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This paper discusses my development as a digital artist, whilst investigating the genealogy of participative art, which provides the main context for my practice. In this essay, I will alternate between the genealogy and my development, and in conclusion, the two narratives will coincide with each other and reference where I am at this time of writing in my research.

According to Lewis (1999), Marcel Duchamp stated in 1957 that:

All in all, the creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualification and thus adds his contribution to the creative act.

Duchamp's insight is that the creative act, by necessity, has to be borne out of multiple persons. A solitary individual cannot produce art until someone else is able to perceive it. The fundamental of art, then, is participation.

My art is the enquiry into the political structures of creative collaboration. Where should power reside within a group of people who are trying to create? What are the structures of collaboration that make it most effective? What attitudes facilitate creativity?

A major part of my enquiry has been research into Open Source computer programming. Computer programming in general is done by groups of people and there are two schools of thought about it. One holds that computer code is a product that can be owned by the author(s) who wrote it. This is called Proprietary Software, and is exemplified by the software produced by Bill Gates’ company, Microsoft. The other advocates that for the sake of the progress of wider groups of humanity, people should not try and keep hold of coding methods and techniques that they have discovered for themselves. Software should be open and freely available to whoever wants to use it or look into it. This is the rationale behind Open Source Software. This method of producing software, however, is by no means inferior, and this can be exemplified by Apache Web Server software, which has nearly 70% of the global market share of web servers as measured by hostnames (Netcraft, 2005).
The biggest issue for me about Proprietary Software is the amount of resources that are tied up in trying to stop other people from accessing the code, understanding it, changing it and writing additional code for it. With Open Source software, however, people are actively encouraged to access even the most vulnerable areas of the code, to write additional code for it, and participate in how the software can be adapted to specific real-world situations. The advantage being that the more people can inspect the code, the more reconstruction can take place on areas of code that are not so well written. As Eric Raymond (1999, p1) puts it: ‘Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow’.

In 1952, John Cage first performed 4’33’’ at Black Mountain. A pianist sat at a piano and did not play a single note for four minutes and 33 seconds. During this time, the audience were left to meditate on the incidental sounds of the world around them –people shifting on their chairs, someone coughing, a plane passing overhead etc. The work was open for the audience to participate in.

It was also in 1952 that John Cage staged the event referred to as "the first Happening", where Robert Rauschenberg met and began collaborating with Cage and dancer Merce Cunningham. Black Mountain College, where the happening took place, was the first American experimental college boasting complete democratic self-rule, extensive work in the creative arts, and interdisciplinary academic study.

My methodology as a Digital Artist, then, has been to throw myself into as many collaborative situations as possible in order to develop my understanding of the nature of collaboration. I have documented these situations on video and edited the video in such a way so as to particularly emphasise the structural relationships that take place in that situation. Sometimes, I have drawn on the video screen or superimposed text in order to highlight some of these connections. But the fundamental belief, which underpins all my work, is that the most effective structure for creative collaboration between individuals will be similar to the way thoughts are structured in the human brain.

Here is a list of some of my video projects over the last year:
Consultation I (Sep 04) - Consultation with a group of children about their built environment.
Digital Art (Oct 04) - Video overlaid with text, exploring my personal view of Digital Art.
What is Digital Art? (Oct 04) – Discussion about Digital Art by artists. Text is superimposed as objects that interact with each other.
Dynamic Narrative (Jan 05) - A case study of a continually evolving narrative that continues to evolve itself at www.swarmtv.org
Consultation II (Feb 05) - Collaboration project funded by DfES, working with three teenagers who had never held a video camera before.
Consultation III (Apr 05) - Collaboration project funded by CABE, working with 6 artists to produce a community event.
Are You Feeling Me? (Jun 05) - Pop video made collaboratively, incorporating multiple narratives.
Multiple Angles (Jun 05) - DVD of children dancing using multiple camera angles, exploring how a viewer could edit the video for themselves.
CSM & LCF Fashion Show (Jun 05) – Documentation of a fashion show in Piccadilly organised by students from several London art colleges.
Counterpoint Counterpunch (Aug 05) – Collaborative exhibition at the House Art Gallery, with installation artist Kelly Chorpening and digital contributions from 24 other artists.
Mike Leigh’s Collaboration Techniques (Oct 05) - Interview with Timothy Spall.
Creative Archive VJ (Oct 05) - Video mix created using BBC video clips under the Creative Archive Licence.
 Object, Image, Movement (Nov 05) - Collaboration with 21 Artists who staged an exhibition event in Area 10, Peckham
Consultation IV (Nov 05) – Architects facilitating a consultation with local residents.

Marcel Duchamp and John Cage were highly influential to the art movement, Fluxus. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, Fluxus was noted for the blending of different artistic disciplines, primarily visual art but also music and literature. It was loosely organised by George Maciunas and amongst its members were Joseph Beuys, Dick Higgins, Nam June Paik and Yoko Ono.

In 1985, Francois Lyotard and Thierry Chaput invited 30 Artists to collaboratively respond to a set of 50 words that Lyotard provided. Contributors commented on each other’s texts and this event was called “Les Immateriaux”.

In 1991, Artur Matuck produced the Reflux Network Project. It was a progressive experiment that interconnected 24 on-site nodes located in university art departments, art research sites and private Internet addresses and was one of the very first artistic experiments to involve collaborative networking activities.

One of the most important characteristics of Digital Art, for me, is the way in which technology can facilitate the making of interconnections between entities, particularly conceptual entities. In essence, my art explores the aesthetic of conceptual relationships. In October 2004, I created a mind-mapping application using Flash, which enabled the user to draw relationships between thoughts. In January 2005, I developed my own version of a wiki (www.swarmtv.org), where people can freely edit the website and upload their own media files for use on the site. The site is rhizomatic, in that each page is able to link directly to any other page. 

Over the last year or so there have been many conferences worldwide about the topic of participation: Networks, Art and Collaboration (State University of New York, 2004), The Art of Participation (The Thing, 2005), Technologies for Interauthorship (Institute for Distributed Creativity, 2005), Open Science (Institute of Contemporary Art, 2005)  & Open Congress (Tate Britain, 2005) for instance.
Also, currently, there are many websites which bring artists, writers and academics together: http://distributedcreativity.org, www.newmediaeducation.org, http://bbs.thing.net, www.kuda.org, www.processing.org, www.creativecommons.org, www.runforopensource.org, www.freecooperation.org to name but a few.
At this point of my research, I want to create a media browser in which the viewer is able to navigate meaningfully through my database of video clips (Manovich, 2005), texts and images as well as enabling people to enter their own media clippings and create their own narratives through the database. Similar in navigational terms, to “The Web Stalker” created by critic Matthew Fuller, programmer Colin Green & artist Simon Pope who developed an artistically oriented web browser in 1997. Apparently, they were also inspired by the free-software movement (Greene, 2004). Other influences would be Frederic Vavrille, who created Liveplasma (www.liveplasma.com) - a visual database of movies that endeavors to position movies in visual space with respect to their similarities to other movies; Carolin Horn with Jellyfish - a visual art encyclopedia (Horn, 2005); and also “Floating Numbers”

a 9-metre long interactive table with a mass of numbers flowing in a continuum on its surface. Individual digits appear randomly at the surface of this stream of numbers and, once touched by a visitor, surrender their secret in text, pictures, films and animation. (Art + Com, 2005)

Open online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, proudly presents: “anyone can edit” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page) . I want to help facilitate that.
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