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“The Museum of Modern Art is a laboratory: in its experiments the public is 
invited to participate." (Alfred H. Barr, ‘Art in Our Time’)  To what degree does 
new media in the museum environment facilitate Barr's vision? Discuss with 
reference to any museum exhibition with a significant new media aspect. 
 
Danny Birchall 

 

When Alfred Barr wrote in 1939 that New York’s Museum of Modern Art was a 

laboratory, and invited the public to participate1, MoMA was barely ten years old. The 

exhibition for which Barr wrote these words, ‘Art in Our Time’, was indeed an 

experiment, exhibiting still-evolving European modernism to a Manhattan public for 

the first time; MOMA’s acquisitions programme then envisaged deaccessioning 

works after 50 years when they were no longer relevant.2 ‘Art in Our Time’, included 

not only painting and sculpture, but also photography and film, which were only just 

beginning to be considered high art as well as commercial practice. Barr’s view of 

participation might have been more limited: he envisaged the future MoMA being 

shaped by ‘the public’s response to the present exhibition’.3 Effectively, this meant 

the reaction of critics, or at most what we would consider today to be market research.  

In 1939 Abstract Expressionism had yet to emerge, let alone Conceptualism, 

which would radically blur the boundaries between art and other practices.4 

Nevertheless, Barr’s words identify two key ideas that would come to dominate the 

art of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. In ‘laboratory’ we can read 

Modern and contemporary art’s increasing focus on formal and conceptual 

experimentation; in ‘participate’ we can read the growing (and often vexed) question 

                                                 
1 Museum of Modern Art (New York and N.Y.), Art in Our Time: An Exhibition to Celebrate the Tenth 
Anniversary of the Museum of Modern Art and the Opening of Its New Building, Held at the Time of 
the New York World's Fair (Ayer Publishing, 1972), p.15 
2 Karsten Schubert, The Curator's Egg: The Evolution of the Museum Concept from the French 
Revolution to the Present Day (Ridinghouse, 2009), p.48 
3 Museum of Modern Art (New York and N.Y.), Art in Our Time, p.15 
4 Stimson, Blake, ‘The  promise of Conceptual Art’ in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., 
Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, New edition (MIT Press, 2000), p.xxxix 
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of the viewer’s response to artworks, and the role of both the viewer and the wider 

public in constituting them.  

No one movement or practice can lay claim to having tackled these questions 

more effectively than any other. Conceptualism, socially engaged art and even 

‘relational aesthetics’ have all dealt with these issues. ‘New media art’ has as good a 

claim as any. Described by Tribe and Jana as ‘projects that make use of emerging 

media technologies and are concerned with the cultural, political and aesthetic 

possibilities of these tools’,5 new media art is historically contingent on the idea of 

these ‘emerging’ technologies but is also linked to a large participative network (the 

Internet), and possesses what Charlie Gere describes as a pervasive experimentalism.6 

Examining a small, early-twenty first century exhibition of new media art in the 

context of a traditional art museum might offer us some insight into whether in the 

seventy years since Barr, the museum has become any more of a laboratory, and 

whether public participation is any more meaningful than it was in Barr’s era. 

‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ took place at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 

London between December 2009 and April 2010. The Victoria and Albert Museum is 

a museum of decorative and applied arts. Though it actively collects, its permanent 

displays are predominantly historical, and its temporary exhibitions are a mixture of 

contemporary and historical design7; it is not well known as an exhibitor of either 

contemporary or new media art. Some indication of its audience’s expectations can be 

gleaned from the exhibition’s subtitle, ‘Digital Design Sensations’, design being a 

practice the V&A is familiar with exhibiting.  

                                                 
5 Mark Tribe and Reena Jana, New Media Art (Taschen Deutschland Gmbh+, 2006), p.6 
6 Charlie Gere, ‘Research as Art’ in Hazel Gardiner and Charlie Gere, Art Practice in a Digital Culture 
(Ashgate, 2010), p.3 
7 ‘Current Exhibitions & Displays - Victoria and Albert Museum’ 
<http://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/index.html> [accessed 4 January 2011]. 
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Nevertheless, the exhibition’s division into three sections: ‘Code’, ‘Interactivity’ 

and ‘Network’8 so closely match Steve Dietz’s ‘distinctive characteristics’ of new 

media art: ‘computability’, ‘interactivity’ and ‘connectability’,9 to suggest that it also 

embodies hegemonic ideas of new media art. The location of an authentic new media 

art exhibition in a traditional museum provides an ideal situation in which to examine 

how new media art has dealt with Barr’s questions of experiment and participation in 

the museum space. 

