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Translation by Tim Cooper from the 1st Italian edition
Luca Panaro, Casualità e controllo. Fotografia, video e
web, Postmedia books, 2014.

«An open work deals with the task of giving us an image of
discontinuity: it does not narrate it; it is it.»
Umberto Eco

Since the coming of image technologies (and
particularly with photography, video, and the Web)
contemporary culture has lost control over images,
which became more and more independent from
their author. Luca Panaro formulates his thesis by
reinterpreting the works of theorists (Susan Sontag,
Walter Benjamin, Vilém Flusser), writers (Luigi
Pirandello, Italo Calvino, Penelope Lively), even film
directors (Buster Keaton, Michelangelo Antonioni, Wayne
Wang), and finally contemporary artists (Franco Vaccari,
Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno, Wolfgang Staehle,
Roberto Cuoghi, Carlo Zanni, Eva and Franco Mattes).
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In September 2001, the German artist
Wolfgang Staehle (b. 1950), widely
recognized as a pioneer of the international
net art scene, exhibited at Postmasters in
New York, projecting static video images
onto three walls that shone in the dark
like enormous postcards. One showed the
picturesque monastery of Comburg perched
on a hill. Another portrayed the famous TV
tower of Alexanderplatz in Berlin. The third
instead was a diptych with views of Lower
Manhattan and Williamsburg seen from
the south across the East River. The whole
work was called 2001. Initially it could have
seemed three banal and boring photographs
projected large, but a periodic movement
suggested to the public that they were
actually video streams from webcams, that
updated every four seconds.
After the first days of projection the images
were saved, recording the date and hour
references sequentially, resulting in a slow
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12. Wolfgang Staehle,
Untitled (2001).

scan of the best images received from
each webcam. After the opening of
the event, which took place on the 6th
September, Staehle’s work presented
itself as a eulogy of slowness, the
recording of micro-events: a crane that
moved, the rustle of the wind, a facade
that lights up. The public that visited the
show a few days later, following the events
of the 11th September 2001, saw however
something very powerful and unexpected,
the consequences of the attack on the
World Trade Centre. The work by Staehle
thus became a silent witness to one of
the saddest events in American history.
The work had documented a large-scale
terrorist attack, and the artist, together
with the major part of the public, found
themselves spectators of an event that
they never could have imagined. The cloud
caused by the ruins of the Twin Towers
quickly gave way to a great void in the
landscape where the buildings once stood
(pic 12). The work’s resonance was
undoubtedly amplified by the tragic event,
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13. The murder of
J. F. Kennedy filmed by
Abraham Zapruder, 22
November 1963.

Some observers have
read Staehle’s work as a sort of involuntary
journalism, comparable to the story of
Abraham Zapruder who on the 22nd November
1963 found himself filming with his 8mm
camera the presidential motorcade of John
F. Kennedy at the moment of his murder
(pic 13). For other commentators that of
Staehle was instead a live coverage of high
artistic value, not a simple report. Marco
Senaldi maintains that the work is comparable
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surpassing its sectorial
confines, but in doing so
its artistic importance
was put into crisis, in that
the work was obtained
out of the control of
the artist. The initial
intention of the work was
rather different, almost
diametrically opposed
to the sensationalist
media frenzy that was
provoked. 35

35 This refers to
the reviews of the
show by Alexi Worth
(“Wolfgang Staehle,
Untitled,” Artforum,
November 2001) and
Nancy Princethal
(“Wolfgang Staehle
at Postmasters,” Art
in America, November
2001).
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Maybe we should reconsider the way to think
about art, seeing it not only as an extension
of the human faculty, but also as a product of
the automatic action of technology (today the
Web, yesterday photography), such as that
which Franco Vaccari had already realized
in 1979 when speaking of a «technological
unconscious.» 37 The surrender of control,
the acceptance of chance, the weakness
of the subject and the end of style are the
characteristics that in 1990 Mario Costa
defined as the «technological sublime.» 38 A
sentiment no longer connected to the great
spectacles of nature (18th-19th century) and

