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Manifesto for Canonisation in a Flat World

Axelle Van Wynsberghe

The digital art field has created its own relatively insular cultural milieu, wh
ich functions based on different principles of collection, preservation, exhibition,
and contextualisation than that of the traditional art world. From its mailing lists
and surf clubs, to its hosting of artist-initiated web-based curatorial projects, it h
as largely established itself in opposition to long-held notions of ‘hierarchical’
and ‘elitist’ traditional institutions. The Internet represented the promised lan
d in which artists could finally activate their imaginaries of a more open and dem
ocratic art world. The digital art field can therefore be put in conversation with so
me of the discourses and concepts of so-called ’institutional critique’ . Yet, sin
ce the early 2000’ s, artists that use digital technologies to make art have enjoye
d a newfound attention on their work, and have subsequently been invited to pr
esent in more traditional exhibition spaces and institutions. The tension between
these two trends have at times caused fractures between art professionals that w
ant to bring digital art to the forefront of contemporary art history, and those wh
ich understand digital art as intrinsically tied to its fragmented and networked h
ome of the Internet. Nevertheless, the corporatisation of the Internet and its plat
forms has driven it away from being the alternative space that artists once imagi
ned. This paper will evaluate digital art’ s supposedly ‘anti-institutional stanc
e’ and aim to engage further debate on the possibilities of digital art’ s canoni

sation from an art historical perspective.

Artists that use digital technologies to make art were often less interested
in salvaging the institution, viewing it as a territory already poisoned by ideolog
y. Instead, they ran mailing lists and surf clubs, and hosted artist-initiated web-b

ased curatorial projects, forging their own networked community of artists and a



rt professionals. This field has always seemingly escaped institutional definitions,
being referred to as net.art, Net Art, Media Art, Internet Art, New Media Art, Digit
al Art, amongst other terms—never truly being adequately defined by art histori
ans. As Svasek states, “Itis not just in relations between different societies and ¢
ultures that we find conflicting ideas about what constitutes art. Definitions of

‘art’  are often just as fiercely contested by different groups within the same so
ciety” (Svasek, 2007). Furthermore, the reception of awards, as well as appearan
ces in gallery and museum exhibitions, have often been fraught with tension. Ind
eed, when Net Art collective JODI won the 1999 Webby Award within the ‘Net
Art’ category, they famously mocked it by stating: "Ugly commercial sons of b
itches” (Allen, 2012). As Domenico Quaranta states, when it came to bringing N
et Art into the sphere of contemporary art: “the key question tackled by critical
debate was whether it was indeed possible to reconcile institutions and the anti-
institutional art par excellence (namely the art that chooses the net as a means t
o engage directly with the viewer)” (2013:136). The divide between traditional a
rt institutions and artists was exacerbated by the lack of appropriate contextualis
ation that they gave to digital art, and the fact that traditional art discourse was i
n many ways challenged by digital art’ s own materiality. Christiane Paul argues
that New Media Art can "never be understood from a strictly art-historical pers
pective” due to its intersection with the history of technology and media scienc
es” (Paul, 2008: 5). Nevertheless, Domenico Quaranta has called out Paul’ s sta
tement, and stated that it is time to 'cast off this old prejudice’ . As he states,

"this is only true to the extent that it is true of all other artistic practises” (201
1). Furthermore, the ways in which traditional museums and galleries have exhibi
ted digital art has often had a 'denaturing’ effect, stripping it of the browsing

experience and not encompassing its whole virtual environment. Taking digital a

rt’ s tension with traditional art discourse and the contemporary art sphere into



consideration, it is clear that artists should have reservations about the degree to

which art institutions will adequately historicise and canonise their work.

The canon can be described as "a structure of power, a criterion of autho
rity, and a legitimising argument” (Rodriguez-Ortega, 2018: 2). The exemplary ¢
anons’ roleis to provide ‘grandeur’ to those within the canon as well as thos
e coming in contact with it. As Gielen states, the canon has in the past been rega
rded as "the consecration of the actual work of art could only take place in relat
ion to the deep wells of history” (2013: 16). A critical discourse has emerged sin
ce the beginnings of postmodernism around the concept of the canon, the agen
ts involved in its formation, and its processes of selection. Indeed, the canon app
ears outdated in a so-called postmodern society which has rejected grand narrat
ives in favour of a ‘radical plurality’ (Lyotard, 1979; Kooij, Toorn and Snoek, 19
98). The process of canonisation, however, is not as goal-oriented and static as a
rtists and art professionals in the digital art field may fear. Although not all cultur
al practises are canonised, they all do have canonical rules—in other words, they
have accepted standards (Sela-Sheffy, 2002). Digital art is no exception—net art
mailing lists were forged by particular communities, and according to particular
aesthetics. Fraser states for example that "Art is not art because it is signed by a
n artist or shown in a museum or any other ’institutional' site. (...) The institutio
n of art is not something external to any work of art but the irreducible condition
of its existence as art” (Fraser, 2015). Furthermore, although artists often attem
pt to create their own work and structures outside of the artwork, they can never
truly do so; "just as art cannot exist outside the field of art, we cannot exist outsi

