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Onsite and Online
Stella Brennan and Stephen Cleland

The relationship between contemporary art galleries and Internet art projects is 
complex. Many online projects are now lost; remaining archives are festooned 
with broken links, missing files and unavailable plug-ins. They represent an early 
bloom of interest when the Internet was seen as a new and experimental context, 
and artists were working out what exactly it might be good for. As the Internet 
has become more widely accessible and more ubiquitous, the impetus for 
galleries to stake a claim in the digital has subsided and the realms of gallery 
practice and online art have diverged. This separation avoids the often clumsy 
gallery articulations of net art that is decontextualised and removed from its 
network habitat, yet most galleries’ use of the Internet as space for document-
ation misses the opportunity to expand discussions around digital practice. 
Surges of online art have often had connections with prominent contemporary 
art institutions, such as the Walker Art Centre’s Gallery 9 that ran from 1997 to 
2003 and the Internet works initiated in conjunction with Documenta 10 in 
1997.1 In a local context, the 1997 Codec project presented online works 
commissioned by artist-run galleries Teststrip in Auckland and Galerie Dessford 
Vogel in Dunedin, and public galleries Artspace in Auckland and The Physics 
Room in Christchurch.2 

Michael Stevenson’s work for Artspace, alt.waysofseeing was a project blend-
ing dodgy HTML aesthetics and luridly coloured text and tessellating images of 
UFO conspiracy sites with artworld paranoia. Could a sphinx-like structure on 
Mars be proof of alien influence in modern sculpture? Was Dan Graham secretly 
working for NASA? Stevenson worked with Robert Hutchinson in realising this 
project. Hutchinson’s own Spatial State of A and B was the first local site dedi-
cated to contemporary art projects for the Internet. As he describes it:

Really it was some kind of idealist fantasy: ‘We can bring artists and techni-
cians together and they can make amazing computer art.’ I had been working 
in the web industry for a while so was able to access considerable resources at 
little or no expense.3 

The first Spatial State project, in 1996, was Terrence Handscomb’s Before 
Information there were the Machines,4 an Internet version of the interactive work 
included in the Electronic Bodyscapes exhibition held at Artspace that same year. 
Electronic Bodyscapes, curated by Deborah Lawler Dormer, was a key moment for 
digital art in New Zealand, investigating the interface of art, electronics and the 
body through the work of local and international practitioners. Works included 
Sean Kerr and Keri Whaiteri’s Dialogue, an interactive installation juxtaposing 
Māori and European concepts of te kore or the void, French artist Orlan’s pho-
tographs of her self-orchestrated cosmetic surgery and Australian artist Stelarc’s 
performance Ping Body.

Ping Body interfaced the artist’s body with the Internet. Pings are electronic 
signals measuring both physical network distance and traffic loading. In the 
performance, ping values controlled electrodes that applied voltage to the artist’s 
body, creating a spasmodic contraction and relaxation of muscles, movement 

161




