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Commonist Red Art:
Blood, Bones, Utopia and
Kittens

common practices, socially engaged frameworks, short

The relationships in the commune of the Italian com-

terms goals and ‘loose/open’ commitments that could

munists (oxymoronically defined Cattocomunisti or

be defined in technological terms as liquid digital uto-

Catholic-communist) rests in faith and in compelled

pias or as a new form of permanent dystopia.

3

The XXIst century appears to be presenting us, then,

actions, in beliefs so rooted that are as blinding as
blinding is the light of God in the painting The Conversion of Saint Paul on the Road to Damascus by

with the entrenched digitized construct of the common Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio.
versus the idea of the Paris Commune of 1871, thereby
Does Red Art exist? And if so, who creates it and

prepackaged aesthetic knowledge. And yet, what does

offering a new interpretation of the social space and an

[…] and from the leadership an aggressive unwill-

where can we find it? This special issue of the Leon-

Red Art stand for and can it be only restricted to Com-

alternative to traditional leftist/neoliberal constructs.

ingness to allow any dissent or deviation. ‘That

ardo Electronic Almanac addresses these questions

munist Art?

The idea of the common – as an open access revolving

time produced one of the sharpest mental frosts

and collates a series of perspectives and visual essays
that analyze the role, if any, that Red Art plays in the
contemporary art world.

The contemporary meaning of Red Art is different

I can remember on the Left,’ the historian E. P.

highly regulated and hierarchical structure.

Thompson would recall from personal knowledge

from what it may have been for example in Italy in the
1970s, since so much has changed in terms of politics,

of the CP...
The ‘semantic’ distinguo between commons and com-

5

Red Art, these are two simple words that can gener-

ideology and technology. It is no longer possible to

munes becomes important since both terms are reflec-

It is this blind faith that has generated the martyrs of

ate complex discussions and verbal feuds since they

directly identify Red Art with Communist Art (as the

tions of constructions and terminological frameworks

communism and heretical intellectuals, accusations

align the artist to a vision of the world that is ‘Red’ or

art of the ex Union of Soviet Socialist Republics or of

for an understanding of both society and art that is

from which not even Antonio Gramsci was able to

‘Communist.’

its satellite states and globalized Communist political

based on ‘likes,’ actions and commitments for a com-

escape. The vertical hierarchical structure of the com-

parties which were and continue to be present in the

mon or a commune. The commitment, even when

mune and of the Communist Party produced heretics

Nevertheless, even if the two little words when

West – albeit in edulcorated forms) nor as the art of

disparagingly used to define some of the participants as and immolations, but also supported artists, intellectu-

4 is partial

placed together are controversial and filled with

the left, but there is a need to analyze the complexity

click-activists and armchair revolutionaries,

animus, they are necessary, if not indispensable, to

of the diversification and otherization of multiple geo-

and leaves the subject able to express other likes often

understand contemporary aesthetic issues that are

political perspectives.

affecting art and how art operates in the context of

1

als, academics and writers that operated consonantly
with the party’s ideals: people that sang from the

in contradiction with one another: e.g. I like the protests same preapproved institutional hymn sheet.
against Berlusconi’s government and I like the programs

social versus political power relations within an in-

If today’s Red Art has to redefine its structures and

creasingly technological and socially-mediated world.

constructs it becomes necessary to understand who is

Red Art could be translated – within the contempo-

8

door, is opposed to the concept of the commune – as a

Stefania: This young generation horrifies me. Hav-

on his private TVs.

ing been kept for years by this state, as soon as

encompassed within the label of Red Artists and what

I find the idea of the commons (knowledge, art, creativ-

they discover to have two neurons they pack and

their common characteristics are. Red Artists – if we

ity, health and education) liberating, empowering and

go to study, to work in the US and London, without

rary hierarchical structures – as the art of the power-

wanted to use this category – and their aesthetic pro-

revolutionary, if only it was not expressed within its own

giving a damn for who supported them. Oh well,

less versus the art of the powerful, as the art of the

duction cannot be reduced to the word ‘Communist,’

economic corporative structures, creating further layers

they do not have any civic vocation. When I was

masses versus the art of the few, as the art of the

borrowing passé ideological constructs. An alternative

of contradiction and operational complexities.

young versus the old, as the art of the technological

to the impasse and the ideological collapse of com-

young at the occupied faculty of literature, I oozed
civic vocation. […] I have written eleven novels on

democrats versus the technological conservatives,

munism is the redefinition of Red Art as the art of the

The contradictions of contemporary Red Art and con-

civic duty and the book on the official history of the

as the art of the poor versus the art of the rich... Or

commons: Commonist Art.

If Red Art were to be

temporary social interactions may be located in the

Party.

2

it could be described as the art of the revolutionary

defined as the art of the commons, Commonist Art,

difference between the interpretations of common

versus the status quo. In the multitude of the vari-

thereby entrenching it clearly within technoutopias

and commune – the commune upon which the Italian

Jep Gambardella: How many certainties you have,

ous possible definitions, one appears to stand out

and neoliberalist crowd sourcing approaches for col-

Communist Party, for example, based its foundations in

Stefania. I do not know if I envy you or feel a sensa-

for contemporary art and it is the definition of art

lective participation, this would provide a contradic-

order to build a new ‘church.’

tion of disgust. [...] Nobody remembers your civic

as bottom-up participation versus art as top-down

tory but functional framework for the realization of
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remember, personally, another vocation of yours

tool for the obscurity of the aesthetic to act as a pro-

have increasingly blurred the boundaries of financial

that was expressed at the time; but was consumed

ducer of meaning when the artist producing it is inept

and aesthetic realms.

in the bathrooms of the University. You have writ-

at creating meaning.

ten the official history of the Party because for

leads to the molding of the artist as spokesperson of

Commonist Art – if the current trends of protest will

years you have been the mistress of the head of

the party and to the reduction of the artwork, when-

continue to affirm themselves even more strongly –

This piece of writing and this whole volume is dedi-

the Party. Your eleven novels published by a small

ever successful, to advertising and propaganda.

will continue to defy power and will increasingly seek

cated to the victims of the economic and political

within global trends and its own common base viable

violence since the beginning of the Great Recession

8

a dream or the image of a kitten.

11

small newspapers close to the Party are irrelevant

Commonist Art, founded on the whim of the ‘like’ and

operational structures that hierarchies will have to

and to my father; and to the hope, hard to die off, that

novels [...] the education of the children that you

‘trend,’ on the common that springs from the aggrega-

recognize, at one point or the other, by subsuming

some utopia may still be possible.

conduct with sacrifice every minute of your life ...

tion around an image, a phrase, a meme or a video, is

Commonist Art within pre-approved structures.