Bulletin 5

to «eyes open to anything that could have
happened, from the smallest event, such as
the flight of birds, the ripple of waves of the
bay, the turning on and off of the lights of the
city, to end with a catastrophic event, such as
the attack of the 11th September.» 36 Staehle
has opened a window on the world using a
cheap, automatic technology, has delegated
to the machine the capacity to see without
need of human intervention.
36 Marco Senaldi,
Arte e televisione. Da
Andy Warhol al Grande
Fratello, Postmedia
Books: Milano, 2009,
p. 38.
37 Franco Vaccari,
Fotografia e inconscio
tecnologico [1st ed.
1979], Einaudi: Torino,
2011.
38 Mario Costa, Il
sublime tecnologico.
Piccolo trattato
di estetica della
tecnologia [1st ed.
1990], Castelvecchi:
Roma, 1998.
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not even with the metropolitan scenery, where
the camera represents the new «excess»
with which to measure oneself (19th-20th
century). That sensation of «absolutely
great» described by the German philosopher
Immanuel Kant, that disturbs the spectator
following an imposing vision, today springs
from modern communication technology
(20th-21st century).
We often say that art should reflect its
own time, but there has never been such a
precise overlap between reality and artistic
representation than in the work of Staehle.
Paraphrasing Paul Virilio we are able to say
that the artist seems to have expected the
unexpected: «to see without going there to
see. To perceive without really being there…
all this will upset the various phenomena of
representation.» 39
On the 16th September 2001 the German
composer Karlheinz Stockhausen, replying to
a journalist who had asked him what he had
felt during the attacks of the 11th September,

39 Paul Virilio, L’art à
perte de vue, Éditions
Galilée: Paris, 2005.
[Art as Far as the Eye
Can See, Bloomsbury
Academic, 2010.]

said: «Well, what happened there is, of course
– now all of you must adjust your brains – the
biggest work of art there has ever been.» 40
This declaration would cause Stockhausen
a lot of controversy and the cancellation of
many concerts, a few days later however the
musician tried to apologize for the nonsense
he had said. The strong impact elicited
from the collapse of the collective psyche
has made any assertion inappropriate, and
not even visual arts are able to recount the
event in an effective manner, if we exclude
the work of Staehle. 41 Maybe the only other
author to give an immediate artistic response
to those events was the German Hans-Peter
Feldmann: his installation 9/12 Front Page
(2001) was produced by asking 150 friends
and acquaintances from around the world to
send him the front page of the newspapers
from the 12th September, the day after the
event. Cinema has also tried to emotionally
recount that tragic day with the film titled
11’09”01 – September 11: eleven episodes,
each one lasting a symbolic 11 minutes and
9 seconds, assigned to the same number
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40 Karlheinz
Stockhausen,
press conference
at Hotel Atlantic in
Hamburg, “Huuuh! Das
Pressegespräch am
16. September 2001
im Senatszimmer
des Hotel Atlantic in
Hamburg,” MusikTexte
no. 91, pp. 91-92.
41 In March 2002,
Franco Vaccari
published a book of
only images entitled
Si cambia? in which
the artist reflected
upon the inadequacy
of the art system,
completely unchanged
after the events of
11 September 2001,
remaining closed
in the repetition of
rituals more worldly
than artistic.

of internationally famous directors from 11
different countries. The film was released on
the first anniversary after the attack on the
Twin Towers, whilst at a distance of seven
years from the date that changed the fate of
the West, Falling man, a novel by Don DeLillo 42
inspired by the fateful collapse, was published.
But the fact that millions of people learned
of the attack on live television or connected
to some information outlet on the Internet
seems to have limited the representative
forms. It is no longer the time of Francisco
Goya who reported in a painting the anguish
of those executed in 1808 (The 3rd of May
1808 in Madrid or The Executions, 1814), or of
Théodore Géricault who in 1818 painted the
shipwrecked abandoned on a sinking raft
(The raft of the Medusa, 1818-1819). Today the
artists who report accounts with images do so
using modern communication technologies,
delegating to the machine the entire process
of representation, accepting the work
regardless of the result, renouncing a priori
the possibility of giving their interpretation of
the event.
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42 Don DeLillo, Falling
Man, Scribner: New
York, 2007.
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43 The website www.
incameracaritatis.org
is no longer active.

