→ p. 69] were given to Kathi Hofer, who, in a 
simple gesture, declared it a readymade. | With Gifts 
[→ p. 74]—a series of handcrafted, yet arbitrary and 
hard to differentiate gift boxes—the artist takes the pre-
Christmas time as a starting point, a seasonal spirit of 
heightened expectations for the future, linking subjective 
projections with collective rituals of wish production. 
| Notes in Space [→ p. 171] is Kathi Hofer’s re-edit of 
a ten-page essay by a film theoretician, which was 
originally published in the art magazine Artforum and is 
reprinted in this book.

*Notes on Notes in Space by Kathi Hofer

Notes in Space is a close reading and re-edit of the essay “Bodies 

in Space: Film as ‘Carnal Knowledge’” by Annette Michelson. 

The first time I encountered the text was around 2001. I received 

a photocopied version of Michelson’s seminal essay on Stanley 

Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) in a film studies 

course at the University of Vienna, which was first published in 

Artforum’s February 1969 issue. Since then I have re-read the text 

a number of times, underscoring different parts—always linked 

to my current sphere of interest. I used markers of various colors. 

The physical copy traveled with me quite a bit, and it circulated 

among readers—people I shared it with. Once, after lending it 

to a friend, I noticed a huge coffee stain on the first two pages. 

Another time when I passed it on, it returned to me as a PDF 

file of scans, showing nothing but my annotations—as they were 

layered in time. 

Ane Mette Hol 
(b. 1979 in Norway) lives and work in Oslo.
www.anemettehol.com

Contribution
Untitled (Drawing for 26 Objects), 2017
Grey Literature #3, 2018
Untitled (Icon), no. 2, 2016
Untitled (Template for a Publication), 2018

Ane Mette Hol takes mass-produced everyday items as 
a departure point to investigate the relationship between 
objects, images, and drawn reproductions. The artist 
used the open studio in the exhibition Periphrasis (for a 
ditto, ditto device) [→ p. 40] in Innsbruck to embark on 
a long-term work process for Untitled (Drawing for 26 
Objects) [→ p. 69, p. 83], in which she colored 26 sheets 
of thin white flower silk with black pastels. She contrasts 
the banal mutation of an off-the-shelf object from white 
to black with meticulous and tedious handcraft. | In 
Untitled (Icon), no. 2 [→ p. 63, p. 106] the artist explored 
an icon of everyday office culture: a stack of white 
photocopy paper, whose form is subject to industrial 
standardization and normalization, turns out to be 
a block of hand-cut DIN A4 sheets of paper packed in 
a precisely folded paper envelope with a hand-drawn 
label. | For Grey Literature #3 [→ p. 82] Ane Mette Hol 
reproduced the invitation card for the exhibition A ditto, 
ditto device. [→ p. 58] in Vienna in an elaborate drawing 
and photo-realistic process and presented it at the 
Brussels exhibition ”, ”, ”, — Footnotes as a new original. 
The image motif of this invitation card was Untitled 
(Icon), no. 1, an earlier version of the artist’s stack of 
manually reproduced photocopy paper. | In Untitled 
(Template for a Publication) [→ p. 183] Hol uses a drawn 
grid derived from a digital printout of squared paper. 
The hand-copied and printed graph paper exhibits the 
imperfections of both the printer and the pencil.
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Christian Höller 
(b. 1966 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna.

Contribution
One to One-and-a-Half—On the Spectrum of 

Contemporary Artistic Copying Practices [→ p. 314] 
| Initial publication (German version): Christian 
Höller, “Eins zu eineinhalb. Zum Spektrum 
gegenwärtiger künstlerischer Kopierverfahren,” 
springerin – Hefte für Gegenwartskunst 2 (2018): 
26–31. 