Your children are always without you [...] then you

able to construct something different, a convergence

have - to be precise - a butler, a waiter, a cook, a

of opinions and actions that can be counted and

Red Art, therefore, if intended as Commonist Art

Lanfranco Aceti

driver that accompanies the boys to school, three

weighed and that cannot be taken for granted. Could

becomes the sign of public revolts, in the physical

Editor in Chief, Leonardo Electronic Almanac

babysitters. In short, how and when is your sacri-

this be a Gramscian utopia of re-construction and re-

squares or on the Internet. It is art that emerges with-

Director, Kasa Gallery

fice manifested? [...] These are your lies and your

fashioning of aesthetics according to ‘lower commons’

out institutional ‘approval’ and in some cases in spite

instead of high and rich ‘exclusivity,’ which as such is

of institutional obstacles. Gramsci would perhaps say

unattainable and can only be celebrated through dia-

that Commonist Art is a redefinition of symbolic cul-

fragilities.

6

To the question, then, if Red Art exists I would have

mond skulls and gold toilets?

ture, folk art and traditional imageries that processed

to answer: YES! I have seen Red Art in Italy (as well as

and blended through digital media and disseminated

abroad), as the Communist Art produced in the name

Commonist Art – the art that emerges from a com-

via the Internet enable Red Art to build up its own lan-

of the party, with party money and for party propagan-

mon – is a celebration of a personal judgment, par-

guages and its own aesthetics without having to be

da, not at all different from the same art produced in

tially knowledgeable and mostly instinctive, perhaps

institutionally re-processed and receive hierarchical

the name of right-wing parties with state or corporate

manipulated – since every ‘other’ opinion is either ma-

stamps of approval.

money – having both adopted and co-opted the same

nipulated by the media or the result of international

systems and frameworks of malfeasance shared with

lobby’s conspiracies or it can be no more than a rein-

sycophantic artists and intellectuals.

forcement of the society of the simulacra. Conversely,

blood and tears – literally – mark the post-democra-

it may also be that the image and its dissemination

cies of the first part of the XXIst century. Non-political,

Red Art can also be the expression of people whose

10 the crowds of the In-

In order to understand the misery of this kind of Red

online is the representation of a personal diffidence

non-party, non-believers,

Art one would have to look at the Italian aesthetiza-

towards systems of hierarchical power and endorse-

ternet rally around an argument, a sense of justice, a

tion of failure – which successfully celebrates failure in

ment that can only support ‘their own images and

feeling of the future not dominated by carcinogenic

the Great Beauty by Paolo Sorrentino when the char-

meanings’ in opposition to images that are consumed

politicians, intellectuals and curators, that present

acter of Stefania, and her ‘oozing civic duty,’ is ripped

and exhausted through infinite possibilities of inter-

apart. It is a civic responsibility that is deprived and

pretation and re-dissemination.

devoid of any ethics and morals.

10

people support within their timelines an idea, a utopia,

Even more tragically, Red Art

publishing house kept by the Party and reviewed by

on the whims of a liquid Internet structure where

7

9

themselves every time, according to geographical and
cultural spaces, as Sultans, Envoys of God, or even
Gods.

If Commonist Art offers the most populist minimum

This is but one of the multiple meanings of the con-

common denominator in an evolutionary framework

Red Art, the Commonist Art that perhaps is worth

cept of Red Art – the definition of Red Art as Com-

determined by whims, it is not at all different from

considering as art, is the one that is self-elevated, built

munist Art, is the one that can only lead to sterile

the minimum common denominator of inspirational/

on the blood and bones of people still fighting in the

definitions and autocelebratory constructs based on

aspirational codified aesthetics that are defined by

XXIst century for justice, freedom and for a piece of

the ‘aesthetic obfuscation of the lack of meaning’ as a

the higher echelons of contemporary oligarchies that

bread. Art that rallies crowds’ likes and dislikes based
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‘Red Art’ can be understood as a tool for the creation
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5

Any island constitutes a

it), may allow us to explore “concrete utopias”

8

to a

should not be confused with seemingly similar theoriza-

universalism that he advocates in his Altermodern Mani-

geographic formation that privileges the development

greater extent than ever before in recent times. It is by

festo (2009) as a direct result of new technologies and

of individual traits through a natural process of ‘appro-

actively pursuing this objective that we would expect

globalization. At a time when neoliberal capitalism was

priation.’ This encompasses both the material and the

to change the rules of the game. Artists are often the

entering its worst ever crisis, Bourriaud chose to largely

immaterial environment as expressed in the landscape,

first to try.

ignore this context and build on a concept that – in the

the biology of the different organisms, and – most
relevant to our case – culture. Notably, when it comes

end – is apolitical and counter-utopian. ‘Post-internet art’

Bill Balaskas

appears to follow a comparably dangerous trajectory.

to connecting utopianism with the cultural paradigm
of new media art, we should not focus merely on the
lack of a physical space (as articulated, for instance,
14
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Suggestions for Art That
Could Be Called Red
What is Red Art? Or rather: what could Red Art be

aims for nothing less than the transformation of the

cratic world and alternative economies sparked by it

in today’s post-communist, post-utopian world, a

world. With his legacy, what kind of objectives do we

have come true, if only to a minor degree.

world shaken by conflicts engendered by contrary

request from Red Art? Do we really still think that art

beliefs and ideologies which have little to do with

can change the world or is that another idea from the

So how do artists respond to this post-communist,

communism? A world in which countries and socie-

past that has been overwritten by something that we

post-utopian condition? What can be discussed as

ties are disrupted by territorial disputes, and by bloody

like to call reality? Can art that is for the most part

Red Art in the recent past and present? In this issue of

fights about questions of religious identity, national

commercialised and produced in a capitalist art mar-

Leonardo we have gathered some answers to these

identity, and ideology? Where communism has been

ket be ‘red’ at all, or does it have to reject the system

questions in the form of papers, essays and artworks,

overrun by capitalism with rare exception; where the

established by galleries, fairs and museums in order to

the latter produced especially for this purpose. Bring-

European left movement is weak. Where the post-

be truly ‘red’?

ing together and editing this issue was challenging

industrial era has produced an economic reality that is
orders of magnitude more complex, transnational and

Decades ago, when artists started to use new media

for contributions as open as possible and to not pre-

therefore more difficult to control or change, than his-

such as video and the computer, their works were

define too much. We were interested in what kind of

tory has ever seen. In this situation, can there (still) be

‘new’ in the way they were produced and distributed,

responses our call would produce at a moment when

art that deals with ideas of communism constructively,

and changed the relationship between artists and their

the world is occupied with other, seemingly hotter

or does contemporary art look at communist ideals

collaborators as well as between the artworks and

topics, and it is fascinating to note that the resulting

only with nostalgia?