The choice of names to enter changes
according to the areas of artistic interest: the

44 Marcella Beccaria
(ed.), Roberto Cuoghi,
Skira: Milano, 2008.
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The production of an image that eluded the
control of its author, in this case deliberately,
also characterizes the Web projects by
Roberto Cuoghi (b. 1973), a multifaceted
artist who has established himself with a
series of autobiographic performances and
installations, and famous for his decision to
live «like an old person», doubling his age,
dyeing his hair white and wearing his father’s
clothes. The piece we’ll discuss here is
different from his best-known productions.
Devised in 1999, in 2006 it became an
Internet site 43 thought as a live database,
set up by the author who then declined any
responsibility for its use. The work always
displays different images, a lattice of names
of figures «secretly» typed by the users of an
Internet site that did not carry the name of
the artist: «disappearing behind the visitors,
Cuoghi was thus able to appropriate a range
of opinions, allowing the work to reflect the
changing judgments of others.» 44
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14. Roberto Cuoghi, In
camera caritatis (19992006).

most famous curators, the most influential
art galleries, or people generally involved
in the art world (pic 14). The degree of
relevance of the personality in question is
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15. Roberto Cuoghi, In
camera caritatis (19992006).

shown by the position they occupy on the
screen and the size of the characters with
which their name is written. The larger and
the more central the name, the greater their
importance for the individual user in their
microcosm of art (pic 15). The peculiarity of
the project was to publish in a virtual place,
potentially accessible to all, a private thought
that remained so in as much as it was useable
only by who had conceived it. The title of
the work, in fact, refers to a Latin expression
used to confide something that should not
be of public domain: In camera caritatis. The
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This conscious loss of control over the formal
outcome of an artwork and the progressive
growth of data flows derived from the Internet
can also be seen in the film by Carlo Zanni (b.
1975) The Possible Ties Between Illness and
Success (2006-2007). The artist is famous for
projects that integrate traditional aesthetic
forms (film, photography, sculpture) with
information taken from the digital world. The
work of Zanni is made up of a short film open
to public interaction for about a year, 45 in
which the artist reflects on the relationship
between manic depressive illness and
success, a theme analyzed symbolically
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gossip obtained from this type of survey
would turn into a bomb if it were launched
as an online forum, but in the work of Cuoghi
the Web is transformed paradoxically into a
place where no one can hear, where users
can exercise their power, shouting out their
personal opinions without having to bear the
consequences, with the possibility however of
viewing and keeping the graphic trace of this
process on the desktop of their computer.

45 The resultant film
was made available
at the website
thepossibleties.com,
which is no longer
active.

through the story of a bed ridden
sick man and his girlfriend, the
actress Stefania Orsola Garello.
The body of the protagonist, the
actor Ignazio Oliva, is covered
with spots that grow depending
on the number of spectators that
are accessing the film on the
site at that moment and with a
position based on the country of
origin of the users, an operation
made possible by processing the
daily statistics provided by Google
Analytics. The novelty with respect
to other interactive programs
consists in the use of information
that allows viewers to become
part of the work without need for
mutual exchange (pic 16).

16. Carlo Zanni, The
Possible Ties Between
Illness and Success (20062007).

This is how Zanni investigates
what he calls data-cinema: a
new way to approach the experience of
films, based on the use of external stimuli
to generate a series of cinematic narratives
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17. Carlo Zanni, The
Possible Ties Between
Illness and Success (20062007), exhibition view,
Elizabeth Foundation, New
York.