Wouter Huis 
(b. 1974 in the Netherlands) lives and works in Brussels.
www.wouterhuis.com

Contribution
Possible drawing (autonomous production unit), 2017
Summary (Towards A Philosophy of Photography), 2015
Untitled (a possible selection out of the collection of floor 

plans), 2018 

For Possible drawing (autonomous production unit) [→ 
p. 100] Wouter Huis devised a random algorithm that 
incessantly produced new drawings and sent them to a 
printer in the exhibition space. The programmed script 
infinitely repeats the process, punctuating subjects 
like automation and digitalization, while the room 
gradually fills up with printed sheets of paper. | In 
Summary (Towards A Philosophy of Photography) [→ p. 
99] the artist copied the 39 pages of the same-named 
essay by Vilém Flusser onto a single sheet of DIN A4 
paper. Corresponding with the aesthetics of the Web, 
the philosophical content manifests as a black cloud of 
words, a collage, which the artist calls “summary”. | In 
Untitled (a possible selection out of the collection of floor 
plans) [→ p. 195] Huis presents a selection of a collection 
of architectural floor plans that one often finds in 
exhibitions to guide visitors. Removed from their 
original function and subjected to a détournement, the 
plans in this book take on an autonomous form.

Gabriele Jutz 
(b. 1959 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna. 

Contribution
“Retrograde Remediation”—Cross-Media Translations 

in Contemporary Film-Related Art [→ p. 320] | 
Initial publication (German version): Gabriele Jutz, 
“‘Retrograde Remediation.’ Medienübergreifende 
Übersetzungen in der zeitgenössischen 
filmbezogenen Kunst,” springerin – Hefte für 
Gegenwartskunst 2 (2018): 38–41.
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Joséphine Kaeppelin 
(b. 1985 in France) lives and works in Brussels.
www.josephinekaeppelin.com

Contribution
Opinion Poll, 2017 
Opinion poll, 2018 
Detailed Opinion Poll Results, 2018
Untitled, 2012 

Joséphine Kaeppelin’s Opinion Poll [→ p. 63, p. 88] 
investigates work life standards by making viewers of 
her work active participants. In surveys directed at the 
emotional state of the people interviewed she imitates 
the neoliberal practices of work life and applies them 
as participative displays to the field of art. Here, the 
standardization that leads to conformity and facilitates 
reproducibility is the order of the day. | What the artist 
began in the exhibition Periphrasis (for a ditto, ditto 
device) [→ p. 40] in Innsbruck and staged as an interim 
result in A ditto, ditto device. [→ p. 58] in Vienna was 
further developed for ”, ”, ”, — Footnotes [→ p. 80] in 
Brussels: Another version with the title Opinion poll 
[→ p. 86] was presented there as a visual poem and 
evaluation of all previous surveys. Integrated into the 
structure of the exhibition space, this work assumed 
the place otherwise reserved for text material to convey 
exhibition contents. | In Detailed Opinion Poll Results [→ 
p. 207], conceived for this publication, the artist, who 
also calls herself an “intellectual and graphic service 
provider”, plays with self-copy and self-reference by 
presenting the apparent results of her survey on letter 
paper. | Untitled [→ p. 75] originates from a series of 
abstract inkjet prints in which Kaeppelin explored the 
relationships between humans and machines. Using the 
faultiness of conventional office software and the default 
settings and moments of coincidental interruption to 
compose her image materials, the artist expands the 
functions of machines.

Michael Kargl 
(b. 1975 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna.
www.michaelkargl.com

Contribution
notations (theater), 2017
material research, 2017
glass, tension belts, 2017
wall, colour gradient, 2017
objects of desire, 2005–2008/2017
pedro’s geometry (display), 2017
notations (display), 2018
notations (theater), 2017
different views, 2018
paper, glass, 2018
fluorescent tube, wood, 2018
glass, lines, 2018
human, box, 2018
proposal for a performative research, 2018