their audiences and ‘users’ respectively. Most of this

edition quite naturally spans decades of art produc-

new-media-based art circulated outside the ordinary

tion and the respective ‘new’ technologies as they

market and found other distribution channels. The

related to ideas of social equality and empowerment

capitalism, globalisation and neo-liberalism from a

majority of works were inspired by a quest for the

– from video art to net art to bio art. This issue shows

leftist position – is this kind of art ‘red’ per se? Do we

‘new’ and consistently broke with old aesthetic prin-

that the search for alternative ideas and perspectives,

expect Red Art to be ‘red’ in content, for instance, in

ciples and functions. Much of it was also driven by a

and an adherence to leftist ideals is neither futile nor

directly addressing topics such as class struggle, the

search for the ‘better,’ by overthrowing old hierarchies

simply nostalgic. But that this search is ever more
relevant, particularly at a time when European politics

And let’s be clear: is art that simply speaks out against

16
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because we decided from the start to keep the call

negatives of capitalism and a new neo-liberal world

and introducing a more liberal and inclusive concept

order? And if it does, is it enough to be descriptive

of the world, based on self-determination and active

is seemingly consolidating and wars around the world

or do we want art to be more than that, i.e., provok-

participation. Last but not least the emergence of the

are establishing new regimes of social and economic

ing, forward-thinking or even militant? In 1970, Jean-

Internet brought us a fertile time for new and revisited

inequality.

Luc Godard drafted a 39-point manifesto Que faire?

utopias and artistic experiments dealing with collabo-

What is to be done? that contrasted the antagonistic

ration, distribution of knowledge, shared authorship,

practices of making political films and making films

and appropriation of technologies. Today we know

‘politically.’ It called unequivocally for art that actively

that neither the Internet nor any other new technol-

takes up the position of the proletarian class and that

ogy has saved us, but that the hopes for a more demo-
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Why Digital Art is Red

The divide between the art shown in major muse-

This description of the divide has been put in extreme

Thirty years ago, to find out what was happening

value). It should be no surprise that they are frequent-

ums and art fairs and that associated with the new

terms for the sake of clarity, and there are a few

in Gaza, you would have to have had a decent

ly and without qualification denied the status of ‘artist.’

media scene has been deep and durable. Many crit-

instances of the split appearing to erode.

ics have puzzled over it, particularly because there is

persistence remains one of the most striking features

those great newsstands in Times Square and

It is also clear why the death of leftist ideas in elite

much that the two realms share, including the desire

of the general fragmentation of the fast-growing

North Hollywood that carried the world’s press.

discourse does not hold in new media circles, where

to put people into unusual social situations.

1 Yet

3

Yet its

short-wave radio, a fax machine, or access to

and globalising art world. That persistence rests on

Not anymore. We can get a news story from […]

the revival of thinking about the Left, Marxism and

some of the reasons for the divide are plain enough,

solid material grounds, laid out by Marx: the clash of

Gaza or Ramallah or Oaxaca or Vidarbha and

Communism is very evident.

and they are about money, power and social distinc-

economic models is a clear case of the mode and rela-

have it out to a world audience in a matter of

tion. The economic divide is across competing models

tions of production coming into conflict, and is part

hours.

of capitalist activity: the exclusive ownership of ob-

of a much wider conflict over the legal, political and

jects set against the release of reproducible symbols

social aspects of digital culture, and its synthesis of

4 Copyright is one arena

5

8 The borders of art are

blurred by putting works to explicit political use (in

violation of the Kantian imperative still policed in the
mainstream art world).

9 Very large numbers of peo-

It is hard to ban social media, it has been claimed, be-

ple are continually making cultural interventions online,

cause it entwines video fads, kittens and politics (and

and value lies not in any particular exceptional work

into networks with the ambition that they achieve

production and reproduction.

maximum speed and ubiquity of circulation. The social

where the clash is very clear. Think of the efforts of

banning kittens looks bad). So the insight attributed

but in the massive flow of interaction and exchange. In

divide is between a conservative club of super-rich

museums to control the circulation of images and to

by some to Lenin – that capitalists will sell us the rope

that world, as it never could in a gallery, the thought

collectors and patrons, and their attendant advisors,

levy copyright charges, while at the same time sur-

with which to hang them – is still relevant.

who buy their way into what they like to think of as a

rendering to the camera-phone as they abandon the

sophisticated cultural scene (Duchamp Land), against

attempt to forbid photography in their galleries.

a realm which is closer to the mundane and more
evidently compromised world of technological tools
(Turing Land).

2 Power relations are where the divide

appears starkest: in one world, special individuals

So where is Red Art and the left in this scenario?
Amidst the general gloom and lassitude that has beset
much of the Left in Europe and the US, the develop-

6

may creep in that there is nothing special about any
one of us. And this may lead to the greatest scandal

In an era in which the political and artistic avant-

of all: think of the statements that artists who deal

gardes have faded, the affiliation of the art world

with politics in the mainstream art world are obliged

that is founded upon the sale and display of rare and

to make as their ticket of admission – ‘my art has no

unique objects made by a few exceptional individuals
– in which high prices are driven by monopoly rent ef-

political effect.’ They have to say it, even when it is patently absurd; and they have to say it, even as the art

known as artists make exceptional objects or events

ment of the digital realm stands out as an extraor-

fects – tends to be with the conspicuous consumption

with clear boundaries that distinguish them from run-

dinary gain. It allows for the direct communication,

of the state and the super-rich.

of-the-mill life; and through elite ownership and expert

without the intermediary of newspapers and TV, of

taint of the common desktop environment is enough

and regulate the effects of its displays. So at base, the

curation, these works are presented for the enlighten-

masses of people globally – who turn out to be more

to kill aesthetic feeling. The affiliation of at least some

divide is economic, but at the level of what causes the

7

Here, the slightest

world itself becomes more exposed to social media,
and is ever less able to protect its exclusive domain

ment of the rest of us. In the new media world, some

egalitarian, more environmentally concerned and

of new media art is rather to the kitsch, the populist,

repulsion from digital art – that puts collectors and

‘artists’ but also collectives and other shifting and

more seditious than the elite had bargained for. Alex-

and to the egalitarian circulation of images and words,

critics to flight – it is deeply and incontrovertibly politi-

anonymous producers offer up temporary creations

ander Cockburn, with his long career in activism and

along with discourse and interaction. New media art-

cal.

onto a scene in which their works are open to copying,

journalism, remarks:

ists who push those attachments work against some

alteration and comment, and in which there is little

of the deepest seated elements of the art world

possible control of context, frame or conversation.

ethos: individualism, distinction, discreteness and

10 They run headlong from the red.

Julian Stallabrass

preservation for posterity (and long-term investment
18
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Figures 1-4. Stills from Elephants Dream digital animated movie, Orange Open Movie Project,
2006. Netherlands Institute for Media Art, dir. Bassam Kurdali, Blender Foundation. Used with
permission via the Creative Commons Attribution License 2.5, Blender Foundation / Netherlands Institute for Media Art / www.elephantsdream.org, 2006.

