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Actual Virtuality: the Arts 

Virtuality and Reality 

As we know, all what is real is actually the case. In contrast to the real, 
the Virtual could be the case, has all the virues to do so, but just actually 
isn't. 

Looking at the virtual from that etymological perspective, it is not 
enough to involvc Computers to call something virtual, e. g. things like 
virtual classrooms, virtual libraries or the quite recent texan »Virtual 
Border Watch Program«1 , where watchers of webcams placed along the 
border could report illegal Immigration. 
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All this is not in the blessed State of mere possibility but online in 
the internet. What is online or just computerized looks and feels stränge 
and weird in the beginning, somehow unreal, so people eventually call 

1 http://www.amcricanpatroI.com/05-FEATURES/050919-BDR-CAM-COMING/ 
BCFulLhtml 
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it virtual. But as a matter of fact, all that is computerized gained such an 
amount of reality that nothing could be more mistaken than to call the 
products of the information technology industry »virtual«. 

Following Niklas Luhman's notion of the term »meaning«2 (»Sinn« 
in german language), acting meaningful mcans to ponder the possibili-
ties and to choose the one that »makes sense«, that provides for fur ther 
choices instead of entering dcad ends. The other choices remain virtual, 
those that could have bcen chosen, but weren't . Some Systems are able 
to act within this medium of meaning, such as consciousness and com-
munication. Picking fruitful options, they leave the virtual ones aside. 
Some others, like, e. g. Computers, seem not to be able to do so. Thus 
Computers have a very intimate relationship to the virtual. 

The Arts and the Virtual 

If the arts just showed what actually is the case, then there wouldn ' t be 
any need for them. The arts show what is invisible, what remained Vir ­

tual beforehand. 
Döing this by use of illusionism, by use of formal geometrical 
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methods as the central perspective, works of art show rooms and buil­
dings that never have been built, but could have. So did, amongst many 
others, Piero della Francesca with his works, e. g. with his ideal city, la 
cittä ideale. 

2 scc, c. g. Niklas Luhmann: Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft I. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp 1997. p. 44 ff. 
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In a very different sense, as fulfiller of wishes the dream3 is some-
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thing very virtual and so by necessity became an artistic topic, e. g. 
Henri Rousseau painted The Dream in 1910, working in the realm of 
the subconscious. 

But what could or what should or what to the better should not be 
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is not only a formal or an individual category. Society itself could, 
should or shouldn' t be as it is. Utopia is a virtual place, and Joseph 

3 Sigmund Freud: Die Traumdeutung. Wien 1900. 



382 Martin Warnke 

Beuys' still unfulfilled claim that everybody should be an artist became 
a piece of art, called social sculpture (»Soziale Plastik«)4. 

Obviously, art is actual virtuality, and by this very paradox kccps 
going streng to move the distinction between art and non-art , between 
the virtual and the real. 

The Computer and the Arts 

Computabi l i ty is different f rom reality. So real Computers could be 
media for the virtual. Along this paradox of the real machine that does 
symbolic computat ion in the virtual, society changes, and the virtual 
sometimes becomes real. 

Hence it should be no surprise to find that Computers have been 
media for artistic endavour since this was possible for the first time. 

1. 

In the mode of the synthetic selfcontained Operation of the Turing 
Machine, computabili ty served as a medium to mix rule and random-
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ness. Markoff processes were able to produce any number of original 
musical compositions. Compute r programs executing algorithms with 
artificial randomness produced one masterpiece after the other, 
showing that there are always infinitely more original drawings still and 

4 http://www.dhm.dc/lcmo/objcktc/pict/Bioj;raphieBcuysJoseph_photoBcuys/ 

http://www.dhm
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forever resting in the virtual than are producible with the actual machi-
nes, like the Zuse Graphomat Z645 in the real. 

A tiny glimpse at what actually has been done out of the sheer infi-

Fricdcr Nakc, Hommage a Härtung, 1965 
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F. Nake, Zufälliger Polygonzug 1964 

nity of all the virtual drawings possible shows some stylistic confor-

5 http://irb.cs.tu-bcrlin.dc/~zusc/K0nrad_Zusc/dc/Rcchncr_Z64.html 
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mity, which is the style of the totally formal recursive selfcontained 
computed virtuality6: 
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VeraMolnar , Dispari t ion, 1989 

When it became possible by invention of the graphical user interfaces 

and special periphery, users could interrupt and Start what f rom then on 

6 all f rom Frieder N a k c and Diethclm Stollen Algor i thmus und Kunst . Die präzisen 
Vergnügen. Hamburg : Sautcr und Lackmann 1993. Cataloguc. 
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is called interactivity. In a mimetic cybernetic feedback loop people 
could test how virtuality feels like. 