Michael Kargl accompanied Periphrasis (for a ditto, 
ditto device) in Innsbruck with his notations (theater) 
[→ p. 40]. The floor drawing was a commentary and 
public reflection on the methods of the collective work 
process as well as an independent work. Arrows, circles, 
keywords, and connecting lines generated an additional 
layer of information. | In Michael Kargl’s material 
research [→ p. 62, p. 92, p. 93] a digital art generator, 
which has the potential to develop an infinite number 
of artworks, is applied to the collection of images, the 
corpus that forms the basis of originalcopy. Following an 
analysis and indexing of the individual works according 
to parameters like material, form, and content, Kargl 
created his own material constellations, which were 
adapted to the respective exhibition site. | In objects of 
desire [→ p. 75] the artist investigates the parameters 
that define digital art: Must one be able to own art in 
order to define it as such, or is a serial number enough 
to speak of an original? | Kargl designed parts of the 
displays for the exhibitions A ditto, ditto device. [→ p. 58] 
in Vienna and ”, ”, ”, — Footnotes [→ p. 80] in Brussels: 
pedro’s geometry (display) [→ p. 14] is a modular system 
of tables, podiums, and vitrines; in notations (display) 
[→ p. 10] Kargl used blue foil to transfer the planned 
positioning of the works in a digital floor plan directly 
to the actual floor of the exhibition space. | proposal for 
a performative research [→ p. 8] is a reflection and future 
model at the same time. The work developed for this 
book discusses the work process of the research project 
originalcopy and augments it by formulating an artistic 
research model with visual means.

Nika Kupyrova 
(b. 1985 in Ukraine) lives and works in Vienna  
and Prague. 
www.nikakupyrova.com

Contribution
Re-reading, 2017
Wicked, old wild sea songs, 2017
Books I have read I, 2017
Reflection, 2016
In an old book all the pages are the same, 2016
Cat’s cradle, 2015
Paradisio noir, 2018
Wicked, old wild sea songs, 2017

For Periphrasis (for a ditto, ditto device) [→ p. 40] in 
Innsbruck Nika Kupyrova re-read books she had already 
once read. Depending on time passed, emotional 
state, or accumulated knowledge, every encounter 
with a book is different. The performance Re-reading, 
a re-enactment, formed the basis for Wicked, old wild 
sea songs (2017) [→ p. 76], a sculpture exhibited in A 
ditto, ditto device. [→ p. 58] in Vienna, in which she 
articulates the gesture of reading as physical activity. | 
In Books I have read I [→ p. 95] the artist presented the 
results of her research in the form of a book about all 
the books she had re-read. In Reflection and In an old 
book all the pages are the same (2016) [→ p. 94] Kupyrova 
showed two more books that deal with self-reflection. 
| The departure point for Cat’s cradle [→ p. 70] is the 
eponymous children’s game. By translating these typical 
string patterns into bent steel tubes Kupyrova explores 
the point at which we perceive the transition from 
one figure to the next, from predecessor to successor. 
| Paradisio noir [→ p. 219] conveys the impression of 
a three-dimensional starry sky but is entirely two-
dimensional. The work revisited in this book plays with 
the residues of a photocopy process, an unrepeatable 
combination of misprints and spots.
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Ulrich Nausner 
(b. 1980 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna. 
www.ulrichnausner.com

Contribution
Limitation (AIL), 2017
Rainbow colors (interactive) #1, 2017
Rainbow colors (interactive) #2, 2017
Untitled (originalcopy), 2018

A disclaimer is a legal formulation that regulates 
certain responsibilities and rights. Ulrich Nausner’s 
Limitation (AIL) [→ p. 71] transfers a collage of found 
disclaimers into the exhibition space. Hence, the work 
references the regulation of property rights as well as 
the digitization of contents in the Internet. | In Rainbow 
colors (interactive) #1 and Rainbow colors (interactive) #2 
[→ p. 63, p. 70] Nausner refers to a cliché in landscape 
photography. The rainbow—a motif that has degenerated 
to kitsch—is not depicted with its characteristic color 
gradient but as a semi-transparent hexadecimal code 
on the windows of the exhibition space. | Untitled 
(originalcopy) [→ p. 231], a work conceived for this book, 
is based upon the material components of the research 
project originalcopy. Nausner’s book pages contain all of 
the text elements on the project’s website in 1 point font 
size. This 1:1 return manifests as a new creation.

