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Abstract 

This short-paper investigates some possibilities for the use of Pierre Lévy’s theory of the virtual and actual in the analysis of digital art, juxtaposed with issues of context and authenticity.

Virtual, actual, context and the authentic 

In his discussion on virtuality, Pierre Lévy defines art as being virtualization on virtualization; the art-object itself is the actualization of a process of which, the outcome was unforeseen and therefore virtual, and in its state as an object of art, the work is virtual in its second sense. Virtuality is thereby not defined as the opposite to real (the object and the copies), but as a possible course to an effect.

Lévy’s concern is with the art-object in the world, a tangible thing that can be sold and bought, exhibited and copied. He gives little credit to the power of the originality of the artwork; he does not distinguish between the effect of the original and its copies, other than the mention of ‘source of prestige and aura or as pure commercial object’. This implies that the effect of the copy can be as powerful and meaningful as the effect of the original, whereby the issues of context and authenticity seems to become irrelevant at first. 

One can argue that art has always a context as viewed, and a greater context in which the original was intended. Which implies that when an artwork is actualized it is also contextualized; for it to be actual, it has to rest in some sort of context. The context then, plays a vital part of the move from the actual entity (the artwork) to the new general problem, the (next) virtualisation of the artwork. The effect that the (second) virtualization will course, will be highly flavored by the context in which the artwork is viewed. This includes the matter of authenticity, with its possible measure of pleasure and resonance.

The digital form and the accessibility for all users of the Internet makes digital art, distributed on the Internet, a shared commodity. It lacks the physicality and control of viewing context, which ensures the traditional piece of art its status. This deterritorialisation does in fact question the issue of authenticity, as the authentic work itself, one could say, exists as code on a hard disc. However, in the viewing situation of art created for the digital medium, authenticity is inevitable tied to actualization of the work, as the notion of copy due to the deterritorialisation itself becomes redundant. But does this mean that every work, viewed on the digital medium, like the Internet, could be categorized as authentic? Or could we think that a possible vocabulary, in which to talk about digital art, could be developed in the tension between the effect of the authentic, and that of the actual?

Context and authenticity might overtime become irrelevant issues for the analyses of digital art, due to the possible emergence of specific vocabulary in this field. But until then, I see these issues as valid matters to be included in the analyses of digital art. By using a case, this paper will view a digital work of art through the optics of Lévy’s theory, by complicating the issue of actualization, to include context and authenticity.

Case

The Speaking Clock (1995) has been made (coded) by the Canadian born, London based poet, John Cayley, to display a new word every second, in an ever changing, but silent, sentence. On a plain background, a frame of writing centers a circle, in which the absence of writing forms the shape of a clock. Letters has taken the place of the numbers, and due to syntax worked on these letters in accordance with real time, semi-random display of words made into a sentence is ensured. Cayley, who works in the tension between code and words, is concerned with the codes possibility to convey meaning, using the dynamics of the digital medium.
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Staging the present
For the code to reach the sequence of reality for the viewer, it will have to be actualized by the individual viewer on the Internet. Whenever a viewer enters the website, s/he will be presented with the current time actualized in words, strung together in to a sentence. Attention is drawn to the elusiveness of time, by emphasizing the present moment, the now, by the shifting of words every second. Time passes, only to be replaced by a new moment. Each moment communicating, loading the space and time with potential of meaning, given by the sentence and the effect of the present-ness.

The uniqueness of the presented words, dictated by time, authenticates the work and time anew every second; the work is not merely about time, it is time. The authenticity, rests upon the codes ability, to actualize the showing of the artwork, on the individual computer, in this case in accordance with real-time. The representation of the work shown above, is actual but not authentic, as it does not perform the dynamics, it was intended to do. It is not able to do, what the authentic work does: To convey the feeling of time as it passes. Time, provided with an expression, as a way of showing its elusiveness. The present moment staged, presenting itself as reality for the viewer, enabling the experience of resonance of time through the artwork, only to disappear into the past as it goes. 

Although actualization does not necessarily equal present time, in this case it forms a context, a space, within the actualization itself where time is staged. The present-ness is obtained by the use of real-time in the working of the code, and therefore, the context which is at play here, is that of this very moment, the viewers being in the now, to times past and futures to come, the actual to the virtual, rather than it is the displayed work to the surroundings in which it is viewed. The sensation that this accomplishes, is that of gravity shifting from the artwork as entity, to actuality, not merely of the artwork, but evidently of time and space. 

Conclusion 

The juxtaposition of the issues of context and authenticity, with Lévy’s theory on the virtual and the actual, enables a serious interim tool for analysis of the digital artwork. It has the possibilities of providing a vocabulary, which embraces the dynamics of the digital element, while still providing means of expressing known forces of the visual image.
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