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Code and culture collide in the new wave of 0 1 1 1 1 X 1 6 SiY
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OW LONG AGO WAS IT THAT
the Internet was the playground of
a few scientists? Though it seems
like an eternity, only a few years have
passed since we went from ASCII to
e-commerce. Now the keys to the Net are
back in the hands of a marauding band
of code warriors: cyberartists who decorate the Web with their visions. And the
W H I T N E Y M U S E U M OF AMERICAN ART, One

of the country's most renowned repositories of contemporary work, has chosen
to recognize this emerging subculture in
its 2000 Biennial Exhibition by including online art for the first time.

This is contemporary art—the voice
of the next "new" generation, which has
adopted previously nonexistent tools
and exploited them in unexpected ways.
Breaking form, evolving styles, and
messing with assumed uses of software
code and interactivity, these artists take
advantage of inexpensive self-publishing platforms and are being rewarded
for their efforts: They win access to an
immediate global audience.
For the most part, of course, that audience has had to sift through millions of
Web pages to find the hidden gems. But
the Whitney has now made it easy. It has
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sentcuratorstosurfmadlyandbringback
the goods. The Whitney survey not only
illustrates what's happening in online art
but also highlights exactly what it is that
makes the medium so attractive: interactivity with its audience. "Don't touch"
has given way to "Please click."
S i t e s s u c h as S U P E R B A D and

REDSMOKE.COM have long (in Internet
time) been admired by Web designers
for their innovative use of the latest technology and for the images that result.
Superbad, for example, layers wickedly
poignant stories of suburban millennial
angst over pop culture icons such as

Picasso
FREEZE F R A M E : At Web
art sites, each click of the
mouse changes the i m agery. Left to right: Once
Upon a Forest, Superbad,
and Redsmoke.

Beanie Babies and UFOs. The site, with JavaScripts." Users may be startled by
its Pop Art feel and Warholian color play, one of the first messages to appear:
relies on theviewer's cursor movements "Please wait while the machine reads
to create each art segment. Nothing real- you." Control, never altogether in the
ly happens until you click. Similarly, the i hands of the viewer, is soon exerted by
pulsing geometric shapes and myriad the code. Text comes at you in a series
rainbows ofRedsmoke aren't visible until of screens full of allusion and metaphor
the viewer rolls over just the right spot. as you follow a tale "about cyberspace,
Some sites offer even greater interac- Cabala mysticism, digicash paracurtion and—as in computer games—the rencies, and the evolution of virtual sex
possibility of choosing your own path. in a society afraid to go outside and get
GRAMMATRON has 1,100 "text spaces," in touch with its own nature."
2,000 links, and more than 40 minutes of
Suddenly, a sales pitch materializes
original sound track, plus "unique hyper- along the bottom of your browser: "How
link structures by way of specially coded about sending me a few digicash credits,

and I'll blow your mind away." Even
"Hypertextual Consciousness 1.0"—a
lengthy treatise that purports to explain
the story behind the site's creation—may
not put your mind back together again.
All the interaction may be intriguing,
but it also begs the question: Who's controlling whom? The power of the
computer, the code behind it, and the
masters behind the code are integral to
siteslikcouijA2oooandFAKESHOP.coM.
Ouija at first behaves exactly as you
would expect, and then not at all as you'd
expect. The onscreen planchette floats
as if possessed. You've lost control, which

W W W . Y I L . C O M

133