O n e could investigate how it feels to control music by movement of 
the body alone, as in David Rokeby's Very Nervous System f rom 19827. 

Tri h 
• 

O r what, if the city was built f rom letters, as in Jeffrey Shaw's Legible 
City* f rom 1989. 

7 lmp: / /homcpai ;e .mac .com/davidrokcby/vns .h tm 
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O r we as visitors of an art gallery could find out how it feels one 
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moment before being shot by an automatically targeting snipercam at a 
border like the one in Texas, since Paul Garrin and David Rokeby did 
Border ControP in 1994. 

H o w would it be, if the virtual became reality? 
Virtual Reality teils us. It gives an answer within the world of indivi-

dual experiences and sensations, thus leaving the constraints of the 
Turing Machine behind. 

3-

But the Computer is much more than personal nowadays. It shapes 
society by enabling emergent social communicative phenomena. Conse-
quently, new topics have been adopted by artists: economy, politics, 
communication. 

An emblematic artistic project, called »Vote Auction«10 , that has the 
slogan to »bring capitalism and democracy closer together«, was inven-
tcd by the american Student James Baumgartner and carried on by the 
austrian »business-artist« Hans Bernhard, who also was one of the E-
Toy team. It won an award at the Prix Ars Electronica 2005 in Linz, 
Austria. 

S http://www.jcffrcy-shaw.nct/h:ml_main/show_work.php 
9 http://pg.mcdiafilter.org/bp/bpny.html 
10 http://www.votc-auction.net/ 

http://www.jcffrcy-shaw.nct/h:ml_main/show_work.php
http://pg.mcdiafilter.org/bp/bpny.html
http://www.votc-auction.net/
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A t t h e Websi te of t h e p r o j e c t , w e can read t h e f o l l o w i n g : 

[V]ote-auction.com is devoted to combining the American principles of 
democracy and capitalism by bringing the big money of campaigns 
directly to the voting public. We provide a fo rum for campaign contr ibu-
tors and voters to come together for free-market exchange. ... [V]ote-auc-
tion.com has created a new paradigm in the election industry. N o w the 
voters can take control of their voting capital and campaign investors will 
sec a greater return on their invcstmcnt. Contro l you r vote - control your 
democracy!" 

T h e idea is a h o a x of an e B a y - l i k e b i d d i n g System f o r v o t e s w i t h i n t h e 
e lec to ra l p r e s i d e n t i a l c a m p a i g n 2000. 

Voteauction was a Website which offercd US Citizens to seil their presi­
dential vote to the highest bidder during the Presidential Elections 2000, 
AI Gore vs. G. W. Bush.12 

T h e u p r o a r in t h e m e d i a w a s gigant ic . Vote A u c t i o n m a d e it i n t o 

C N N 1 3 a n d o t h e r h i g h l y vis ib le places in a m e r i c a n TV. T h e s i te w a s 

s h u t d o w n , m o v e d t o a n o t h e r p r o v i d e r a n d r e ­ a p p e a r e d again . 
H e r e , t h e Virtual is o n l y a v e r y smal l s tep bes ide s real i ty , in w h i c h 

s imi la r b u t m o r e c l a n d e s t i n e s t r u c t u r e s h a v e a l r e a d y evo lved . A r t w i t h 

C o m p u t e r s has a r r ived at socie ty . A n d t h e v i r t u a l i t y w o r k e d o u t h e r e is 
m o r e of a rea l i s t ic m e n a c e t h a n an i m p o s s i b l e q u i r k of s o m e C o m p u t e r 
n e r d as it u s e d t o b e in t h e pas t . T h e v i r tua l is ac tua l ly w h a t w e have t o 
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http://votc-auction.net/indcxoo.htm 
http://votc-auction.net/ 
http:/ /www.votc-auction.net/movics/CNN_Burdcnofproof_160x120.htm] 

http://tion.com
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expect in the near fu ture : art could the be regarded as actual virtuality of 
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the society. A close look at recent artistic practice should reveal what is 
not the case, but could be, maybe, sooner or later. 
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