de the field of art, at least not as artists, critics, curators” (Fraser, 2005).

James Bridle made a statement reflective of other artists’ sentiments, arg

uing that: ‘the gallery is now part of the Internet, not the other way around’ . N



evertheless, whether the gallery is brought into the sphere of the Internet or not,
it has been acknowledged that—just as the so-called physical world is not separ
ate from the so-called virtual one—it does not wholly consist of an alternative te
rritory for art. Furthermore, as Omar Kholeif states: "we have yet to fully discuss
how the commodification of our most shared space, the Internet, affects not onl
y artwork but also contemporary curatorial practise” (2017: 85). Although the In
ternet ‘flattens the field’ , it also means that “people now come across art an
d media projects randomly, removed from the context of a history accompanied
by critical discourse” (Stallabrass, 2013). Christiane Paul therefore notes that th
e writing of a comprehensive history written by museums and art institutions re
mains valuable. In the creation of Media Art Net, Rudolf Frieling and Dieter Dani
els also acknowledged that despite media art’ s ‘anti-institutional stance in rel
ation to the mass media’ , its historicisation and preservation necessitated more

‘concrete material on art that works in and with the media’ (Frieling and Dani

els, n.d.).

Although several waves of institutional critique have challenged elitist regi
mes of canonisation, they have also assailed the institutions’ value regimes. Pa
ul Gielen argues that this has made institutions vulnerable to the logic of what h
e calls the ‘flatworld” .This ‘flatworld" is a product of the neoliberal regime,
and is characterised by heightened network speeds and a silent algorithmic equi
valence—a world in which art, and its values and institutions, are now under sieg
e (Gielen, 2013). Indeed, Hito Steyerl notes how once criticism could no longer

‘establish clear antagonisms’  within the sphere, it started to fragment and t
o atomise it” which aided the disintegration of the public sphere in favour of m
arket logic (Raunig, 2009: 17). We must remember that “critique of the institutio
n is only possible thanks to the shelter of that same institution and the values it r

epresents” (Gielen, 2013: 15). Indeed, as Steyer| and Fraser also point out, “insti



tutional critique has always been institutionalised” to some extent (Raunig, 200
9; Fraser, 2015). Critique itself therefore relies on the institution” s own regime o
f values. Gielen argues that, if institutional critique is to be productive in the 'fla
tworld” of today, it will have to make the “"time-and-honoured modern values
of the art institution its ally” (2013: 16). In other words, the apprehensive discou
rse of the early 90' s around institutionalisation and canonisation must be refra
med for institutions to protect the value regimes that allow for critique in the firs

t place.

The ruptures and dissolution of collective infrastructures in our increasingl
y fragmented, de-centred, networked and privatised world increasingly showcas
es that perhaps “institutions were never as unified or total as some of their critic
s may have implied” . In other words, institutions are not monolithic totalities m
arked by ideological consistency, but are collective infrastructures marked by i
nternal divisions, conflicting value systems, and dissatisfaction from within” (Th
e Natural History Museum, 2014). To revive an oft quoted statement by Fraser,
"we are the institution” , and to speak of it as if we were not complicit in its cre
ation, is to avoid action or responsibility for its “complicities, compromises, and
censorship” (2005). As artist Hans Haacke states in 1974, artists are as much set
ting the frame as being framed. Fraser uses Pierre Bourdieu’ s notion of the hab
itus to explain the ‘institution made mind’ , arguing that the institution does n
ot come into being ’'out there’ butis rather embodied and internalised from w
ithin (2005). Just as much as the institution is not an static elitist entity, the proce
ss of canonisation does not lead to an end product which dominates the rest of a
rt history—rather, it is an invitation to acknowledge and discuss particular artists
within the frame of a particular discourse.
In order to spur this discussion forwards, LIMA has undertaken the task of attem

pting to canonise the complex history of digital art in the Netherlands through t



