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In Absentia: anxietate si distinta 
in opera lui Ken Goldberg 

"in toate artele existà o componente fìzicà ce nu mai poate fi 
considerata sau analizatà asa cum se fàcea pe vremuri si care nu poate 
ramine neafectatà de cunoasterea si puterea noastrà moderna, in 
aitimele douà decenti spatiul si timpul nu mai stnt ceea ce au fost din 
vremuri imemoriale. Trebuie sé ne asteptàm la mari inovatii care vor 
transforma intreaga termica artistica afectind astfel creativitatea insàsi 
si chiar schimbìnd in mod uluitor notiunea insàsi de aria." 

Paul Valéry, "Cucerirea ubicuitàtii", in Estetica, Pantheon Books, 
Bollinger Series, New York, 1964. p. 225. 

de Dana Altman 

Ken Goldberg distinge aria computerizatà de alte forme 
de artà prin capacitatea lor de a avea drept produs final un 
obiect, definit prin masà si perceptibil prin intermediul simtului 
tactil, cu alte cuvinte, al componentei fizice. Rezultatul procesu-
lui de creatie al pictuhi sau sculpturii traditionale, asa cum le 
cunoastem, este un produs final care poate fi definit, printre 
altele, prin aspectul fizic: e ceva care poate fi atins, mirositsi are 
o anumità masà. Privitorul nu percepe doar o idee, ci si un alt 
component, màiestria artistului de a comunica ceva semnificativ 
prin intermediul tehnicii sale personale. Secole de istorie a artei 
au fost dedicate elaboràrilor asupra aspectelor cromatice sau 
noutàtilor compozitionale. Ce se Tntìmplà Tnsà dacà aceastà 
componente fìzicà devine mai putin importante? Sau dacà aria 
devine capabilà sa abandoneze corporalitatea, farà a o Tnlocui 
neapàrat cu altceva, sì sa ne arate semnìficatia Tntr-un mod care 
are de-a face putin sau chiar deloc cu acest aspect? 

Existà mai multe tipuri de artà pe internet: animatine, care 
sTnt de natura iconica si au drept rezultat, in ultima instante, un 
obiect, precum si arta conceptualà. AplicTnd un set de 
instructiuni, cel care le urmeazà creeazà ceva. Acel ceva poate 
sa fie un obiect sau nu, iar distanta spafialà pare sa nu aibà un 
impact prea mare asupra actiunilor utilizatorului, atìta timp cìt eie 
sTnt posibile din punct de vedere tehnologic. Dar cum putem fi 
sigurì cà aceastà creatie satisface conditia existentei fizice, in loc 
de a fi doar o alta imagine dintr-o bazà de date situata undeva la 
distante? In situatia "tele-epìstemologiei", studiul cunoasterii 
obfinute la distanta, problema referintei devine inevitabilà. 
Referinta este un concept pe care semiotica Tncearcà sa il clari-
fice de foarte mult timp. Filosofia analitica afirmà cà referinta este 
relatia dintre o expresie si obiectul pe care TI denota. Orice tip de 
discurs poate fi Tnsà despre obiecte non-existente, iar situatia 
devine si mai complexà si chiar arbitrare cind obiectul denotat 
este sau poate fi o fantasma, sau cTnd realitatea sa depinde de 
tehnologia folosità pentru a-l investiga si/sau produce. ìn acelasi 
timp, o data ce o realitate este creata, utilizatorii tind sa se iden-
tifice cu ea, stabilind reguli si un spatiu comun de operare, pro-
tejindu-si domeniul, de fapt Tntàrind un referent consolidat care 
s-ar putea sa nu existe, dar care reprezintà un argument in plus 
in favoarea permanentei nevoi umane de a cuceri, de a apropria 
si de a Tmblinzi spatiul nefamiliar. 

Evenimentele zilnice pot fi percepute doar prin filtrul 
subiectivitatii, fenomen cu implicati! imense: umanitatea se refu-

Dana Altman este teoretician, scriitor si curator. A lucrat in cercetare si 
ìnvàt,5mìnt. a studiat lingvisticà si istoria textului la Exter College. Oxford. UK si 
decine un doctorat in lingvisticà. Din 1997 este director adjunct al Westwood 
Gallery din New York. Serie critica de artà si ficjiune. Este co-editor al artphoto. 
Tràieste si lucreazS la New York. 