Willem Oorebeek 
(b. 1953 in the Netherlands) lives and works in Brussels. 

Contribution
Re, as in Again, 2018
CHARIVARIQUES, 2018*

Willem Oorebeek’s works are often based on materials 
from commercial media or the art context. He 
separates individual elements out of the stream of 
images circulating in mass media and subjects them 
to various print techniques, whereby they attain an 
autonomous status. Re, as in Again [→ p. 101] is a 
lithographic reproduction of a work by the British artist 
Simon Thompson, who, in turn, plays with the gesture 
of printing by applying a roll of printing ink to paper. 
| In CHARIVARIQUES [→ p. 243] Oorebeek cites a 
prominent predecessor of contemporary graphic and 
printing art. The re-release of a caricaturist work by 
Honoré Daumier focuses on the material and medial 
conditions of the original lithography and the context 
of its publication, which are generally not attributed any 
significance. 

*Notes on CHARIVARIQUES by Willem Oorebeek

“The work of Honoré Daumier is strongly connected with the 

distribution of his drawings in print and printed media. For 

over 40 years he made drawings on lithographic stone, every 

day, which were printed in editions and a weekly newspaper 

called Le Charivari—a job through which he was recognized 

as one of the first artists working with a strong connection to 

print media. Not so long ago my attention was drawn to a shop 

window of an antiquarian in Paris, where several of Daumier’s 

prints were exhibited. What was special, however, was how low 

these prints were priced. This was not at all what I had imagined 

about the value of works by this artist of such reputation. I asked 

the antiquarian who owned the shop. He told me that the prices 

were so low because they were printed in reaction to comments 

on actual issues at the time, and that the printed newspaper on 

the opposite side had become visible through the paper and was 

interfering with the drawings. Many lithographs by Daumier 

were also printed on blank paper and sold for considerably higher 

prices than the ones contaminated with newspaper print. As an 

artist practicing the art of printing through lithography myself, I 

have always valued the development of functional print-making. 

Therefore it was such a surprise that these newspaper prints 

were not valued MORE rather much LESS than the clean prints, 

considering that it was precisely the newspaper function that 

originated the massive success of an artist like Daumier. A good 

copy of the newspapers would show the image in its undeniable 

quality as communication tool in one layer. The entire set of 

distinct elements—like headlines, letter-press relief, along with the 

caricaturist intentions of Daumier himself—forms a full schematic 

of the exciting whirl and dynamic of the era of growing political 

awareness, the turmoil of a society under influence. It would, in 

the end, provide a reasonable, if not necessary, ground for the 

decision to reproduce such copies.”

Jussi Parikka 
(b. 1976 in Finland) lives and works in  
Southampton, UK.
www.jussiparikka.net

Contribution
Copy [→ p. 326] | Initial publication: Jussi Parikka, 

“Copy,” in Software Studies. A Lexicon, ed. Matthew 
Fuller (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008), 
70–78. [Reprinted courtesy of the MIT Press.]
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Lisa Rastl 
(b. 1974 in Austria) lives and work in Vienna. 
www.lisarastl.com

Contribution
From the series Reproductions, 2018
multi titled #1, 2018

Lisa Rastl was invited to document the exhibition A 
ditto, ditto device. [→ p. 58] in Vienna and create a new 
artwork for the subsequent exhibition ”, ”, ”, — Footnotes 
[→ p. 80] in Brussels. In From the series Reproductions [→ 
p. 105, 106] Rastl responded to all of the works exhibited 
in Vienna by photographing them with a digital camera 
through the ground glass of an analog medium format 
camera. In the transfer from analog to digital and 
back again Rastl made the works of her colleagues her 
own. | multi titled #1 [→ p. 255] is a reflection upon the 
photography Rastl developed for this publication, in 
which she dealt with the custom of lead pouring. She 
documented this act and its coincidental outcomes with 
various imaging methods such as digital photography, 
3D print techniques, or photograms.