that are in continuous evolution.
As Lev Manovich says, «Given
the dominance of database in
computer software and the key
role it plays in the computerbased design process, perhaps
we can arrive at new kinds
of narrative by focusing our
attention on how narrative and
database can work together.» 46
For Manovich, cinema lags
behind modern literature, and
narrative experiments would
have to follow the same path as
James Joyce, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Jorge Luis
Borges and Georges Perec. In the twentieth
century, only Dziga Vertov with Man with a
Movie Camera (1929) 47 and Peter Greenaway
in many of his films could be considered
«database directors.» 48 Today the narratives
produced using the Web offer new aesthetic
possibilities, unthinkable before the arrival of
the digital computer, as demonstrated by the
work of Zanni (pic 17).
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46 Lev Manovich,
The Language of New
Media, The MIT Press:
Cambridge, 2001.
47 The opening
titles of Vertov’s
film are: “The film
Man with a Movie
Camera represents
an experimentation
in the cinematic
communication of
visual phenomena,
without the use of
intertitles, without
the help of a
scenario, without
the help of theatre
(a film without
actors, without
sets, etc.). This new
experimentation
work by Kino-Eye
is directed towards
the creation of
an authentically
international absolute
language of cinema –
Absolute Kinography
– on the basis of its
complete separation
from the language
of theatre and
literature.”
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18. Eva and Franco Mattes,
No Fun (2010).

We conclude this chapter by
discussing the recent work by the
artistic duo 0100101110101101.org
(Eva and Franco Mattes, b. 1976),
famous for having replicated the
Vatican website to enable the
spread of a computer virus during
the Venice Biennale of 2001. No Fun
is a 2010 video made by filming the
reactions of users of a video-chat
website during a fake suicide (pic
18). The image of Francesco Mattes’
hung body swinging in front of the webcam
was streamed for hours on ChatRoulette.com,
a platform that randomly connects two users
together on a live channel: perfect strangers
see each other face to face for a few seconds
and can decide whether or not to start an
interaction. The vision of the artist hanging
in his Brooklyn studio puts his potential
interlocutor in an unexpected situation, making
them involuntary protagonists in a presumed
suicide. Some laugh, others are completely
indifferent, there are some who insult him, a
young man plays guitar wearing a balaclava
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48 Manovich thinks of
all the material shot
during the making
of a film as a large
database from which
the director draws to
get the story he has
in mind. “Working to
undermine a linear
narrative, Greenaway
uses different systems
to order his films.
[...] His favourite
system is numbers.
The sequence of
numbers acts as a
narrative shell which
‘convinces’ the viewer
that she is watching
a narrative. In reality,
the scenes which
follow one another
are not connected in
any logical way.” Lev
Manovich, op. cit., pp.
295-296.
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19. Eva and Franco Mattes,
No Fun (2010).

(pic 19). The work reflects
the significance of «reality» in
the digital age, the difficulty
that contemporary man has to
believe the images that pass in
front of him on the screen. Only
one user connected in chat to
Franco Mattes had really believed
the set-up and had decided to
call the police. An alarming fact
from the social point of view, but
interesting however if analyzed
from the privileged artistic
viewpoint. The attempt of 0100101110101101.org to
place a life in the hands of the unknown users of
an entertainment site has given rise to unexpected
results and considerations, exactly because it was
not governed directly by the artists.
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In the works that have been analyzed up to
now, opening up to chance is an important
component; the artist, as has been said, is
often the fascinated observer of a process
that develops in an unexpected way. Warhol
and Vaccari did not know what would have
happened inside the photo booth, Gordon and
Parreno could not predict that their hero would
be set off from the pitch, not to mention the
tragedy immortalized in the work of Staehle.
What we normally call the author in these
cases is limited to the activation of an often
unpredictable process, that develops under the
astonished gaze of the artist-observer, who is
no longer the architect of the growth of
his work.
There is a practice that has many similarities
with the work of the artists we have discussed,
it is called Generative Art and counts amongst
its ranks authors who move freely between