giazà in experientele mediate, adeseori farà sa punà excesiv sub 
semnul intrebàhi aspectul credibilitàtii. Probabil cà acesta este 
motivul principal pentru care supravegherea permanente prin 
camere de luat vederi cu circuit inchis, reality shows si paginile 
de internet "Tn direct" exercità o asemenea fascinatie: eie pretind 
cà medierea nu existà si oferà referentializare imediatà. Privitorii 
tind sa ignore de comun acord cà totul evolueazà Tn functie de 
un scenariu prestabilit, care oferà un anumit grad de liberiate 
combinatorie, dar ìn ultima instante doar un numàr redus de 
optiuni. A ridica la nivel de artà aceste probleme de mediere si 
jocul ambiguu prezenfa versus absentà, aid versus acolo, acum 
versus atunci, este o afirmatie puternica despre lumea post-
modernistà, care ar putea fi descrisà drept un spatiu paralel gen-
erat din frìnturi de imagini si informatie provenind din surse vari
ate si marcTnd, dupà cum afirma Jean Baudrillard, trecerea de la 
real la hiper-realitate, care apare atunci cTnd reprezentarea este 
Tnlocuità de simulacre ale unei lumi non-referentiale. 

Arta lui Ken Goldberg ne vorbeste despre aceastà 
mediere creata electronic, si se ancoreazà Tn anxietàtile individ
uale cu privire la distante, prezenta si absentà, referentialitate, 
singuràtatea individuala si izolarea tehnologicà, precum si "soci-
etatea globalà", cu modalitàtile ei de a ne influenta viata de zi cu 
zi, Proiectele sale robotice exploateazà credinta ferma cà "reali
tatea" perceptutà pe internet trebuie sa existe undeva, Tntr-un 
spatiu unde contactul tactil e posibil, astfel TncTt utilizatomi sa 
poatà intra Tn relatie cu ceva fizic, Tn locul unei succesiuni de pix-
eli pe ecranul de computer, sa poatà comunica si sa poatà mod
ifica acel ceva, sa si-l aproprieze si sa creeze un spatiu familiar. 
"Memento Mori" Tnregistreazà miscàrile unei falii seismice, 
permitind vizualizarea datelor; "Tele-garden" este agriculture 
prin control la distantà si implica deplina responsabilitate per
sonale pentru spatiul viu absent; "Ouija 2000" e o tablà de joc 
dotata cu un brat robotic, controlat prin intermediul votului uti-
lizatorilor, iar "Dislocarea intimitàtii" este un joc politist care TI 
impinge pe utilizator sa descopere obiectele ascunse care Tsi 
revelà doar umbrele, un concept filosofie fundamental al gìndirii 
umane. Ne simtim mai bine atunci cTnd putem avea un contact 
tactil prin care sa ne relationàm la ceilalti si la universul Tncon-
jurator. Adevàrata Tntrebare pusa aid este Tnsà dacà aceastà 
"realitate" existà sau nu, si, simultan, dacà acest fapt conteazà. 
din moment ce absentà ei fizicà ne influenteazà la fel de mult ca 
si prezenta sa. Tot ceea ce ne ràmme este sa credem cà 
actiunile noastre dau Tntr-adevàr forma unui obiect sau spatiu 
care existà Tn dimensiunea fizicà, si nu doar unei creatii a imag-
inatiei noastre. 
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In Absentia: Anxiety and Distance 
in the Work of Ken Goldberg 

"In all the arts there is a physical component which can no longer be 
considered or treated as it used to be which cannot remain unaffected 
by our modem knowledge and power. For the last twenty years neither 
matter nor space nor time has been what it was from time immemoriat. 
We must expect great innovations to transform the entire technique of 
the arts thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even 
bringing about an amazing change in our very notion of art." 

Paul Valéry, Aesthetics, "The Conquest of Ubiquity," translated by Ralph 
Manheim, p.225. Pantheon Books, Bollingen Series, New York, 1964. 

by Dana Altman 

Ken Goldberg talks about the difference between computer art 
and other forms of art in terms of their capacity to have as a final 
product an object, defined as something that has a mass and 
can be perceived by means of our tactile senses, that is, by their 
physical component. The result of the creative process of tradi
tional painting or sculpture, as we know them, is a final product 
defined, among others, by physicality itself: it is something which 
can be touched, smelled and has a certain mass. It is not only 
the idea that comes across to the viewer, but also another com
ponent, the mastery of the artist to convey significance by 
means of his personal technique. Centuries of art history have 
been spent elaborating on chromatic aspects or on break
throughs in terms of composition. What if this physical compo
nent becomes less meaningful? What if art is able to shed this 
corporeality, not necessarily replacing it with something else, 
and show us meanings that have little or nothing to do with such 
an aspect? 
There are various types of art online: flashy animations, iconic in 
nature, that deliver in fact an "object" and then the conceptual 
art. By following a set of instructions, the user can in fact create 
something, which may or may not be an object, and the spatial 
distance seems to have no implication on his or her action, as 
long as the action itself is technologically possible. But then, how 
can one really be sure that this creation fulfills the condition of 
physicality instead of being just another image pulled from a dis
tant database? In the situation of 'telepistemiology', or the study 
of knowledge acquired at a distance, the problem of reference is 
bound to occur. Reference is an issue that semiotics has been 
attempting to clarify for a long time. Analytical philosophy states 
that reference is the relationship between an expression and the 
object it denotes. Discourse of any kind can also be about non
existent objects, and the situation becomes even more complex 
and maybe arbitrary when the denoted object itself is or may be 
a phantasm, or when its reality depends on the technology used 
to investigate and/or produce it. In the same time, once a reality 
is created, users tend to identify with it, establishing rules and 
environments, protecting their domain, and actually strengthen
ing a consolidated referent that may not exist, which only proves 
the permanent human need to conquer, appropriate and tame 
unfamiliar space. 
Every-day events can only be grasped through the filter of sub
jectivity, which has immense implications: humanity takes refuge 