A B S T R A C T

Based on the open animated movie Elephants Dream and the Free Universal Construction Kit project, I delineate and critically examine open source
cultural production as a specific practice of the contemporary post-medium condition (Krauss, Manovich). I explore how the open source model of
the commons is translated into aesthetic strategies when the open source
concept is applied to cultural production. Furthermore, I suggest a model
for the cultural object in the post-medium condition, grounded in the way
in which this practice affirms its source material. Through this model, I

Grounds for the Political Aesthetics of Cultural
Commons in the Post-medium Condition

propose categories for the articulation of specificity in practices of the
post-medium condition. These categories are further analyzed amid the
tensions of commodity market. The discussion proceeds to relate open

THE OPEN SOURCE
CULTURAL OBJECT
by

Bor is Ču č kov i ć
boris.cuckovic@gmail.com

LEONARDOELECTRONICALMANAC VOL 20 NO 1

aesthetics. In particular, the open source artwork is read against the grain
of modernist political aesthetics, critically comparing the new media condition of open source production with the political imperative of accessing
the mode of production (Benjamin). In conclusion, I outline the politicoaesthetic function ascribed by this practice to digital cultural commons.

INTRODUCTION
The open source concept of software production

use of the term has been expanding and it has been

economic liberalism. As such, it has gained political

and distribution has brought about its own vision

applied not only to common land, but also to environ-

currency, as well as critique. Its viability was contested,

of the commons, remaking this notion of an old

mental and cultural resources such as rivers or heri-

most famously, in Garret Hardin’s formulation of

heritage in the light of digital production forms.

1

tage sites, as well as software and information.

3 In its

the “tragedy of the commons.”

4 Hardin’s “tragedy”

The term ‘commons’ dates back to medieval England

contemporary form, the concept of the commons is

when it referred to land and its resources upon which

associated with modes of sharing common property,

for cattle herding. Since individual owners of cattle

a community of people had joint rights of use as a

thus standing in direct opposition to the concept of

are concerned with maximizing their profits, they at-

private property rights, one of the fundaments of

tempt to consume more resources at the expense of

means to sustenance.
22
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others, thus causing the collapse of the system. David
Harvey succinctly formulated the counterpoint to this

1. OPEN SOURCE IN CULTURAL PRACTICE –
INTRODUCTION OF EXAMPLES

argument: if the cattle as well as the land were held
in common, the metaphor would not work.

5 Clearly,

there are different definitions of what the commons

‘Open source’ is a term originating from debates in the
1990s regarding software production and distribu-

6 This widespread notion refers to software for

are or might be, and I will here focus on the one

tion.

brought about by the open source concept. More spe-

which the original source code is made freely available

cifically, I will take up the following question: how does

and may be redistributed and modified.

the open source model of the commons translate into

that it denotes involves open and communal qualities

ed movie is made. Further, through access to its pro-

freely available to download.

an aesthetic strategy when the open source concept

of production and public distribution of software, prin-

duction elements, it offers the possibility to re-make

are available in .STL format, which is very convenient

is applied to cultural production?

ciples that stand in direct opposition to a proprietary

the movie or use its components in new projects. This

for computer-aided manufacturing techniques such as

may occur free of charge under the Creative Com-

3D printing. The idea is to make possible the print-

I will explore open source cultural practice as a specific

ciples have been translated into other fields, including

mons license, provided that attribution to the original

structuring of the (digital) object that emerges from a

that of cultural production. I will introduce two such

project is given.

politically strategic constellation of production catego-

examples of cultural practice which embrace the open

tion, having an open source structure does not neces-

The sharing of digital source materials is here linked

ries, especially source materials. What is the role of

source concept in order to produce a working outline

sarily point to the openness of the ‘source code,’ as is

with issues of mass-manufactured physical commodi-

this object-structure in establishing the open source

of the issues raised by this practice.

the case with software products. Elements of a higher

ties through the lens of “openness,” which is one of

order such as the digital 3D models of Elephants

the more prominent idiosyncrasies in the discursive

Dream can be understood as the source material for

field of digital culture. I will, for now, leave aside the

a given cultural object. This also means that the high

discussion of the actual position this project occupies

model of technological production.

7 The concept

8 9 These prin-

mode of today’s cultural commons? Moreover, considering the political potency of the idea of the commons,

The animated short film Elephants Dream was re-

10 Its

13

In the context of cultural produc-

17 The design models

ing of the necessary adapter piece, either on a home
printer or through a specialized 3D printing service.

18

how does this role relate to the tradition of materialist

leased in 2006 as “the world’s first open movie.”

political aesthetics and its aims and strategies? After

source material, namely all 3D models, textures and

threshold of required programming skills necessary

in relation to the dominant mode of commodity pro-

the introduction of select examples, those questions

audio files, are freely available to download from the

for participation in an open source software project is

duction, and first focus on what these examples bring

will be discussed in the ensuing sections, which are

site of the project.

somewhat lowered. It is, however, still present in the

to light about digital source material and its potential
critical capacity.

11 Furthermore, the tools used to

organized on the basis of the respective contexts

produce it, most importantly the three-dimensional

form of the threshold posed by the skills necessary

and discourses in which this practice takes place: the

computer modeling environment Blender 3D, are

for digital 3D modeling. Keeping this in mind, let us

post-medium condition, the commodity market and

open source programs.

materialist aesthetics.

possible for the recipients to explore how this animat-

12 These two factors make it

consider the following questions: what exactly does

For each of these examples, I argue that integrat-

a ‘source’ represent for a cultural object? What kind

ing open source principles is just as integral to the

of access to modes of production does this openness

project as are their respective conventionalized

provide? And, what are the conditions in which such a

cultural practices, animation and design. The open

source can be appropriated and employed in different

source concept is not merely an interesting technical

production processes?

innovation or a phenomenon of the contemporary
digital environment that is accepted by new media

Another example of open source principles present

artists and employed in their creative explorations of

in cultural practice is the Free Universal Construction

digital media and culture. Rather, adopting the open

Kit (2012), a collection of adapter blocks that enable

source principles means inheriting a particular cultural

interoperability between ten children’s construction
toy lines, such as those of LEGO or Tinkertoys.

14

This

politics with concern for issues of property and access.
A specific politics concerning their source material is

design project was developed by hacker and techno-

what sets these examples apart from new media or

cultural organizations F.A.T. and Sy-lab with the aim

contemporary art projects that are based on compa-

of “encouraging new forms of interplay between

rable cultural forms.

otherwise closed systems.”

15

The project provides

“missing pieces” that corporations in market competition do not produce, such as a LEGO block that can be
combined with K’Nex gears or Lincoln Logs cylinders.