Stefan Riebel 
(b. 1982 in the former GDR) lives and works in Berlin 
and Leipzig.
www.stefanriebel.de

Contribution
What I Am, 2017
having and being, 2007–ongoing
Untitled (Langzeitbelichtungen)—#05 /  

Revueflex 1000s, 2017
Untitled (Langzeitbelichtungen)—#05 /  

Revueflex 1000s, 2018

What I Am [→ p. 77] is a collection of hundreds of words 
that have been used to describe Stefan Riebel throughout 
his life. In Periphrasis (for a ditto, ditto device) [→ p. 40] 
in Innsbruck the artist began to tattoo some of these 
synonyms onto his lower arm, thereby transforming 
these ascriptions into inscriptions. The performance 
will continue until there are no terms left. | For Untitled 
(Langzeitbelichtungen)—#05 / Revueflex 1000s [→ p. 71] 
Stefan Riebel sunk an analog photo camera in Vienna’s 
Danube Canal. He documented the trip to the site of 
this performance with the same camera. The last picture, 
set to permanent long exposure before the camera falls 
into the water, freezes in the process of photographic 
imaging. | Untitled (Langzeitbelichtungen)—#05 / 
Revueflex 1000s [→ p. 267] is an adapted version of the 
same-named installation for this book. | having and 
being [→ p. 104] consists of two photographs that are 
connected by visual analogies: One shows the father 
of the artist with Riebel as a baby, the other Riebel as 
a father with his own baby. When the family history 
continues, the series does, too.

Andrei Siclodi 
(b. 1972 in Romania) lives and works in Innsbruck. 

Contribution
“Taswira” in the Archive—On the Afterlife of Television 

Images in the Postcolony [→ p. 332]
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Cornelia Sollfrank 
(b. 1960 in Germany) lives and works in Berlin. 
www.artwarez.org

Contribution
The Surplus of Copying—How Shadow Libraries and
Pirate Archives Contribute to the Creation of Cultural 

Memory and the Commons [→ p. 338]

Franz Thalmair 
(b. 1976 in Austria) lives and works in Vienna.

Contribution
Copying as Performative Research—Toward an Artistic 

Working Model [→ p. 348] | Initial publication 
(German version): Franz Thalmair, “Kopieren 
als performative Recherche. Annäherung an ein 
künstlerisches Arbeitsmodell,” springerin – Hefte 
für Gegenwartskunst 2 (2018): 16–19. 

Thinking in the Exhibition Format—Postproduction Notes 
on originalcopy [→ p. 24]

Jan Verwoert 
(b. 1972 in Germany) lives and works in Berlin. 

Contribution
Living with Ghosts—From Appropriation to 

Invocation in Contemporary Art [→ p. 354] | 
Initial publication: Jan Verwoert, “Apropos 
Appropriation: Why stealing images today feels 
different,” Art & Research 1, no. 2 (2007), http://
www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/verwoert.html 
(accessed on October 17, 2018).
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The practice of copying has become 
omnipresent yet invisible, both in the digital 
realm and in the analog world. The arts-
based research project originalcopy—Post-
Digital Strategies of Appropriation subjects 
the dichotomy of original and copy to a re-
evaluation from a post-digital perspective and 
sheds light on this contradictory phenomenon. 
The underlying performative research focuses 
on the tensions between the supposed 
immateriality of digital technologies and their 
material manifestations by appropriating 
contemporary methods of copying and exposing 
them to artistic processes of transformation and 
translation. originalcopy is less interested in the 
results derived from the double act of copying 
copying strategies, rather the processes and 
working models that lead to them.