art, computer programming and visual design.
Among the artists who are recognized under
this label are Casey Reas, Ben Fry, Joshua Davis,
Yugo Nakamura, Marius Watz, John Maeda, Philip
Galanter and Golan Levin. Generative Art is not
an expression of style, or a tendency, not even
a more or less compact movement of artists,
but rather a technique, a method, a procedure
that rewrites the classical concept of author
transforming it into the person who writes
the computer program, which is then carried
out by a machine to which is given an ample
margin of interpretation. As Domenico Quaranta
wrote «Generative Art could be seen as the
culmination of the «deskilling» process started
by Duchamp and developed by contemporary
art. Nevertheless, if you really think about it,
generative artists have to be skilled, and to a
high degree: all the artists who use generative
methods are skilled programmers, and proud of
it. The code that they write is not hidden, but
prominently flaunted.» 49
Therefore if the generative artist possesses
a skill, in the same way the artists that we
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49 Domenico
Quaranta, “Generative
Ars,” in In Your
Computer, Lulu Press,
2014. https://books.
google.com/…
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spoke of earlier have demonstrated the
same remarkable poker of observation and
thought, an intellectual exercise such as the
taking of something already done, that – from
Duchamp’s ready-mades to using «cut and
paste» on a computer – has outlined what
may be defined as the «symbolic form» of the
twentieth century. 50 The artist that produces
images using a machine has the possibility
to act as often Sol LeWitt did when in his
work he differentiated between the phases of
planning and execution, keeping the former
for himself and the latter for his collaborators.
If the fulcrum of art resides mainly in the
conception of the work, as many artists have
for more than a century persistently led us to
believe, the execution may be carried out by
anyone – from the students of the workshop
used since the time of Raphael, to the use
of a machine. The artists who delegate to
automatism the realization of their work,
however, are open to a greater degree of risk,
in as much as the machine is able to record
a greater quantity of accidental information
than a human can.
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50 Luca Panaro,
“L’archivio come
forma simbolica,”
in Tre strade per
la fotografia, Apm
Edizioni: Carpi, 2011.

20. Franco Vaccari,
Photomatic d'Italia (19721974).

Technology seems to bring us once again
face to face with reality, this time without
an intermediary: the objects utilized
by Marcel Duchamp are what they are,
they do not pretend to be something
else, and the same can be said for the
people who accepted to enter Vaccari’s
photo booths (pic 20). The attacks
of the 11th September seen through
the work of Staehle are the silent
testament to a collapse, nothing other
than an objective fact, stripped of what
that event caused in terms of human
lives, war and international balances.
The artists seem intent on suspending
judgment, they look at the world without
ideology, placing themselves with those
who they wish to study, or rather sending
a machine that is able to record the
action and behavior for a certain time
in their place. Their principle research
technique is observation, which is necessary
to collect a set of data that are used by others
to interpret and understand the culture being
examined. The desire of the public to strip
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naked in a photo booth, as
happened to Vaccari at the
Venice Biennale in 1972, 51 as
well as the reactions of video
chat users to the fake suicide
staged by 0100101110101101.
org, correspond to rituals
and behaviors through
which culture renders itself
intelligible (pic 21).

21. Eva and Franco Mattes,
No Fun (2010), exhibition
view, Carroll/Fletcher,
London. Photo by Julian
Abrams.

As Hal Foster says the artist
of today behaves as an
ethnographer, 52 he does field research
dealing with that enlarged area of culture
that is normally thought of as the task of
an anthropologist to examine. That is how
Gordon and Parreno observed Zidane, as
if he were a «laboratory animal», using
special zoom lenses built for NASA by
Panavision that could magnify up to 300
times. The Web project by Cuoghi, however,
documents with veiled irony the customs
and traditions of the art world, underlining
its weaknesses, such as the mania for
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51 Visitors to
Vaccari’s work, free
to communicate with
the camera, in the
absence of an authorial
figure, let themselves
go to an extent that
the intervention of the
police was required, who
on several occasions
had to shorten the
curtain of the cabin
photo booth, thus
limiting the excessive
initial intimacy. The
incident is documented
in the exhibition
catalog Derrière le
rideau: L’esthétique
Photomaton by Clément
Chéroux, Sam Stourdzé,
and Anne Lacoste,
Musée de l’ElyséePhotosynthèses:
Lausanne-Arles, 2012,
pp. 130-131. Underneath
the published images
Vaccari wrote: “graph
of censorship on the
curtain with time.”
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52 Hal Foster, The Return
of the Real. The AvantGarde at the End of the
Century, The MIT Press:
Cambridge, 1996.