24
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2. THE SOURCE-EXECUTANT MODEL OF THE POSTMEDIUM OBJECT

systems and their prescribed modes of use is realized

Examples of open source principles of production

and distributed through the open source availability of

and distribution in cultural practice can be found in

digital designs of the missing pieces, which are made

a variety of media forms such as digital animations,
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images, web sites, games, etc. This practice is not tied
to a particular medium or format, and its specificity cannot be extrapolated from this basis. Another
way to go about this is to consider the open source
cultural object as a manifestation of the ‘post-medium’
condition, relying on Rosalind Krauss’ introduction of
the term ‘post-medium,’

19 as well as the post-media

argument employed by new media scholars Peter
Weibel and Lev Manovich.

20 I will first summarize

these accounts and, then, revisit the framework of the
post-medium condition in light of the relations and
categories established by the open source cultural
object.
Introduced by Krauss, the term ‘post-medium’ reflects
the decline of the modernist concept of mediumspecificity. It refers to the situation in which artistic
practices can no longer derive their ‘essence’ from

sion or a symptom of this condition. For example, the

as a distinct cultural form implies that some form of

open source cultural object, as wells as make visible

the physical medium in a modernist search for purity.

3D models from Big Buck Bunny (2008), the second

specificity still resides within the object itself. After all,

the structural relations inherent in an object manifest-

According to Krauss, reductive modernism turned

open movie that was produced and distributed under

the open source concept is established in its particular

ing a (digital) post-medium condition.

its pursuits of medium specificity into its opposite

the same terms as Elephants Dream, are employed in

configuration of the object, in its structuring of the

(intermedial) end: ‘art in general’ as embodied in con-

an open game titled Yo Frankie! (2008).

ceptual art. Another example of this condition would

source material, rather than as a purely contextual

The model I am proposing identifies the categories of

or discursive category. Therefore, an articulation of

the source and the executant within a cultural object.

be a practice such as installation art, which manifests

Manovich characterizes the digital attack on older

open source cultural practice also means demarcating

To place these two categories in dynamic relation to

itself in several different media, often employed simul-

media as the ultimate blow to the materiality and

an object within the post-medium condition. What

one another a third category is necessary – the pro-

taneously. Historically-established mediums such as

specificity of practices, since the computer imposed

kind of object does this bring about and what makes

duction process. In computer-related discourse, the

painting and sculpture are replaced by generic ‘art.’

its own operations across the media, such as copy and

it specific while, at the same time, applicable across

term ‘source’ usually refers to the software’s source

media forms? Although it would not function as its di-

code, a textual listing of commands. For a consider-

New media scholars deal with similar issues through

tions can be applied, regardless of the medium, to

rect methodological background, but rather as a sort

ation of a cultural object, elements of a higher order

the post-media argument, which makes it possible

photography, images, sounds and moving images, thus,

of underlying motivation for this endeavor, we could

can assume the structuring role that a source code

to bring them into discussion with the art-historical

blurring the distinctions between photography and

recall Walter Benjamin’s dream of a form of criticism

has for its software (as was the case with the digital

understanding of the situation. It is in this sense

painting, as well as between film and animation.

so tenaciously immanent that it would remain entirely

3D models and textures of Elephants Dream). In the

that Weibel and Manovich use the term ‘post-media.’

Predictable as it may be for digital media scholars,

immersed in its object.

Weibel focuses primarily on the technical aspect of

there is a special emphasis on the ‘universal machine’

noted, for Benjamin the idea is “not what lies behind

production categories established and employed in

the post-media condition where “no single medium is

that makes the enduring culturally and socially coded

the phenomenon as some informing essence, but

the making of the object. The ‘executant’ indicates a

dominant any longer; instead, all of the different me-

specificity collapse.

paste, morphing or interpolation.

dia influence and determine each other.”

26

22

21

23 These opera-

24

25

As Terry Eagleton concisely

the way the object is conceptually configurated in its
diverse, extreme and contradictory elements.”

It would

26

The

model presented here, the term ‘source’ signifies

conventionalized mode of executing or performing
the source. I have appropriated this term, which most

seem that the production process of open source

In contrast to these accounts of how digital media

starting point here is to affirm the self-contained cat-

often stands for a person who performs or executes

cultural objects provides a platform for such “mixing

forms de-specify objects of aesthetic production,

egory of the digital source so as to develop a model of

something, for instance a musical piece. The word

of the media,” and might be considered as an expres-

one could claim that adopting open source practice

an object that can be employed both to articulate the

also captures the ‘.exe’ file of a computer program that
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executes or ‘runs’ the source code. A few contempo-

The post-medium condition can be understood as

rary examples of the source-executant relation could

increasing the possibility of structural differentiation

include: a digitally printed image as the executant of

among the source and the executant, bringing about

the computer file (its source), a digital scan as the ex-

a flexibility of their medial configurations. These con-

ecutant of an old photograph (its source), a web page

figurations escape the scope of historically established

as an executant of all the digital images, texts, anima-

mono-medial definitions of practices, which also

tions and sounds that function as its source material.

makes it untenable to assert aesthetic conventions

I will here primarily focus on the category of the

find it necessary to consider both the source and the

digital source because of its relevance to open source

executant as constitutive of the aesthetic object in the

practice, but this account of the object could also be

post-medium condition.

related to older aesthetic frameworks. The source as

gue that the specificity of post-medium practices has

based solely on the media form of the executant. I

The Universal Adapter Brick
of the Free Universal Construction Kit

The F.A.T. Lab and Sy-Lab present the Free Universal Construction Kit, a collection of adapter bricks that enable complete interoperability
between ten* popular children’s construction toys. By allowing any piece to join to any other, the Kit encourages new forms of interplay between
otherwise closed systems — enabling the creation of previously impossible designs, and more creative opportunities for kids. The Kit adapters
can be downloaded from Thingiverse.com and other sharing sites as a set of 3D models in .STL format, suitable for reproduction by personal
fabrication systems. >>> For more information, please see: http://fffff.at/free-universal-construction-kit.

