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Book Summary

Info-aesthetics scans contemporary culture to detect emerging aesthetics and cultural forms specific to information society. Its method is a systematic comparison of our own period with the beginning of the 20th century when modernist artists created new aesthetics, new forms, new representational techniques, and new symbols of industrial society. How can we go about searching for their equivalents in information society – and does this very question make sense? Can there be forms specific to information society, given that software and computer networks redefine the very concept of form? (Instead of being solid, stable, finite, discrete, and limited in space and time, the new forms are often variable, emergent, distributed, and not directly observable.) Where are radically new representational techniques unique to own time, given that new media has largely been used in the service of older media practices: Web TV, electronic book, interactive cinema? Can information society be represented iconically, if the activities that define it – information processing, interaction between a human and a computer, telecommunication, networking – are all dynamic processes? How does the super-human scale of our information structures – from 16 million lines of computer codes making Windows OS, to forty years which would take one viewer to watch all video interviews stored on digital servers of the Shoah Foundation, to the Web itself which cannot be even mapped as a whole – be translated to the scale of human perception and cognition? In short, if the shift from modernism to informationalism (the term of Manual Castells) has been accompanied by a shift from form to information flows, can we still map these information flows to forms, meaningful to a human? 


 According to post-modernist analysis of the 1980s, the modernist logic of the new has become exhausted, and thus we should not any longer expect new forms to emerge. Arguing against this analysis, Info-aesthetics suggests that new media culture picks up the constructive energies of the modernist project (while discarding its demand to forget the past) – but these energies now work in a different way. This difference is mapped out in the first part of the book, “Avant-garde as Software.” I first establish a connection between modernist avant-garde and computer culture by showing that the communication techniques developed by Russian constructivists and by Bauhaus artists in Germany in the 1920s became transformed into the conventions of modern human-computer interface and software, thus functioning as a foundation of post-industrial labor. Next I suggest that new media does represent a “new avant-garde” of information society even though it often uses old modernist forms. If the 1920s avant-garde came up with new forms for new media of their time (photography, film, new printing and architectural technologies), the new media avant-garde introduces radically new ways of using already accumulated media. In other words, the “new avant-garde” is the computer-based techniques of media access, manipulation and analysis. This analisys provides us with one answer to the questions outlined above. Information society may not need new visual languages, new forms, and new representational techniques because computers can reconfigure the old langauges, forms, and techniques in radically new ways. 

While twenty years ago our ability to invent new forms seemed to be exhausted, the last decade saw a renewal of formal imagination. This renewal manifested itself perhaps most dramatically in the shift towards new soft, continuous, and complex forms across the whole architectural field – the shift driven to a large extend by the use of computer modeling software by new generation of architects.  Using this example as a starting point, the second part of Info-Aesthetics analyzes new media’s potential to enable fundamentally new types of representations and forms, apart from its ability to reconfigure old media. I again use the comparison with the 1920s to help us locate the new information aesthetics already at work. Early twentieth century modernists believed that the new aesthetics of industrial society emerged in the industrial realm. They admired the forms of motorcars, bridges, grain elevators, aircraft propellers; and they begun the project to carry over the logic of these forms into the realm of design, architecture and art. “Ornament is Dead,” “The House is a Machine for Living,” “Form Follows Function” are some of the formulas they used to describe this new industrial aesthetics. Following their strategy which I refer to as “Bauhaus algorithm,” Info-Aesthetics suggests that the new information aesthetics already exists in information interfaces and information tools that we use in everyday life – in short, in software. Similarly, I argue that computer applications employed in industry and science – simulation, visualization, and databases – should also be thought of as the new cultural techniques of information society. The challenge is to figure out how to employ these tools to adequately represent the individual and the collective subject of information society - how to interface them not to quantified data but to human experience, subjectivity and memory. I analyze particularly successful cases where these applications have already been used to do exactly that, looking at a number of projects in new media, cinema, architecture, and other fields. 

I don’t claim however that we should simply reactivate “Bauhaus algorithm,” translating the principles of software-based information labor into the realm of culture. Instead, I believe that comparing the two periods allows us to see more precisely the specificity of own. The 1920s avant-garde artists were able to transfer the principles of factory to city and home because at that time these two domains were fundamentally different. In information society this difference to a significant extent disappeared. Consequently, what we see in contemporary culture is aesthetization of information – the interfaces and tools which until recently were driven by the principle of efficiency are becoming aestheticized and anthropomorphized. The good example of this is the change from still “modernist” OS9 to OSX which its colorful icons, animated programs and other visual devices which are no longer driven by the criteria of efficiency. The old formulas such as “Form Follows Function” are replaced by new formulas such as  “Form Follows Emotion”  and “Function Follows Form.”

The third part of the book “Information and Form” takes my investigation in a new direction. In order to explain it, let me once again summarize my overall project. The aim of the book  is to map the ways in which the shift from industrial to information society manifests itself in new aesthetic sensibilities, forms, and priorities. Of course, this question is too large to address within a single book. Moreover, contemporary aesthetics can not and should not be simply correlated to the shift to information society and key role played by information management and knowledge generation in the social, economic, and political life of contemporary societies – economic globalization, the new intellectual importance of biology in the last two decades, the political climate after 9/11, and various other developments are at least as important. 

Therefore, in order to limit and justify what objects and phenomena I am looking at, I employ a particular conceptual lens - the opposition between the two concepts, information and form. The first two parts of the book rely on this opposition to tease out the specifity of new forms of information society in general, and to contrast them to the forms of industrial modernism. 

In the third part this opposition allows me to relate some of the most interesting and important projects in a variety of areas of contemporary culture (cinema, architecture, product design, fashion, Web design, interface design, information architecture, art, and new media art) to each other, seeing them as the expression of single problem – how to map information into forms.