in mediated experiences, most often without questioning credi
bility aspects too much. This is probably the main reason of the 
fascination exerted by the ever-present surveillance cameras, 
reality shows and internet peep games, which shrewdly pretend 
that mediation does not exist and provide immediate referential-
ization. Viewers tend to willingly ignore that everything evolves 
according to master-scripts allowing a certain degree of combi
natorial straying but ultimately a limited number of options. 
Raising the question of mediation and the play presence vs. 
absence, here vs. there and now vs. then to the level of an art 
form is a strong statement about the postmodernist world, which 
could be described as a parallel space generated by snippets of 
images and information from various sources and marking, as 
Jean Baudrillard states, the shift from real to hyperreal, which 
occurs when representation is replaced by permanent simulacra 
of a non-referential world. 
Ken Goldberg's art is about this electronically-created media
tion, and plugs into the postmodernist anxieties about distance, 
presence and absence, referentiality, individual loneliness and 
technological isolation and the "global society" with its way it 
might influence our every-day life. His robotic projects exploit the 
firm belief that the online "reality" must exist somewhere, in a 
space where tactile contact is possible, so that the user can 
relate to something physical instead of a sequence of pixels on 
a computer screen, and can actually communicate with it and 
alter it, appropriate it and create a familiar space. "Memento 
Mori" records the movements of a seismic fault, providing data 
visualization; "Tele-garden" is agriculture by remote control and 
implies full personal responsibility for the absent living space; 
"Ouija 2000" is a game board with a robotic arm controlled by 
the vote of the users, while "The Dislocation of Intimacy" is a 
detective game prompting the user to discover hidden objects 
revealing only their shadow, a philosophical concept that goes to 
the roots of human thought. Human beings seem still more at 
ease with tactile contact in order to relate themselves to the oth
ers and to the surrounding universe. The real question raised 
here is if this new 'reality' exists or not, and in the same time if 
this matters since its corporeal absence may influence us as 
much as its physical presence would. All that is left for us is to 
believe that our actions really shape something which exists in 
the physical dimension, and not only in our mind's eye. 

Dana Altman is theoretician, writer si curator. Worked in research and teaching, 
studying linguistics and text history in Exter College, Oxford, UK and has a doc
torate in linguistics. Since 1997 is assistant director of Westwood Gallery in 
New York. She writes contemporary art criticism and fiction. She is co-editor of 
artphoto. Lives and work in New York. 
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Ken Goldberg 

"tele-actor"., installation + online installation, 2002, 

Credit: the art ist, 

Photo: Bart Nagel. See wwK.ker.90loDerg.net for details. 
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'tele-actor", installation + online Installation, 2002, 

Credit: the art ist. 

Photo: Bart Nagel, See www,ken.golabsrg.net for details. 
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Ken Goldberg 

mori (1999, installation and internet-based earthwork), [with Randall Packer, 

Gregory Kuhn and Wojciech Matusik], 

Credit: the art ist, See www,ker.goldberg.net for details, 
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inori (1999, installation and internet-based earthwork), [with Randall Packer, 

Gregory Kuhn aid Wojciech Matusik]. 

Credit: the art ist . See www.ker.goldberg.net for details. 

[113] 

http://www.ker.goldberg.net


Ken Goldberg 

•Tele-Twister", installation: game designed for the 

Internet, 2003. 

Credit: Ken Goldberg. See www.ken.goldberg.riet for details, 
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•Tele-Twister-, Installation: gome aesignea for the 

Internet, 2003. 

Credit: Ken Goldberg. See www.ken.goldberg.net for details. 

ins: 
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Ken Goldberg 

"Ouijo", installation + online installation, 2000, 

Image from Ouja installation at Berkeley Art Museum, 

Credit: trie art ist . See www,keti.goiaberg.net for detoils. 
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"Oulja", installation + orline installation, ZOCO. 

Credit: the art ist , See t*w.ken,goldberg.net for details, 
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