27 In other words, I would ar-

conceived in digital culture has a conceptual resonance

materially established foundations within its object,

with, for example, the respective functions of Fluxus

through the way in which the source and executant

score cards, Sol LeWitt’s instructions for wall drawings,

are interrelated in a given practice. By employing this

or even clay models of bronze sculptures, to a limited

model to articulate the specificity of post-medium

degree. However, most historically established artistic

practices, I am countering the arguments discussed

mediums and practices do not materially distinguish

above regarding the “universal” post-media condition

the source and executant categories. In a traditional

or the notion of collapsed vertical barriers between

cultural object such as a marble sculpture, it is impos-

practices.

sible to fully discern on one side the executant and

is being articulated through the source-executant

on the other, the source. They are closely interrelated

model can clearly differentiate sculpture made with

even in digital cultural objects, but examples such as

digital technologies of 3D printing from a carved

those of open source cultural practice point towards

marble sculpture. Their source-executant relation

the possibility of accessing these categories separately.

differs decisively, including differences in the type of

As a consequence, they open up the field of post-

labor and associated skills, employed materials and
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technical supports as well as reproduction possibilities.

described by Weibel and Manovich, among others. If it

Fundamentally, these media categories necessitate a

can be accessed, a source can be given an alternative

consideration of the production process in order to be

executant in a different medium altogether. The digital

related. In a corresponding manner, I would propose

models of Free Universal Construction Kit are em-

to consider open source cultural production as a spe-

ployed when making the accompanying poster as one

cific practice, which means that the Elephants Dream

of its executants, although they are mainly intended

is not a manifestation of the same practice that can

as sources for 3D printed physical executants. The

be found in conventional digital animation with hidden

differentiation of the source and executant to a degree

production elements and techniques, or that the Free

of separation gained momentum within the techni-

Universal Construction Kit is not sufficiently defined

cal circumstances of digital reproduction, but this is

as a piece of product design. It is their materialized

more fundamentally conditioned by powerful market

open source condition, and its economic and aesthetic

interests to which we will return in the third section.

consequences that crucially define them.
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The Free Universal Construction Kit is licensed under and subject to the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.
You are free to copy, distribute and transmit the Kit, and to remix and/or adapt the Kit; in doing so, you must attribute the Kit to “F.A.T. Lab and Sy-Lab”. Please note
that extensions to the Kit require the same or similar license. You may not use the Kit for commercial purposes. For inquiries, please contact info@adapterz.org.

Executant

Cultural Object

Lego®, Duplo®, Fischertechnik®, Gears! Gears! Gears!®, K’Nex®, Krinkles®, Bristle Blocks®, Lincoln Logs®, Tinkertoys®, Zome®, ZomeTool® and Zoob®
are trademarks of their respective owners. The Free Universal Construction Kit is not associated or affiliated with, or endorsed, sponsored, certified or approved by, any of
the foregoing owners or their respective products. The Kit is represented, for legal purposes, by Adapterz, LLC.

*

Two construction playsets nominally supported by the Kit are still
protected (as of March 2012) by active patents: Zoob (patented 1996)
and ZomeTool (patented 2002). For the Zoob and Zome systems,
please note that we have delayed the release of adapter
models until December 2016 and November 2022, respectively.

Production Process
Figure 6. Free Universal Construction Kit poster, F.A.T. Lab and Sy-Lab, 2012.Used with permis-

Figure 5. Schematic representation of the

Source

sion via the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license, F.A.T. Lab and Sy-

source-executant model of a cultural object.
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3. THE POST-MEDIUM OBJECT AND THE
COMMODITY MARKET
The separation of the source and the executant in

figures would depend upon the type and complexity

Elephants Dream is distributed under a Creative Com-

software products is embedded in the financial inter-

of the particular source.

mons license. But I will not ponder here the overarch-

landscape shots is to be repurposed in a music video,

ing forms taken by the intellectual property regime.

a contract has to be signed. Besides legal rights being

ests of the software industry. The notorious example
of Microsoft hiding the Windows source code is a

This connects the problem of open access to the

Instead, I focus this investigation on the material

sold, these deals state as standard that raw footage

clear illustration of this. The purpose of withholding

source code with a Marxist perspective on ‘social

conditions and roles of the source and the executant

with extended shots needs to be provided.

the source is to secure the profits based on selling

deskilling.’

of contemporary cultural objects as I believe they hold

words, source material is still essential for a produc-

the separated executant. Consequently, these inter-

nology under capitalism transfers knowledge from

importance for aesthetic production.

tive re-use of the given film, even though its executant

30

In this view, the development of tech-

38 In other

ests shape the condition of the executant beyond

labor to machinery. As a result, direct producers lose

its separation with the source. Software products

control over the production process since machinery

Media researcher Göran Bolin describes a number of

or Vimeo. Therefore, providing the source material

as executants are released in machine language of

is owned by capital and managed by its representa-

strategies by which media businesses are trying to

in the manner of Free Universal Construction Kit or

the binary code as long strings of ones and zeros

tives. As Johan Söderberg explains, technology is

secure profits.

is available on distribution channels such as YouTube

33

For instance, he observes how fic-

that a computer can read and execute, but a human

specifically designed into ‘black boxes’ so that the

tional characters become commodities, which makes

cannot productively understand, at least not without

laborer/user is left without influence over the func-

the trademark law increasingly important.

the source code. Political economist Steven Weber

tions that the machinery imposes upon her.

provides an accessible description of the role of the

software world, the separated executant, severed

source code in these circumstances:

31 In the

34

Elephants Dream does in itself challenge the black
box of the executant.

But with

the increased difficulty of cashing in on the content it-

In short, on the media market the commodity form

self, media conglomerates turn to (closed) media plat-

is secured not only by various embodiments of the

from its source code, embodies the ‘black box’ con-

forms, such as mobile phones or game consoles, as an

intellectual property law, but also by the severed link

cept and functions both as a technical guarantee for

alternative or supplementary source of profits. These

to the source of the distributed executant. Tensions

The source code is basically the recipe for the

the legal protection of intellectual property (necessary

hardware platforms are commodities themselves, but

in the media market manifest in many areas, and I

binaries; and if you have the source code, you can

to sustain its commodity form), and also as a mode

also function as means of consumption of media texts

would argue that they are also present on the level

understand what the author was trying to accom-

of isolating the evermore specialized sets of skills of

as products. He notes that the audience “needs to

of source-executant relations. The observed pres-

plish when she wrote the program – which means

software/information labourers.

buy increasingly more media technologies that can

you can modify it. If you have just the binaries, you

decode the digital content.”

35

I would add to this that

The situation of the source and the executant in the

Therefore, shipping binary code is a very effective

software market is somewhat different from that in

more specialized for specific kinds of executants, and

this discussion, in which the categories of the source

way for proprietary software companies to con-

the field of cultural production and cannot be directly

vice versa, especially when we think of devices such

and the executant have been given some materialist

translated into it. Instead of primarily securing the

as e-readers, tablets or smart-phones. Finally, the

opacity, is the question of whether these categories

commodity form, the separated executant brought

audience itself becomes an important commodity for

can be instrumental, or at least productive, in order to

29

the means of consumption are becoming more and

sures on the object’s structure are always in some way
associated with the commodity form and its struggle

typically cannot either understand or modify them.

trol what you can do with the software you buy.

