State of confusion

Born in France, Isabel Saij currently resides and works in Cologne, Germany and Vienna, Austria. In the past several years, Saij began work using the computer as a medium. Initially producing two-dimensional work, Saij progressed into creating three-dimensional pieces. Saij then discovered Net art while designing her first web site. Since then, she has exhibited in numerous online exhibitions based in various countries around the world including the United States, Russia, Brazil and Thailand.

“State of Confusion” is an animated series of staircases, in a three by four unit grid, where the viewer moves along and through the staircases. The animation stops when the viewer rolls their cursor over each individual staircase, or, eventually, the animation stops independently and loops. When initialized, each frame is staggered, but as the viewer interacts with the piece, the pattern changes for an infinite number of combinations. Each staircase is black and white, much like it was created for design purposes using AutoCAD. The viewer assumesan almost bee-like perspective as the frame moves around, flying amongst the stairs. Overall, “State of Confusion” is a visually intriguing piece but also leaves the viewer with a question, which I will examine later in this essay.

Like many art pieces, “State of Confusion” is inspired by an intense personal experience. After moving out of her native country, Saij experienced difficulties having to adapt to her new environment. Her experience was doubly complicated by her frequent travels between the social and cultural differences of Germany and Austria. In my correspondence with Isabel Saij, she describes how “new symbols and new archetypes appeared” before her and “State of Confusion” is her expression of this experience. As Saij reiterates in her artist statement, “every single movement leads to a loss of reference points, to a growing disorientation, to a topographic fragmentation…to chaos”. The viewer starts with a clear image of the staircase, but as each animated frame moves through its timeline, the staircases warp and fragment, eventually breaking down into a nonsensical image. I am sure that any viewer can relate to the feeling of being thrust into a situation where the environment is alien and our control over our own situation is lost. The final statement accompanying “State of Confusion” is Saij’s self-imposed query of “where does it go?” The answer to where the staircases lead can be fleshed out when we exam Net art, as a whole, beyond the personal experience.

While Isabel Saij claims that “State of Confusion” was not directly inspired by any particular artist1, the choice of subject matter is reminiscent of Marcel Duchamp’s ”Nude Descending a Staircase”. This painting was completed in 1912 and was first exhibited in New York in February of 1913. Like the title suggests, it was meant to depict a nude woman descending a staircase, a subject many traditional artists had visited. The painting was a take on a number of elements including chronophotographic images portraying movement, such as horses galloping and birds flying. One of the most well known chronophotographic artists was Eadweard Muybridge and his colleague Etienne-Jules Marey, whom Duchamp was influenced by. When Duchamp’s rendition of “Nude Descending a Staircase” was first unveiled, it caused a sensation throughout the viewers. Instead of a “sensual and time-honored” (Philadelphia Museum) subject, the audience was presented with an abstract and almost mechanical-like image. It is said that “Nude Descending a Staircase” would eventually become a symbol because of its combination of so many different avant-garde ideals of its time. The image united “the birth of cinema;…the Futurist’s depiction of movement; the chromophotography of Etienne-Jules Marey; and the redefinitions of time and space by scientists and philosophers” (Philadelphia Museum). According to Marcel Duchamp, “If a shadow is a two dimensional projection of the three-dimensional world, then the three-dimensional world as we know it is the projection of the four dimensional universe” (University of Vienna). The fourth dimension, time, was an elusive element to capture using traditional methods of art, but with the advent of Net art, characterizing time is no longer an obstacle.

In “Nude Descending a Staircase”, Marcel Duchamp attempts to capture the motion of a woman descending a staircase, resulting in a Cubist-Futurist image. The Futurist movement between 1909 and 1944 concentrated on capturing the energy, flow and dynamics of modern life. In their paintings, motion is the subject, as seen in “Dog on a Leash” by Giacomo Balla. However, motion can only truly be expressed through a progression of time and therefore, their efforts to capture time on a two dimensional canvas would remain unsuccessful. Time and motion would remain indefinable until recently, when computer technology progressed far enough for mankind to mathematically represent a realistic universe in cyberspace, time included.

Many Net artists have taken advantage of motion and time in their projects. Ed Burton creates three polygonal objects in “Three Forms” which move laterally within a set of boundaries. Viewers can interact with the piece by pulling on the vertices, manipulating the three forms to bounce and warp. By providing the programming script, Ed Burton has successfully captured time mathematically as the three forms will continue their back and forth motion endlessly so long as their encoding allows it. Similarly, John F. Simon began a Net art piece which began January 27, 1997. Titled “Every Icon”, the piece is a grid 32 units by 32 units. A Java applet progressively fills in each row by expressing the units as black or white. In order to completely fill the grid, it would take roughly several hundred trillion years

Even as Net art embodies time, time has an equal influence on Net art. Many pieces of Net art rely on movement and special effects to capture the attention of the viewer and while the result is visually intriguing, interest may peak and wane very quickly. Unfortunately, Net art can be similar to many children’s toy trends where certain playthings capture the rapt attention of children, but in a short period of time, it is forgotten and discarded. Although initially appealing, the viewer may rapidly realize that the item does not accomplish a great deal and may move on to another more interesting piece. In the same way, some Net art is aesthetically pleasing but after a few interactive moments, their repetitive nature may cause viewers to promptly seek other Net art pieces. Because of this, any particular Net art can fade into history and be forgotten in a short period of time.

Isabel Saij’s question “Where does it lead?” provides the answer for Net art’s temporal fragility. While we can represent time through computer technology, we still lack the ability to control it. Our curiosity of the future stems from time moving unerringly forward and, therefore, its destination is unknown. In “State of Confusion”, Saij asks “Where does it lead?” and the staircases seemingly progress eternally. In truth, the final destination of the staircase is never revealed because the destination is unknown. Similarly, the eventual destiny of web art is unknown. We do not know if interest in Internet art is just a passing fancy of this century, or if it will become a time honoured tradition like painting and drawing. Ultimately, we do not know where the future will lead, and it remains to be seen whether Net art, as a whole, will stand against the passage of time.

 

Footnotes:
I did not mention the audio aspect of Isabel Saij’s work but that is not to say that it is not a significant aspect of “State of Confusion”. However, I did not feel that it contributed to my thesis and therefore, I did not speak about it. Isabel has also been recently interviewed at Soundtoys (www.soundtoys.net) regarding the audio portion to her work but the publication date is unknown as of this moment.

1Isabel Saij believes that her work maybe possibly be related to G.B. Piranesi but the relationship was not established until after she had completed her work. She believes that she may have been unconsciously influenced by Piranesi’s work.
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