This essay will concentrate on works in the exhibition’s ‘interactivity’ section to 

examine how new media works facilitate experimentation and participation within the 

museum itself; and on works in the ‘network’ section to look at how the exhibition, 

and the practice of museum exhibition generally, forestalls some of the greater 

experimental and participatory potential of networked artworks. 

The ‘interactivity’ section of Decode offers ‘a wide range of reciprocal 

relationships between the work and the viewer’ according to the exhibition’s gallery 

guide.10 Though Dietz considers ‘interactivity’ to be one of the distinctive 

characteristics of new media art,11 what constitutes an interaction, and the meaning of 

that interaction are not immediately apparent, either in Dietz’s essay, or the gallery 

guide. 

New media theorist Lev Manovich considers the idea of ‘interaction’ in 

computer-based systems to be a tautology. Computer operating systems are created 

precisely for the purpose of control over, and feedback from, processing capacity, and 

                                                 
8 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ Gallery Guide (2010), p.5 
9 Steve Dietz, ‘Why Have There Been No Great Net Artists?’ 
<http://www.voyd.com/ttlg/textual/dietzessay.htm> [accessed 29 November 2010]. 
10 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ Gallery Guide (2010), p.5 
11 Steve Dietz, ‘Why Have There Been No Great Net Artists?’ 
<http://www.voyd.com/ttlg/textual/dietzessay.htm> [accessed 29 November 2010]. 
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so ‘modern HCI [human-computer interaction] is by definition interactive’.12 

However, the introduction of computing into artistic practice, and computer-based art 

into the gallery brings interactivity into a new domain. Artist David Rokeby, in an 

essay about interaction in artworks contends that the concern of the interactive artist is 

with the role of the viewer or user in constituting the final artwork: ‘interactive artists 

are looking for ways to give away some of the control over the final actualisations of 

their works’.13 At the same time they add a dimension of exploration and 

experimentation beyond Manovich’s conception of HCI: ‘While engineers strive to 

maintain the illusion of transparency in the design and refinement of media 

technologies, artists explore the meaning of the interface itself.’14 

In gallery-based works and installations, the method of achieving this interaction 

is primarily through the use of the viewer’s own body. As Sally O’Reilly notes in the 

context of her work on the body in contemporary art: ‘the simplest way to make an 

artwork responsive to its audience, to imply that influence operates in both directions, 

is to programme it to respond to human presence’.15 The manner of that response can 

vary greatly, from works that use proximity sensors to trigger pre-determined video 

sequences, to works in which the ‘body becomes a means of creating art’.16 

Graham and Cook point out that the rhetoric or expectations of ‘interactive’ 

artworks are often overplayed,17 and works which advertise participation sometimes  

offer audiences little more than the opportunity to reveal what the artist has hidden. 

But they also maintain that technical limits to interaction with the artwork may not 

prevent more meaningful interaction between participants, and even an artwork with 

                                                 
12 L. Manovich, The Language of New Media, New edition (MIT Press, 2002), p.55 
13 David Rokeby, ‘Transforming Mirrors’ <http://homepage.mac.com/davidrokeby/mirrors.html> 
[accessed 5 December 2010]. 
14 David Rokeby, ‘Transforming Mirrors’ 
15 Sally O'Reilly, The Body in Contemporary Art (Thames & Hudson, 2009), p.190 
16 Myron Krueger, quoted in David Rokeby, ‘Transforming Mirrors’ 
17 Beryl Graham and Sarah Cook, Rethinking Curating (MIT Press, 2010), p.114 
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rudimentary interactivity may ‘serve to host the much wider range of human 

interaction’.18 

 Three works in the ‘interactivity’ section, Dandelion, Body Paint and Video 

Grid bear out these understandings of interactivity to varying degrees. Reviews of 

Decode emphasised the ‘fun side’19 or ‘entertainment’ value20 of these works; but 

they also, in their various manifestations of the relationship between the viewer, the 

viewer’s actions, and the resulting aesthetic effect, provide an interactive experience, 

particularly as understood by Rokeby.  

Yoke and Sennep’s Dandelion (Illustration 1) is, according to the artists, ‘a 

playful and magical experience with a simple and satisfying interaction for young and 

old’.21 The participant points a hairdryer-shaped device at a large screen displaying an 

image of a dandelion; when the device is triggered, the image of the dandelion 

behaves as if air is being blown at it, the spores detach from the stalk and fly ‘away’ 

from the viewer. Though realized in high definition detail and aesthetically 

impressive, Dandelion in fact offers a rather limited repertoire of interaction: only one 

participant at a time can hold the ‘hairdryer’; all the elements of the dandelion are 

already in place; and the process is unidirectional. Once the dandelion has been 

demolished, the interaction can only begin again. 