36 Economic revenues for media

Seen in this light, it is clear why contemporary

about a new set of problems for the mass-entertain-

media producers.

struggles against the commodification of software

ment businesses, a sector heavily influenced by digiti-

companies are secured in yet another important way

and intellectual property, such as the Free Soft-

zation processes. A large quantity of films and music

by selling this commodity to advertisers.

ware Movement, placed an emphasis on access to

is distributed through peer-to-peer networks and

the source code and its distribution alongside the

torrents, thus escaping the content flow of big pro-

All of these tendencies are associated with the lucra-

software package. However, in order for the acces-

duction companies, as well as their revenue streams.

tive process of media (market) convergence, in which

sible source to exert a meaningful challenge to the

32 This raises issues not only for the media business,

the boundaries between different media are becom-

but also for our discussion of open source cultural

ing blurred and content is ‘flowing’ from platform to

corporate mode of developing and distributing pro-

32

as a whole. For example, when a short film featuring

with contesting (digital) commons. What follows from

conceptualize the political aesthetics for the postmedium condition?

4. THE POST-MEDIUM OBJECT AND MATERIALIST
AESTHETICS
Open source cultural practices contain the ambitious

prietary software, the users need sufficient skills in

production. If a Pixar animated movie can be found

platform, as theorized by writers such as Henry Jen-

order to be empowered as producers and to engage

online, then what is the point of creating Elephants

kins.

in modifying the software according to their own,

Dream as an open animated movie? Granted, there

for the source-executant relations, and reveals that

to the century-old leftist tendencies in modern-

or communal, needs. It goes without saying that a

is certainly the issue of legality as digital executants

the source, while separated and suppressed, still has a

ist aesthetics that focus on enabling access to the

majority of users lack these skills, although the exact

of Pixar’s production are obtained illegally, whereas

significant structuring power within the cultural object

mode of production? One of the recurring themes of

LEONARDOELECTRONICALMANAC VOL 20 NO 1

ISSN 1071-4391

ISB N 978 -1-9 0 6 897-28 - 4

37

This transmedial ‘flow’ yields consequences

ISSN 1071-4391

ISB N 978 -1-9 0 6 897-28 - 4

promise of free participation and the democratization
of cultural objects. How do these aspirations relate

VOL 20 NO 1 LEONARDOELECTRONICALMANAC

33

E S S A Y

E S S A Y

they are watching. Arguably, this type of a response to

production process itself, though it should be stressed

its footage and screenshots.

Benjamin, is the breaking of the phantasmagoric

the posed political and aesthetic problem is trapped

that, in terms of production, it mainly empowers a

this skill-centered perspective, open source cultural

effect, the illusionary and magical appearance of com-

in a contradiction between achieved ruptures of the

relatively narrow community of 3D modeling enthu-

practice can also be evaluated as an effective adver-

modity culture and its material products that serves

‘phantasmagoria’ and the fact that these breaks are

siasts gathered around specialized forums.

the ideological function of concealing their condi-

again ‘transmitted’ to the viewer in a prearranged way:

if the utopia of democratic and free participation dissi-

tions of production.

39 This kind of phantasmagoria

44 Even

tisement for the labor market.

47 Fundamentally, both

Elephants Dream and Free Universal Construction

there is always an off-screen cameraman filming the

pates at the skill threshold – which inevitably appears

Kit subscribe to the commons-based utopianism of

one on-screen.

when the source and executant are reintegrated in

the concept of open source without taking it up for

the conditions established by ‘deskilled’ technology

further investigation and thus, do not establish them-

production is concealed. By contrast, avant-garde

On the other hand, the articulation of a fully separate

developed under capitalism – there still remains a

selves as reflective, critical practices.

tendencies such as those of 1920s Soviet cinema

source of a digital cultural object offers the possibil-

considerable degree of resistance to the commodity

aspired to make the apparatus of production visible,

ity of an alternative access point into the mode of

form that also affects the unskilled recipients. The at-

Alongside this interesting formation of utopian
tendencies and its historically conditioned limitations,

is epitomized in Hollywood productions where ‘magic’
is achieved through special effects whose mode of

and to relate film production with material relations

production. Elephants Dream is such a case. However,

tained non-proprietary status of the commons allows

this is not immediately apparent because its executant

for non-commodified forms of distribution. Therefore,

there is also an aesthetically negative resonance of the

many other twentieth-century practices produced

is a closed movie file, just like any Hollywood DVD

while the main political capacity of the digital source

open source cultural object as compared to modernist

diverse responses to this aesthetic and political goal.

edition. Furthermore, the high technical quality and

material as it is organized in open source practice

practices and utopian strategies. As illustrated by the

Furthermore, Benjamin more specifically argues that it

visual complexity of its digital animation does not

stems from its role in securing the free distribution

Elephants Dream short film, the executant does not

is not enough to merely transmit the apparatus of pro-

highlight this film’s production process any more so

of commons, the open source as a politico-aesthetic

necessarily have to reveal its mode of production in

in society in general.

40

Constructivism, Fluxus and

duction (to the recipients); what is also needed is its
transformation.

41

But if the transformed production

process is not merely transmitted, how is it accessed?

than viewing Pixar or DreamWorks products.

43 And

strategy is inherently dependent upon skilled special-

order to achieve the open source goal of transforming

yet, its mode of production is made blatantly bare

ists and contains an implicit retreat from modernist

the object into cultural commons, since the produc-

in the publicly available source material. This kind of

concerns with the division of labour and a transforma-

tion process of the object is accessible through its

access reveals elements of the cultural object that are

tion of the audience into producers at large.

publicly available source. This kind of reception strat-

The source-executant model of a cultural object struc-

not visible in the executant, thus implying a deliber-

tures a typology of two possible points of access. On

ate intention to promote the accessible source as an

Free Universal Construction Kit perhaps even more

It does not produce a reworking of sensory strata, let

the one hand, the executant of a work can reveal or

active element of the visual system. With some skill

clearly illustrates the position of open source cultural

alone the conventions associated with the format of

materialize its underlying production process. A classic

in navigating a 3D production environment, the recipi-

practice towards the dominant socio-economic

its executant. In modernist art as defined through

example of this type of access to the mode of produc-

ents are able to have a look ‘behind the scenes’ and

hierarchy of the market. Although its executants – the

the paradigm of medium specificity, any accentua-

tion would be Dziga Vertov’s montage technique in

reveal how each shot or element of the animation was

‘missing pieces’ required for construction toy interop-

tion of the source material necessarily had to bring

egy is essentially non-modernist in terms of aesthetics.

his 1929 movie Man with a Movie Camera, where the

produced, as well as to re-use the source material in

erability – do rework the form of the mass produced

about consequences for the executants, since those

director reveals how the final shots have been filmed.

different executants, as long as it is shared under the

products, they do not aim to subvert that commodity

categories were not separately established or sharply

For example, apart from showing footage related to

Creative Commons license.

altogether. Rather, the aim is to augment the existing

divided. On the contrary, they were fused within the

commodity systems and intervene into their delimita-

confined articulation of the medium or its support. On

trains and their movement, the director also uncovers the difficulties and peculiarities that the camera-

