Media Art Net – introduction to the chinese edition

The reception of works of media art needs to be addressed in other ways than the well-trodden
paths of academic writing and book publishing. A complex, interactive, and time-based
practice can hardly be adequatly captured by photographs and text only. Media Art Net, in
fact, has attempted to change the very format of academic writing and historical
documentation, thus inscribing itself into a longer history of media formats of distribution and
reception. In the 1960s and 1970s, books and magazines dedicated to media art addressed a
very limited special interest group; in the 1980s the distribution of video documentations and
compilations expanded onto videotape formats such as U-matic and VHS; since the 1990s
CD-Rom publications introduced multimedia features, and since 2000 the internet finally
seems to be the place where content and comment share a joint context. Media Art Net has
been part of this longer history: It started as a series of multimedia publishing projects (CDRom / book) back in 1997 with Media Art Action, followed by volume two in 2000, Media
Art Interaction, and then developed into the online platform and two related book publications
(Media Art Net 1: Survey of Media Art, 2004 and Media Art Net 2: Key Topics, 2005). This
double format wanted to address the reliability and readability of the printed book with the
multimedia features and hyperlink structure of online publishing.
Having worked in the field of media art as researchers and curators for over twenty years, we
should have been prepared to expect that all systems eventually break down. A few years ago,
the worst case scenario came true: Media Art Net went unintentionally offline due to the fact
that all security systems and backup plans had failed. The two mirrored harddrives that
formed the core of the project had both died unexpectedly and left the website to be rescued
by the colleagues from ZKM Center for Art and Media, the German institution that still hosts
the servers. It took them almost two months to recuperate most of the missing content but in
the moment of the crash, it took only hours for an inpouring international and global outcry to
lament the loss of access to the website. We had no idea that literally so many college and
university courses were taught using Media Art Net. The hard drive crash provide thus two
key lessons: One was that all systems fail eventually (not so much a lesson as a confirmation),
and the other was that the website's user base was much broader and global than we could
have hoped for when the first modules went online in 2004. We believe that its success is its
comprehensive but also deeply linked structure that offers many different access points from
many different discourses. Media Art Net has tried to stay away from a purely technical
understanding of the field to be more inclusive and a platform to link media art to a multitude
of perspectives including neighboring fields such as film, photography, data visualization or
communication theory.
It's now been 7 years since the full website with all 55 commissioned texts and its thematic
focus on key fields of research within the broader histories of media was launched with a
symposium at ZKM in 2005. Coincidentally, this was the same year that YouTube started.
Media Art Net can thus be regarded a high point of curated content just before user-generated
content became the basis for social networking. But does it still satisfy the users' need and
expectations? And what are those changes in relation to the specifics of media and art?

In the past, an often mutually exclusive approach to both the world of media art and the
institutions and markets of contemporary art by many of its key players prevented a more
integrative discourse, validating in fact the protected realm of dedicated media festivals as
much as the anti-technological stance of many contemporary art institutions. Today, the
antipathy on both sides seems to have been softened and normalized. In fact, some have even
reacted to the global embrace of media art by declaring the end of media art.1 But the status of
the genre labeled "media art" has also been critiqued in view of the pervasive presence of
media technology and development in all parts of society and our personal lives. Think about
the despecification of digital tools into everyday objects as well as the parallel rise of social
networking tools and user-generated content, a dream come true that was championed by
pioneers such as Nam June Paik or Stan VanDerBeek among many others. It is clear that these
global changes have affected media art. It is as much a field where artists test boundaries and
uses of technologies of the future as it is a practice that rediscovers old technologies such as
celluloid and slide or analog electronics in their very moment of becoming obsolete.
So has Media Art Net been made obsolete in the fast-paced world of online development,
Wikipedias, artists self-documentation websites and millions of bloggers? Fortunately, the
myth that everything is online is nothing but a myth. There has been and there still is the
urgent need for researched, well-edited and curated content. While the technical quality of
online streaming has massively improved, and in all likelihood will continue to do so, the
online archive of Media Art Net stands out not so much for its multimedia quality any more,
something that we stressed as a milestone in 2004/2005, but because it offers a deep
contextualisation of knowledge, with its structure of links, cross-references, work
documentations and source texts. A mayor feature of Media Art Net are the comprehensive
thematic essays by experts, which cover the whole field of media based arts systematically –
with and unique authorial voices (but not encyclopedic). The two volumes will be presented
here in Mandarin translation. To enhance the value of these essays, a parallel access to the
documentations of the artworks on the Media Art Net website is recommended. For those who
have some understanding of the English language, many more essays regarding the range of
specific topics can be found online.
We are honored to be asked if these texts could be made available in Mandarin, and we thank
our dear colleague Zheng Ga for his enthusiasm in finding the financial resources to help the
Chinese community get access to many materials and discourses that are fundamental to the
understanding of the manifold relationships between art and media, then and now. But we are
also honored by his trust that Media Art Net can still offer the best introduction to media art
even after eight years – which is truly a generational paradigm shift in online worlds. It had
always been a dream to have multiple contributors in multiple language.
A project that had been supported by the Goethe Institut and ZKM from the very beginning in
1997 received additional generous funds by the German Ministry of Research and Education
for the third and now global collection of media art histories online. All projects, from the
early multimedia publication to the online platform were internationally spearheading a
growing interest in specific narratives that tried to bridge the gap between the discourses of
media art and contemporary art. As successful as this has been, the funds nevertheless were
limited and thus resulted in a fixed and final form that has not been updated since 2005.
1See: Dieter Daniels Whatever Happened to Media Art? A Summary and Outlook,
http://www.hgb-leipzig.de/~daniels/Dieter_Daniels_Whatever_Happened_to_Media_Art_Complete_Version_DD_final.pdf

Maybe now, with the addition of Mandarin as the third language the moment has come to
rethink and restructure what the system of the future will require: an open and dynamic
content that does not exclude user feedback and contributions while stays true to the idea of
editorial and curated control. As the editors who have always championed a collaborative
approach by inviting colleagues and partner institutions to join us in this unique publishing
opportunity, we would like to invite partner institutions on a global scale to adopt this
platform and propose new ways of generating and contributing content.
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