Mehmet Akten’s Body Paint (Illustration 2) requires participants to use their 

entire bodies to create a flow of colour and shape on the work’s screen. Expressive 

movements create dramatic effects. ‘Raise an arm and orange suddenly splashes 

                                                 
18 Graham and Cook, p.130 
19 Patrick Burgoyne, ‘Decode makes the case for digital’, Creative Review, January 2010, p.46 
20 Ed Sexton, ‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations at the V&A’, Culture24 
<http://www.culture24.org.uk/art/sculpture+%26+installation/art73797> [accessed 27 December 
2010]. 
21 ‘DANDELION – YOKE Interaction Design’ <http://yoke.dk/newsite/?page_id=126> [accessed 27 
December 2010]. 
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across the screen; jump and you see bursts of brilliant blue and purple.’22 Body Paint, 

however, is oriented less towards a visual effect than an invitation to performance; as 

the artist’s website declares, ‘what matters is not the painting created at the end, but 

more the sensation one experiences while using it and reacting in real time to their 

own creation as it evolves’.23 The relationship between the participant’s sense of their 

own body and the effects produced on screen make Body Paint a more immersively 

interactive work than Dandelion; the participant’s experience in some way constitutes 

the work itself.  

Ross Phillips’ Videogrid (Illustration 3) is an installation consisting of a display 

screen divided into 20 smaller screens, and a camera on which a participant can record 

a very short video of themselves performing an action.24 Each new action is added to 

a small screen when it is recorded, and repeated on a perpetual loop until it is replaced 

by a newer recorded action. The display thus acts as a multifaceted and transient 

record of its most recent users’ interactions with it. Videogrid not only relies, like 

Body Paint, on the presence of participants to create the content on the screen element 

of the work, but also begins to create social interaction between participants of the 

type described by Graham and Cook, both in taking turns with the work, and in 

considering the relationship of one’s own contribution to others’ contributions.  

These three works, in varying degrees, then, are ‘interactive’ art as understood 

by Rokeby: they rely on the presence of users to manifest themselves, and a degree of 

control over the final aesthetic effect of the works has been ceded by the artist to the 

viewers and users of the works. The crowded temporary exhibition gallery, with a 

                                                 
22 Emma Love, ‘Two digital displays offer a binary choice’, Crafts, March-April 2010, p.61 
23 ‘Body Paint | The Mega Super Awesome Visuals Company | MSAV’ 
<http://www.msavisuals.com/body_paint> [accessed 29 November 2010]. 
24 ‘Ross Phillips Archive: Videogrid at Decode: Digital Design Sensations at the V&A’ 
<http://www.rossphillips.me/2009/12/videogrid-at-decode-digital-design.html> [accessed 29 
November 2010]. 
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constant stream of people playing and experimenting perhaps realises their potential 

to the greatest degree possible.  

Participation is key to these works; without users they are nothing. 

Experimentation, however, lies more with the participant than with the artworks or the 

gallery. The parameters and limits of the works are set by the artists; the participant 

experiments within them. And to the extent that the interactivity of these works is 

activated by the gallery, it is also limited to the gallery. Having departed, the viewer 

can no longer access their contribution; and eventually each work returns to its default 

state: the dandelion reassembled, the screen free of colour, the grid awaiting content. 

Both experiment and participation are transitory.  

The ‘Network’ section of Decode looks to a wider set of participants outside the 

museum space and promises work that ‘charts or reworks the traces we leave 

behind’25 on the Internet. Art that takes the Internet as its starting point has a history 

almost as long as the Internet itself. Internet art (a term used here in preference to 

net.art or other terms with more specific historical connotations) has also frequently 

found itself at odds with the art world in general, making the collection and exhibition 

of Internet art problematic for galleries and museums. 

Early Internet art emerged not from the traditional art world, but from an 

unlikely mixture of computer hackers and social and political activists, aware of the 

radical potential of the Internet for connection and participation; the traditional 

institutions of the art world were often mocked as an insufficient response to the 

possibilities now available.26 Internet art has often offered itself as an alternative not 

only to the elite and object-based world of gallery art27 but also to the ‘functional 

                                                 
25 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ Gallery Guide (2010), p.5 
26 Rachel Greene, Internet Art (Thames & Hudson, 2004), pp.31-57 
27 Julian Stallabrass, Internet Art : The Online Clash of Culture and Commerce (Tate Publishing, 
2003), p.117 
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office-style use of computers’ themselves,28 creating a new space between technology 

and art. 