I look at the new field of dynamic data visualization which as a whole is concerned with the ways to translate quantitative data into visual representations. I also look at how architects such as Rem Koolhaus/OMA, UN Studio, NOX, Zara Hadid, and others record, analyze, and map information flows, and then utilize resulting records and diagrams to drive the design of architectural forms and spaces. I analyze how our ability to record and store media data on a new scale leads to new forms of cinematic narrative (Timecode, Russian Arc) and new forms of self-representation (MyLifeBits project by Microsoft and similar work). I discuss the recent work in visual and multimedia computing concerned with finding patterns in what can be called “cultural and social data” - images stored in personal, institutional, and public digital collections; the traces of people’s daily lives as recorded in various corporate and government databases; the behavior of people in public spaces such as airports (i.e. surveillance applications); In summary, each section of the third part of the book looks at how the problematic of mapping information into forms animates a particular already existing field, as well as motivates the emergence of a  number of new fields. 

Relationship between Info-Aesthetics and The Language of New Media
The key thesis of the first part of book has already been articulated in the article “Avant-Garde as Software.” Published in 1999, this article generated considerable interest; it has been translated into 7 languages and reprinted 12 times. 


I see Info-Aesthetics complementing The Language of New Media (MIT Press, 2001), and at the same time extending its project in new directions. While The Language of New Media examined the emerging elements of the new media language, Info-Aesthetics will look at its language as a whole, attempting to understand it historical significance and uniqueness. If The Language of New Media stressed continuities between old and new media, the new book focuses on the aspects of computer-based culture that radically differentiate it from the past. While The Language of New Media already discussed a number of cultural applications of computers, from multimedia narratives to special effects in cinema, Info-Aesthetics addresses other computer-based techniques and technologies whose cultural applications started to appear only recently: simulation, visualization, large-scale multimedia databases, location based systems.


Finally, while Info-Aesthetics continues the project of mapping the effects of computerization on culture already begun in The Language of New Media and my earlier publications, it no longer limits its investigation to screen media. Instead it pays equal attention to the physical world. I discuss the cultural consequences of extending Internet into the physical world; the deployment of new computer-based surveillance techniques in civilian space; and the rise of new software-driven methods of manufacturing which allow the mass production of parts and objects that can all look unique; 

From New Media to Software Culture

What is new about new media? As William B. Warner points out in his review of The Language of New Media (published in Telepolis): “A host of scholars and critics have approached this question through various vantage points: the history of technical culture (J. David Bolter), hypertext (Landow), narrative (Janet Murray), architecture (William J. Mitchell) virtual reality (Michael Heim), theatre (Brenda Laurel), and so on.” My own The Language of New Media contributed to this list by analyzing new media in relation to visual culture of the last few centuries, including visual arts, graphic design, cinema, and television. 

In Info-Aesthetics I use a fundamentally different approach. Rather than approaching the question of new media specificity in relation to the histories of various media, I map some of the key differences between the logics of our computer-based culture and that of the previous cultural period – modernism. In short, rather than comparing new and old media, I compare informationalism and modernism. I believe that such an approach will provide a unique contribution not only to new media studies but also to other fields in humanities (art history, literary studies, cinema studies), as well as the fields of communication and cultural history.  While all these fields rely on concept of modernism that is by now taken as something well familiar and well understood, they just recently started to critically engage with new media and cyberculture. And while in the last decade the concept of modernism became even more central to many academic debates and contemporary cultural practice, the systematic connections between modernism and computer culture so were not made. 

Further developing the concept of “software studies” briefly introduced in The Language of New Media, the new book takes as one of its object the “engine” of information revolution – software. While previous critical work on new media focused on the cultural objects created by new media artists and designers – Web sites, computer games, or virtual worlds – I will argue that software deserves as much critical attention, because it is in software that the new cultural logic of information society manifests itself most clearly. 

If the combustion engine and electricity made industrial society possible, software similarly enables information society. The “knowledge workers,” the “symbol analysts,” the “creative industries” and the service industries – all these key economic players of information society can’t exist without software. However, while social scientists, philosophers, cultural critics, media and new media theorists have by now documented seemingly every aspect of our IT civilization, in the process generating a number of new fields and subjects (cyber culture, internet studies, new media theory, digital culture, etc.), the underlying engine which drives most of these subjects – software – has received little direct attention. But if we don’t address software itself, we are in danger of always dealing only with effects rather than causes, the output that appears on a computer screen rather than the programs and social cultures that produce this output. I hope that with its different arguments and the analysis of concrete cases Info-Aesthetics will help make software more visible, helping to establish it as the new key subject for critical discussion.

Relationship to Other Work on Contemporary Culture
While some of the cultural practices and objects I analyze have already received significant critical attention, I believe that Info-Aesthetics will provide a novel way to understand them by relating them to information/form problematic. More significantly, the majority of cultural phenomena analyzed in the book so far have not been critically discussed at all in any significant depth, or even named. I discuss these phenomena, giving them names when they don’t exist: data visualization, metadata, Flash aesthetics, “augmented space,” “total recording.” Therefore, the theoretical premise of the book also acts as a pragmatic armature that allows me to organize the presentation of various recently emerged and still emerging phenomena, dimensions, and categories of contemporary culture that so far have not received sufficient critical analysis. 

Just as it was the case in The Language of New Media, the examples discussed in the new book come from both art and popular culture, as well as from research labs. Thus along with Mike Figgis’s Timecode and Koolhaus’s  Prada store in NYC I discuss special effects in Matrix and Lord of the Rings, research on new MPEG standards, and the algorithms used in visual search engines. In contrast to The Language of New Media, Info-Aesthetics will be richly illustrated, with photographs covering every key cultural phenomenon or object analyzed in the book.     
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