When viewed through the lens of twentieth-century

tions by reworking their (digital) source materials. This

this ‘media-categorical’ level we could state that the

man faces when filming such shots. In this way, the

political aesthetics, the source-based means of

is in line with what Josephine Berry Slater states as

emancipation of the source in digital production forms

audience is constantly reminded of the fact that the

production-access produce twofold results. From the

the case for the creative commons license (which

breaks the modernist horizon of aesthetic expecta-

movie has been produced for them as a result of a

perspective of its utopian promise of open access,

both of my examples employ): it understands the

tions when it comes to reception of the executant.

specific mode of labor, thus making the production of

Elephants Dream highlights a possible transformation

commons as “a necessary adjunct to the market, not a

a film relatable to material relations in society, as well

of cultural production with respect to a proprietary

proto-communist phase of development.”

mode of production. Thus, it appears compliant with

ing the trail of Elephants Dream and its re-use, the

to conceal its mode of production, although it does

audience receives these relationships as visual content

Benjamin’s imperative of working on transforming the

cultural practice supports this evaluation. It leads not

inherently bring about that tendency through its

through the executant – the finished movie version

conditions of production while providing access to the

only to fan re-mixes but also to commercial use of

function of a stand-alone package: the separated

as to other labor forms and economic units.

34
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Marxist writers on political aesthetics, such as Walter

42

The

LEONARDOELECTRONICALMANAC VOL 20 NO 1

ISSN 1071-4391

ISB N 978 -1-9 0 6 897-28 - 4

ISSN 1071-4391

45 Follow-

ISB N 978 -1-9 0 6 897-28 - 4

This is not to say that the executant necessarily has

VOL 20 NO 1 LEONARDOELECTRONICALMANAC

35

E S S A Y

E S S A Y

Figure 7. Free Universal Construciton Kit in use, connecting
four different systems together, F.A.T. Lab and Sy-Lab, 2012.
Photography taken from the the website of F.A.T: Lab, http://
www.fffff.at/free-universal-construction-kit website. Used
with permission via the Creative Commons Attribution-Share
Alike 3.0 Unported license, F.A.T. Lab and Sy-Lab, 2012.
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executant is already at one remove from its conditions
of production and employed source materials. But
there are other levels upon which this link may be reestablished to a limited degree. For example, I would
interpret Elephants Dream narrative as addressing
this object’s open source condition. The story of the
film features two characters, the elderly Proog and the
youthful Emo, jointly inhabiting an undefined environment of surreal industrial and electronic constructs

open source condition through the presented narrative.

material is not freely distributed, then the practice is

the political capacity of digital source material should

they refer to as “the Machine.” They travel through

However, I would suggest that this rift in the object

not established as ‘open source’). Hence, a possibil-

certainly take these factors into account.

it and explore it, which gradually reveals that they do

needs to be explicitly accounted for in such a self-

ity arises for the conceptualization of an aesthetic

not perceive the Machine in the same way. Proog is

reflexive structure because of the discussed political,

experience for which it is essential that the aesthetic

If this exploration of the political aesthetics of the

presenting the environment to his younger compan-

economic and aesthetic functions of the categories

object is established as a commons. I would identify

commons in the post-medium condition has resulted

ion and trying to conserve what he makes of it, while

of the source and the executant in contemporary pro-

such a strategic positioning of the recipient and the

in presenting utopian prospects, then I trust that the

Emo questions this understanding of the machine and

duction forms. Even if this practice does not directly

aesthetic activation of the very conditions for the

methodological results of this discussion are, on the

eventually attempts to intervene in it by proclaiming

commit to modernist political aesthetics, I believe that

work’s distribution as the main strategies of open

contrary, very concrete. I believe that the presented

his visions of what the Machine is or could be. I find

at the same time it offers tools for their refurnishing

source cultural practice when it envisions how the

mode of object-analysis and research opens a possible

that the relation between the narrative content of

in the post-medium condition, especially by proposing

political aesthetics of (digital) cultural commons are to

way of locating and engaging practices in a still vague

the short film, specifically the role and the portrayal

an aesthetic system that includes the category of the

be established. These strategies are still nascent and

territory of the contemporary post-medium condition.

of the Machine in the story, and the open condition of

source as an integral component of the cultural object.

largely only implicitly manifested in concrete examples

The open source cultural object requires a new strat-

its source material is rather direct, although it is never

of contemporary open source cultural practice, but

egy for examining aesthetic production, and I have

made explicit. This relation is important to take note

nevertheless I find them to be highly provocative and

proposed a departure point from which to address the

productive utopian tendencies of our time that need

challenges it poses to the categories and narratives of

of as a counterpoint to executant separation, although

CONCLUSION

it should also be stressed that the leftist wing of modernism worked on surpassing exactly this metaphori-

art history, as well as to those of media studies. The
question of what this alternative field of aesthetic

cal level of aesthetic relations to production. But the

the category of the digital source which I hold to be

What I also tried to pose in this essay is how such

production brings about for conceptual frameworks

materialist fundaments of such modernist aesthetics

crucial in both envisioning and analyzing contempo-

strategies relate to the modernist tradition of leftist

of contemporary art and its practices and concerns

seem to be put in question by the source-executant

rary materialist strategies and utopian tendencies in

aesthetics, its methods and fundamental objectives.

remains. In order to engage with this issue, in the fu-

divide. Having discarded modernist techniques and

cultural practices. Together with its counterpart cat-

Rather than emphasizing limited strands of continu-

ture this project will have to relate the contemporary

strategies, what is left in store for (political) aesthet-

egory of the executant, the digital source has an active

ity between the two, it seems more accurate and

significance of digital source material with the history

ics?

function in contemporary socio-technical systems of

productive to acknowledge the open source mode

of comparable production categories employed in

cultural production and distribution, a function I could

of aesthetic production as a pragmatic reinterpreta-

artistic production. However, that discussion will have

Precisely because of this line of critique, it is important

only begin to outline in this format through the lenses

tion of Benjaminian demands for access to a mode

to take place within other trajectories of artistic and

to understand and conceptualize post-medium prac-

of the market, media and aesthetics. In light of its at-

of production that retreats from aspirations for wider

cultural practice. ■

tices in terms of their source as well as the executant.

titude to the production category of the digital source

social transformation. Open source cultural practice
coexists with and within commodity culture, much

In my native discipline of art history, the confined focus

material, open source cultural practice returns some

on the executant seems particularly acute, which I

much-needed materialist substance to the nebulous

like open source software development is incorpo-

believe is one of the reasons why the very object of

field of digital culture marked by notions such as media

rated in corporately driven technology development.

art-historical research has become vague and con-

convergence or the post-medium condition.

Nevertheless, or precisely because of this, the open

tested.

48 While the executant of the open source cul-

source political aesthetics of cultural commons are
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