In turn, galleries and museums have found Internet art a problematic category, 

though perhaps less as a result of its radical position than because of the nature of the 

works themselves. Graham and Cook suggest that the participative and immaterial 

status of networked artworks is a problem for museums used to working with 

individually-authored, object-based art, and that ‘politics, authorship, documentation 

and collecting’ are problems.29 As a consequence, as Charlie Gere writes, ‘on the 

whole, such work has been ignored or marginalised by the mainstream art world and 

gallery system’.30 

The museum may still have a role in the selection and presentation of Internet-

based art, even if it is not within the museum itself. ‘Net art is increasingly being 

commissioned and collected by museums, with the source code of the work being 

hosted on the respective museum’s server,’ writes Christiane Paul.31 The function of 

the museum may also go beyond presentation. Reviewing Decode, Creative Review’s 

Patrick Burgoyne saw the exhibition as conferring legitimacy on the works and artists 

themselves: ‘by placing their work in the hallowed halls of the V&A, Decode gives 

those who have spent the past decade engrossed in code a new-found level of 

respectability’.32 

Three works on display in the V&A’s ‘hallowed halls’ demonstrate how work 

that relies on the Internet manifests itself in the a museum gallery, and some of the 

limitations that that such a space imposes upon it.  

                                                 
28 Stallabrass, p.121 
29 Graham and Cook, p.115 
30 Charlie Gere, Art, Time and Technology, English Ed (Berg Publishers, 2006), p.2 
31 Christiane Paul, Digital Art (Thames & Hudson, 2003), p.24 
32 Burgoyne, p.46 
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Aaron Koblin’s Flight Patterns (Illustration 4) shows the patterns created by 

commercial air traffic over the North American continent. Using data from the United 

States’ Federal Aviation Administration, the movement of people from one place to 

another is revealed in web-like maps.33 Colour, shape and line are used to express 

different aspects of air travel; the shape of the continent is continually revealed and 

transformed.  

Jonathan Harris and Sep Kamvar’s We Feel Fine (Illustration 5) mines the raw 

data of personal emotion by ‘harvesting human feelings from a large number of 

weblogs’.34 By parsing the syntax of sentences beginning ‘I feel…’ and using 

metadata attached to the blogs to demographically profile their authors, We Feel Fine 

also offers the user a number of playful ways of breaking down the database of 

emotion by time, location, gender, age and other identifiers, to examine the origin of 

emotions. The whole is presented in an interface of swirling coloured dots that the 

user manipulates with their mouse to excavate and identify individual statements of 

emotion. 

Sascha Pohflepp and Karsten Schmidt’s Social Collider (Illustration 6) also uses 

publicly-available statements from individuals, garnered from the popular 

microblogging service Twitter. Taking an individual’s username or a commonly-

mentioned word, it traces instances of the term through time, and produces a graphic 

in which connections between individuals and concepts are ‘visualized much like the 

way a particle collider draws pictures of subatomic matter’.35 Individual ‘tweets’ are 

shown connected to each other by coloured lines; the lines intersect or collide where 

conversations begin or concepts are shared. 

                                                 
33 ‘Aaron Koblin - Flight Patterns’ <http://www.aaronkoblin.com/work/flightpatterns/index.html> 
[accessed 29 November 2010]. 
34 ‘We Feel Fine / Mission’ <http://www.wefeelfine.org/mission.html> [accessed 28 December 2010]. 
35 ‘Social Collider: Ready to Collide’ <http://socialcollider.net/> [accessed 28 December 2010]. 
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These three works all share a concern with the visualisation of large amounts of 

data produced by everyday activity. Social Collider and We Feel Fine both use real 

time data from the Internet, while Flight Patterns is a series of stills and animations 

produced using rendering and effects software. Flight Patterns and Social Collider 

both attempt to provide a comprehensible image from otherwise incomprehensible 

data: that is, to use the visualisation in pursuit of understanding, while We Feel Fine 

uses shape and colour to aid the navigation of that data. 

Unlike the experiential works found in the ‘Interactivity’ section, all three works 

can be viewed and used outside the museum context. Each has its own website where, 

with unlimited time and the user’s own computer at their disposal, the experience of 

the works may be more rewarding online at home than in the gallery. Indeed in some 

cases, the potential for participation in the works is far greater outside the gallery. We 

Feel Fine offers an interface that allows any other Internet user to query its database 

of emotions and use them for their own purposes.36 Social Collider is part of Chrome 

Experiments,37 a Google-sponsored showcase of experimental browser technologies, 

where discussion and feedback are part of a process of developing and improving 

such work. 

