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Customising New Media
IP Yuk-yiu

New media art is notoriously multi-faceted and diverse. But if one were
to find a way to identify some of the common features and recent
directions of this highly malleable art form, | think one might find the
"do-it-yourself" philosophy and its associated movements (such as free
software, open-source, open design etc.) to be important and useful
points of entry for the discussion and understanding of the multi-
dimensional developments of new media art in recent years.

As an artistic practice that places strong emphases on transmediality
and interdisciplinarity, new media art shares with contemporary
culture concepts of fluidity and heterogeneity, and embraces them
as part of its visions and agendas. Less concerned and fettered by
traditional conceptions of artistic genres or forms, the substance and
form of new media art tends to be mutable and less clearly defined
by discipline. It often employs and mixes different technologies (e.g.
computer, Internet, robotics, electronics etc.) and media (e.g. images,
sounds and texts etc.) in its production, creating a hybrid form that
stands somewhere curiously among different artistic categories such
as music, performance, film, video art, game, installation etc. Owing to
this dynamic and fluid nature, to understand and analyse new media
art simply in terms of traditional concepts such as "media" and "form"
often yields a vague and incomplete picture that fails to provide useful
observations for critical inquiry and reflection of the subject matter.

However, if one can momentarily suspend a "media-centric" perspective
and not merely regard new media as an exclusive artistic genre or
form, but instead understand it as both a projection and embodiment
of contemporary cultural practice, then one might immediately find
it much easier to discern similar themes and ideas among seemingly
diverse forms and movements in new media art. In recent years, one
of the most evident commonalities shared across the many different
sub-developments and practices within the multi-faceted domain
of new media art is the advocacy of the "do-it-yourself" spirit and its
growing popularisation. As its name suggests, the culture of "do-it-
yourself" emphasises autonomy, participation and creativity. It aims to
minimise one's dependence on establishments (or established means)
by innovating alternative ways to supplement or challenge conventional
methods and protocols. To better illustrate how the concept and culture
of "do-it-yourself" is applied and operated within the area of new media
art, we can perhaps use the recent development of artist-developed
software as an example to support a more concrete discussion.

In the last decade or so, we began to see a blossoming of independent
computer software developed by artists and designers for use in the
learning and production of music, multi-media and interactive design.
Among the numerous examples in the list, the more well-known
programmes include Chuck, DBN, Field, Impromptu, Lily, Nodebook,
Processing, Pure Data, openFrameworks, SuperCollider and vvvv. These
artist-developed software have markedly different distribution
strategies and sharing philosophies as compared to their mainstream
commercial counterparts. Some of them exist as freeware while others
assume the form of open source software licensed under General Public
License. For the sake of convenience, | shall tentatively put them into
one category and refer to them generally as "artist software" in the
following.

The above-mentioned artist software are projects directly initiated and
developed by artists, designers, musicians and media practitioners (e.g.
Ben FRY, Zachary LIEBERMAN, John MAEDA, MESO, OpenEnded Group,
Miller PUCKETTE, Casey REAS, Ge WANG, among others) for uses in their
own researches and artistic creations. In contrast to most commercial
software, artist software is more than just a ready-made utility targeting
for the easy creation of prescribed outcomes, shortcuts or procedures.
Rather, its main purpose is to provide an open platform for users to
apply and experiment with digital means (e.g. computer programming)
to design and create sounds, images and other multi-media interactive
experiences. In addition to functioning as a productive tool, artist
software also aims to facilitate the understanding of basic principles
and practices of digital creativity for its users, thus demystifying the
seemingly "inaccessible” and "incomprehensible" digital black box
(i.e. the computer) that has often come to associate with digital art.
Through the understanding and mastery of the digital means, users
are empowered to tackle their problems by devising their own custom
solutions as well as to further advance their creative ideas. Seen from
this perspective, artist software is not just a productive tool but also a
kind of "meta-tool”. Of course, this does not imply that using commercial
software for artistic creations is necessarily a good or bad thing, but it

is obvious that the two approaches embody and represent two very
distinct creative philosophies and artistic visions.