22. Roberto Cuoghi, In camera
caritatis (1999-2006).

23. Carlo Zanni, The Possible Ties
Between Illness and Success
(2006-2007).

surveys and rankings (pic 22). They
are often the mapping of a person or a
community, from the impossible project
of Huebler, who wanted to photograph
every living person, to that of Zanni, who
effectively recorded and used the flow
of data produced by Internet users (pic
23). Man remains the center of these
works, despite the author being assisted
by the automation of a technology; or
rather, perhaps, it is the disappearance of
the artist from the scene that promotes
an objective view of the subject. In the
moment that the user interacts with the
(photography, video, web) «trap» set
for him, he himself contributes to the
creation of the work, that grows and
modifies itself according to the external
conditions and environment without
losing its own identity. The exchange that
exists between the spectator – active
and participative in the process – and the
artist creates the artwork in terms of final
images and associated documentation,
but first of all throws an analytical gaze
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on contemporary man, who remains the real
protagonist of the research.
In relation to this, it is curious to remember
an experiment carried out by Gordon Bell, a
researcher at Microsoft’s Bay Area Research
Centre in San Francisco, who for over a
decade now has recorded his entire life in
an enormous database. Like many elderly
people Bell accidently forgets things, and to
overcome this difficulty has decided to always
carry with him a tiny camera (SenseCam)
that takes a photograph every minute, and to
wear some sensors that are able to record the
changes in temperature and light. Also Bell’s
conversations and phone calls are recorded
and all his movements are traced thanks to a
GPS device. After years of the project, Bell’s
digital memory is made up of thousands of
videos, audio files, digital photographs, emails
and Web pages; everything he has done, seen
or read has been transformed in Bits and has
finished in a huge digital archive that is able
to reconstruct in a few seconds with absolute
precision every detail.
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Perhaps we have already given up, without
knowing it, the primacy of human sight to that
of machines. By 1878 the camera had bettered
the human eye, when Eadweard Muybridge
confirmed the hypothesis of the Governor of
California Leland Stanford, who believed that
there was a moment in which all the hooves
of a galloping horse were off the ground, but
not in a completely extended position as was
commonly depicted in paintings and drawings
at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
Muybridge’s results upset this vision and
heavily influenced the work of painters, who
came to rely more and more on photographic
medium to reproduce what the eye confused.
Recently the musician and artist Brian Eno
has expressed the desire to own a device on
which to download even the decision making
process, thus not only visual perception, but a
machine able to work in his place. According
to Eno in the future we will not buy works from
an artist but those generated by software
that will create original pieces of work that
recreate his way of seeing. 53
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53 Fred Ritchin, After
Photography, W. W.
Norton & Company:
New York, 2008.
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Without going to such extreme consequences,
it is interesting to note at the end of this
essay how the different roles covered by the
artist with respect to the classical authorial
figure have opened up both in pre- and
post-digital eras new avenues of research,
in which the production of the work is the
result of an open process, with unexpected
outcomes, instead of appearing as an image
circumscribed by the rules given rigidly by the
author. The advent of the digital has amplified
characteristics that the media already had
in the analogical era, such as automatism
and interaction, hence contemporary artists
today more than ever have the tools to step
on the accelerator in this direction, instead of
investing their creativity in the manipulation
of images that often seek only formal beauty.
Luca Panaro (b. Florence, Italy 1975) is an art critic, curator, and professor at the Brera Academy in Milan. His
published body of work includes: L’occultamento dell’autore. La ricerca artistica di Franco Vaccari (2007), Tre
strade per la fotografia (2011), Conversazioni sull’immagine (2013), Casualità e controllo. Fotografia, video e
web (2014), Visite brevi (2015), Photo Ad Hoc (2016). His essay “Realtà e finzione nell’arte contemporanea”
(2010) was published on the “XXI Century” Treccani Encyclopedia. He co-curated the series of books of
Generazione critica (2014-2016), along with several exhibition catalogs and contemporary artists monographs.

Bulletin 5

Chance and control. Photography, video and the web — Part II