In the context of the V&A, however, the three works effectively become 

passively-observed, large screen-based displays. The viewer is offered no opportunity 

to input into the work, control over its display is limited, and any further use or 

sharing of the work is precluded. Julian Stallabrass wonders whether art created in a 

domain of participation and collaboration might suffer from absorption into an 

institutional context: 

                                                 
36 ‘We Feel Fine / API’ <http://www.wefeelfine.org/api.html> [accessed 4 January 2011]. 
37 ‘Chrome Experiments - "Social Collider" by Sascha Pohflepp and Karsten Schmidt’ 
<http://www.chromeexperiments.com/detail/social-collider/> [accessed 29 November 2010]. 
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‘Video art’s fate in the museum offers a dire warning to Internet art. The 

gallery and the museum did come to embrace video, but generally by 

remaking it as video-installation, displaced from the TV monitor onto large-

scale projections, spectacle being purchased at the price of losing mass-

production and wide distribution.’38 

Furthermore, Decode to some extent undoes new media art’s traditionally 

subversive use of office technology. Decode was sponsored by (and continues to tour 

under the banner of) the multinational business software company SAP.39 In the 

sponsors’ introduction to the gallery guide, an explicit connection is drawn between 

the visualisation of information for business purposes and the visualisation of 

information in the exhibition: ‘Just as Decode’s artists are bringing clarity to 

information in a visual way, SAP’s solutions provide clarity of information in the 

business world.’40 The explicit connections drawn between ‘clarity’ in business 

practice and art here highlights a certain circumscription of experimentation and 

participation.  

Decode, however, certainly demonstrates that museum exhibition of new media 

art is fertile ground for both experiment and participation, albeit in a manner that 

would have been unfamiliar to Barr. None of the works in either the ‘Interactivity’ or 

‘Network’ sections could be realised without participative input, either in the gallery 

or from the Internet at large. A combination of aesthetics and experience allow the 

user a great degree of experimental latitude, to the extent that the work itself is 

constituted through manipulation, or from data that comes from outside the work 

itself. 

                                                 
38  Stallabrass, pp.119-20 
39 ‘SAP Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ <http://eu.sap-arts.com/> [accessed 29 November 2010]. 
40 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Decode: Digital Design Sensations’ Gallery Guide (2010), p.2 



Barr’s vision and new media in the museum environment Page 12 of 17 

There are limitations to both participation and experiment, however. In the case 

of the interactive works, experimentation is limited to the gallery. Neither the works 

nor the exhibition bear any long-term trace of their use. In the case of works that rely 

on access to a wider network of data, the possibilities for participation may be greater 

outside the gallery; Decode seems to be limited by a need to display works with clear 

aesthetic appeal, perhaps conditioned by the V&A’s expectations of its audience. 

Presentation in a gallery, and particularly in a historically prestigious museum 

like the Victoria and Albert, highlights and legitimates new media art at the same time 

as providing it with its necessary audience. Barr’s idea of the museum as a laboratory 

open to public participation has been realised to some extent. But the example of 

Decode suggests that the museum itself, through its mechanisms of display, and 

through institutional corporate sponsorship, might in some ways also limit the 

potential of new media art. 

3,536 words, including notes 
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Illustrations 
 
All images are of artworks in situ in the exhibition Decode at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, between December 2009 and April 2010, published by the credited 
individuals on Flickr under Creative Commons licences. 
 

 
Illustration 1. Yoke and Sennep, Dandelion, 2009 
Photo © Alejandro Giacometti <flickr.com/janrito/4444153528> 
 

 
Illustration 2. Mehmet Akten, Body Paint, 2009 
Photo © Amiro <flickr.com/amiro/4487484170> 
 

 
Illustration 3. Ross Phillips, Video Grid, 2009 
Photo © Richard Baker <flickr.com/baker-donnelly/4297623159> 
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Illustration 4. Aaron Koblin, Flight Patterns, 2009 
Photo © Alejandro Giacometti <flickr.com/janrito/4443375389> 
 

 
Illustration 5. Jonathan Harris and Sep Kamvar, We Feel Fine, 2009 
Photo © Alejandro Giacometti <flickr.com/janrito/4443377185> 
 

 
Illustration 6. Sascha Pohflepp and Karsten Schmidt, Social Collider, 2009 
Photo © Alejandro Giacometti <flickr.com/janrito/4443375939> 
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