The "do-it-yourself" approach targets to minimise artists’ (over-)reliance
on established methods or existing technologies. From a practical
perspective, "Thomemade" software provides creators more room
and freedom to experiment by breaking away from the conceptual
and procedural limitations that are often imposed by commercial
software with their so-called professional protocols. Moreover, artist
software encourages creators to step out of their usual roles in order
to engage with the process of artistic creation holistically (i.e. research,
development, production and distribution). Artist software tells us
that tools development is indeed an important and integral part of the
whole of artistic creation. Aside from creating "content”, artists should
also have the capability (and surely the need) to develop and transform
the technologies, process and paradigms of artistic production. What is
significant about the case of artist software lies less on the urgency or
importance of technological mastery, but rather on how it inspires us to
facilitate a more integrated and holistic view on artistic creation. Instead
of seeing art-making simply as acts of expression, communication
and exhibition, this view also treats research, experimentation, and
development as indispensable parts of the whole artistic process.
Technology cannot exist outside of culture, and the reverse is also true.
The truly radical character and value of artist software resides in its
challenges to the established role of the artist, and sparks a rethinking of
the traditional dichotomy between notions of tools (means) and content
(end).

“Do-it-yourself" culture inspires and demonstrates the possibilities of a
new creative attitude and artistic model. Artist software is simply one of
the more recent incarnations of it that serves as a testimony of this spirit
among many other similar developments. If we place this culture back
to a much larger historical context, it is not difficult for us to trace some
of its roots and precedents back to the developments of media art a
century ago. Luigi RUSSOLO's Intonarumori, Thomas WILFRED's Clavilux,
Whitney brothers’ analogue computer, Oscar FISCHINGER's Lumigraph,
Nam Jun PAIK and Shuya ABE's Paik/Abe Synthesizer, Stan VANDERBEEK's
Movie-drome, and the Vasulkas’ video installations, etc, were some
notable instances of pioneering efforts of "Thomemade" media art in
the 20th century. At a time before "media art" gained wide circulation
as a term and became recognised as a distinct art form, these media
artists had already broken out of their particular confines and showed
the world it was indeed possible for artists to develop custom tools that
cater specifically to their own artistic visions.

This year, ifva, in association with art.ware project, have invited
three world renowned new media artists: Golan LEVIN, Zachary
LIEBERMAN and Julien MAIRE to conduct a live performance that
promises to present the limitless possibilities and unique artistry of
"homemade" media. Golan LEVIN wowed his audiences with his work
Dialtones- a Telesymphony in 2001. His subsequent piece Manual
Input Sessions continues to demonstrate Levin's imaginative mastery
of the computer as an expressive medium by fusing elements from
old and new media and transforming them into a futuristic shadow
play. Zachary LIEBERMAN, the New York-based new media art veteran,
is the mastermind behind the red-hot openFrameworks project. His
piece, drawn, turns a blank piece of paper and a brush into a playful
and exquisite live animated theater that borders somewhere between
the magical and the comical. Julien MAIRE, from France, is a modern
magic lantern master. His self-constructed projector creates a whole
new meaning and experience of cinematic viewing, forcing audiences to
take a fresh look at this often neglected object called film projector. The
three artists will incorporate tools that they developed into their own
performances, showcasing the inimitable alchemy of homemade media
that is capable of transforming ordinary yet often neglected objects into
mesmerising experiences.

Surely "doing-it-yourself" does not by itself guarantee a creative utopia.
"Homemade" culture is not here to dichotomise independent and
commercial research/development, for that would only be an over-
simplification of the complex relationship between the two. Rather,
the significance of the "do-it-yourself" movement lies in its advocacy
of an integrated creative attitude, encouraging artists to participate
more holistically in the entirety of the creative process, thereby
staking out a more autonomous and independent creative space
while revolutionising and enriching their artistic expressions. Levin,
Lieberman and Maire's works are excellent illustrations of how this goal

can be realised.



