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ENDNOTE

Something about Art

write fiction as well as nonfiction, and was alarmed when I found out that
one of my published short stories, the novella “Love Over The Wires” that had ap-
peared in Wired magazine [1], had been made available post-publication on the Wired
site on the Internet. I was unable to figure out my reaction—after all, the journalism I
have produced has been available for years on countless electronic databases that I
probably could not even afford to access myself; my reporting has been reprinted and
sold to publications other than the ones I originally wrote it for without my permission;
and work with my byline has been made part of reading-material packets by those who
make money by teaching in the what-should-I-do-with-the-rest-of-my-life adult-educa-
tion market. I shrug all this off. But news of the Internet version of my fiction provoked
deep feelings of proprietaryness and violation—and I did not know why. Its digital rein-
carnation disturbed me mightily. Other friends in the art world shared my upset, but
they were no more capable than [ was of articulating what was wrong.

Rationally, I knew people could photocopy the print pages where the story, or any
of my other stories, had first appeared. And I still held the copyright; if film director
Robert Altman wanted the screenrights, he would clearly still have to bicker with me.
I know pioneer network thinkers such as Ted Nelson envisage an ideal universe where
anyone can be a publisher/information provider and that anyone else can contract to
buy material from any provider through the Internet once proper net-billing mecha-
nisms are in place. I am aware of the massive intellectual property—copyright battles
going on, both in the courts and in the minds of cyberthinkers. I even sympathize
with the National Writer’s Union, which has a test-case class-action suit going against
several publishers who sold off secondary electronic rights of authors’ works without
giving those authors additional royalties.

But legal precedent is not the issue here; the concern is with how people think and
feel about art, and not with the reworking of the machineries of commerce. There is a
difference between fiction and reporting, between art and information. At least in the
Western world (since the cathedral age), art is very much tied up with the cult of the
individual. Context, provenance, authentication: all of these matter not just to insure
the tidyness of the art market, but to help one see and understand the work itself. If
someone makes art—bothers to go through with the foolish, unremunerative, self-ref-
erential and beautifully useless act of creation by composing a song, painting a paint-
ing or writing a novel—then she is asserting her own blow against entropy and chaos.
The imagined universe of a work of art is precisely an artist’s simulated world—and to
loosen control over that universe strikes deeply against what art has come to mean.

Painters care about how their paintings are framed and hung; writers choose what
magazines they want to submit their work to. Once, through the wonders of digitiza-
tion, art becomes unmoored, released from the artist’s environmental controls, some-
thing gets lost from the aesthetic calculi. A group of artists in New York in the 1970s
began to assert permanent copyrights over their art, even after the works had been
sold—as much because they wanted a say in how their works were reproduced as for
any monetary benefit. Think of how versions of familiar songs as performed by ama-
teurish bands can make one laugh, while the originals—straight from the exactitudes
of the arranger and the sound engineer—made one want to dance; think of the
vogue of releasing the director’s cuts of previously released movies. There is some-
thing fundamentally appealing about preserving the artist’s original vision, unrevised.




Artis not information; information can easily become ourdated. Part of what appeals
to us about art is that it can last and last: unless we are historians or specialists, we care
far more about Etruscan sculpture than Sumerian cuneiform. Yet once art goes digital,
it can be transposed, replicated, tampered with in any old way—its permanence comes
into question. Keats’s sentimental poem “Endymion” [3] has the treacly lines in it “3

applied to any work of art. All those lawsuits over musicians who sample without au-
thorization are not Jjust about money. They are, in part, about recognizing that a work f
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of Kant's notion of art being that which has universal subjective validity—a form that
somehow triggers Art-Alert pattern-recognizing neurotransmitters. Edvard Munch
demonstrated this in his attraction to Japanese woodcuts. It is evident in a Seattle
technical writer’s romance with the music of Mali. We know art when we see it—and
we do not necessarily want it to be morphable. If it can become anything, be
changed by anyone and be presented in any format, then what is its point? Remem-
ber that it has not yet been demonstrated that anyone wants to interact with movies.

Art created for the Internet—designed upfront to be mostly a meme to be passed
around and duplicated—may turn out to be a different kind of beast. Yet for now, art
is not information as long as it does not want to be free—freely duplicable and free
to be transformed in any of the ways computers can change any image, text or

sound. And I remain uneasy, knowing that “Love Over The Wires,” created for print,
is available online.

PAULINA BORSOOK
1442A Walnut Street

Berkeley, CA 94709

U.S.A.

E-mail: <loris@well.sf.ca.us>

References
L. Paulina Boorsook, “Love Over The Wires,” Wired, 4, No. 1 (September/October 1993).

2. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Marxism and Art, M. Solomon, ed. (Detroit,
MI: Wayne State Univ. Press, 1964).

3. John Keats, “Endymion,” in The Poetical Works of Keats, Revised and with a new Introduction by Paul D. Sheats (Boston, MA:
Houghton Mifflin, 1975) book first, p. 49.

Editor’s Note: The original, unedited version of this essay is available on the Leonardo WWW Site: http://www-mitpress.mit.edu/
Leonardo/home.html
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