Iiost ot us seem to want o exper-
ence an artistic creation as a fin-
shed product, not as a mound of raw
malerials. So an exhibition called
“Gzobs of Paint" or & concerto titled
“Loads of Notes" would probably
have some problems atiracting an
audience.

Which means that “Codedoc,” an
online exhibition of digital artworks
that focuses on thelr underlying com-
puter code, is a daring endeavor. 1t
asks viewers without any program-
ming knowledge to step back from
the animated lines and interactive el-
ements of computer art and instead
consider the geeky techniques that
digital artists use (o create those
works. This would be like studying
the artist’s brush and paints and not
the painting.

“Codedoc’ was organized by
Christiane Paul, the Whitney Mu-
seum of American Art's new-media
curator. She commissioned small
pieces from a dozen digital artists on
the condition that they also publish
the computer code behind their
works. The online-only exhibition
opens today in Artport, the Whit-
ney's virtual gallery of Internet-
based art projects, at artport
swhitney.org.

Although the 12 works are little
maore than miniatures, the overall ex-
hikition provides a revealing look at
how digital art s actually created, In
this medium, the raw material is
computer code, and when shaped by
the artist it determines the final
product. *Codedoc” is sharthand for
the code documents that are essen-
tial to the works® existence.

“Tounderstand art, vou need (o
understand artistic praciice, Ms.
Paul said. "' We have looked at paint-
ings for hundreds of vears, and al
some point, everyhody notices that
there is something in the stroke of
the brush. Van Gogh looks very dif-
ferent from Searat, and you see how
that works on the canvas.”

With digital art, the creative brush
strokes, if yvou will, are embedded in
the code. Yet its role in the creative
process is rarely seen. “We experi-
ence digital art in reverse,"" Ms, Paul
said. “We look at the visual front end,
but what the artist wrote first is the
code,” The Whitney exhibition shows
the artistic process, since the code
precedes a work's rendering on the
COMPUET SCTeen.

For those whose dealings with
code are Hmited 1o five 2ippy n-
bers on an envelope, a brief tutorial.
In the digital realm, code is the set of
instructions that drive a computer’s
hardware and software. Most code

see it, What counts is what it does,
ot how it lnoks,

But with “Codedoc,” viewers are-
forced to lopk at each work's code
document before they can see the
art. The link that leads to each work
has been placed at the bottom of its
page of code, and visitors must scroll
through a list of computer com-
mands like “go to the frame’ or,
more typleally, “double filtVel = 1.

Ms. Paul is determined to refute

Code contains the
‘brush strokes’
rendered on the
computer screen.

the notion that digital artists simply
buy a program, flip a switch and let a
computer do its thing. By putting the
code of 12 different artists side by
side, she sald, even nonexperts can
discern that it is all written from
scratch and that it shows a lot of indi-
viduality."

children’s poem.

Sthll, for those who do not speak the
lamguages, reading the exhibition's
code is like attending a concert
where scores are distributed rather
than pregram notes, Yo-Yo Ma is
able o flip through the sheet music
and hear the sound, but the average
concertgoer is liable to remain baf-
fled by all those funny symbols.

Mr. Snibbe, a San Franclsco artist,
agreed that people unfamiliar with
programming would be stumped by
the Whitney site’s code documents.
""Really, they're all going to look the
same," he said. “If we had eight Rus-
sian poets, we might have similar
problems. But to my eyes, all the
code looks really different.”

He continued, *“ People Mdmll?
distinct

Omce one gets past the code, some
of the exhibition's works are quite
entertaining. Each artist was asked

A sample from
“Codedoc,” an
online exhibition of
digital artworks.
Viewers must step
baclk from
ammated hnes and
interactive elements
of computer art and
consider creative
techniques. Left,
Scott Snibbe’s
“Tripolar.” To see
it, VIEWers must
first read its
computer code.

But the site’s most remarkable
wiorks are six reinterprelations, or
remixes, in which the artists process
the others’ code through their own
programs. For instance, Brad Paley
wrote a program that analyzes his
own code, but he also turned the pro-
gram an Mr, Snibbe's code. It is
meant as spirited fun, but if code is a
reflection of personal style, it also
SETVES as portraiture.

Admittedly, computer code is not
the most accessible of art subjects.
Ms. Paul said, *This is a very un-
usual artistic practice in that the art-
ist completely writes the project in
verbal terms and that determines
the visual outcome,”" She likened the
writing of code to the conceptual-art
projects of Sol LeWitt, who drafts
precise instructions on how to create
a wall painting, then leaves it to oth-
rs 1o execuie the work.

The New York artist John F, 5i-
mion Jr, takes this thinking a step
further, arguing that programming
is a form of creative writing, *'What
vou choose to write about in code is
very important,” he said, "1ts like
what you choose to write about when
vou write a hook. The phot can deter-
rraife the beauty of the SLory. You
have to make the same kinds of



