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REACTIVATION STRATEGIES FOR UNSTABLE EVENTS 

Abstract 

This paper aims at forging and discussing theoretical and practical connections between 

performance studies and media art preservation. It focuses on the role of conservators in 

performing documentation as means to explore the crossovers between artistic strategies 

of transferring/reconstructing historical performances and approaches suggested by the 

Variable Media Network (VMN) for the preservation of variable media artworks. 

Emphasis is placed on the case of study of the installation I/Eye (1993) by Bill 

Spinhoven. 

 

Keywords: Variable media art preservation, performing documentation, I/Eye, restore-

behaviour. 

 

Unstable Events 

As the American artist George Brecht points out: “every object is an event and every 

event has an object-like quality” 1. This statement is particularly useful when describing 

media art and performance art. Both forms of art are intersecting domains which to some 

extent, draw on a common pool of ontological behaviours: transiency, temporality, 

ephemerality, multiplicity, changeableness and variability.  In order to emphasise the 

relation between these modes of artistic practices I have decided to denominate them as 

unstable events. They are unstable because they rely on transformative media −such as 

the body, obsolete technology or perishable materials− hence it is part of their nature to 

keep on changing. In addition, their instability can be related to the diverse embodiments 

−physical manifestations− that they may encounter during their life. Similar to the nature 

of any given event, these artworks are “temporally punctual” (Schwabsky 2007, 18), 

which means they exist when they are performed or installed (or in a more broad sense, 

when they are exhibited), and when disassembled or executed, they seem to disappear.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 George Brecht cited by Barry Schwabsky (2007) 
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However, unstable events may have a “repeatable structure” (Schwabsky 

2007:18), allowing the event to be repeated or re-presented. Therefore, when variable 

media artworks are documented and their traces are stored, artworks seem to endure, that 

is to say, they persist in a latent state within the archive.  These “remains” (Schneider 

2012) could be considered a kind of "répertoire" 2 (Taylor 2003) from which artworks 

may be reactivated over and over again by means of different strategies; hence having the 

quality of being discontinuous and yet periodic (Schwabsky 2007, 18).  

Over the years, several performance practitioners have been exploring diverse 

strategies to study historical performance. Through this paper I will seek to provide an 

introduction to the negotiation between these artistic methods and the conservation 

approaches given by the Variable Media Network (VMN).  Emphasis will be placed on 

the role of conservator in performing documentation as means to ensure the transmission 

of works of art that rely on action/interaction/relation. What reactivation strategies can 

conservators may use? How do we capture a moment and all that it encompasses? What 

is the role of documentation that transcends the event?  

 

Intersections: New Approaches in the Field of Variable Media Art Preservation 

“Without the necessary efforts,  
many aspects of recent artistic activity 
 will no longer be accessible in the future,  
and will vanish from history without a trace”  
Alain Depocas 
 

The transformation in the conceptualisation, shape, and conventional understandings of 

the ontological status of the art object, and the gradual assimilation of non-traditional 

modes of art in mainstream cultural institutions, have had far-reaching effects on museum 

practice thus inciting several shifts in the whole cultural apparatus.  One of these changes 

can be seen in the recent modifications in the definition of cultural heritage,3  which now 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 This term is used to referring to a body of documentary evidences and traces. It might also include less 
traditional documents such as Diana Taylor’s description of “embodied memory”. Diana Taylor (2003) 
3 In 1954, within the Hague Conference, it was established that the discipline of conservation is in charge 
of the preservation of cultural heritage. According with Cornelius Holtorf and Noel Fojut, today, the 
fundamental values of heritage “deemed to reside in the meaning and interpretation that humans invest in 
them, not in their physical substance”. Cornelius Holtorf (2011) 
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includes other domains such as immaterial heritage, audio-visual heritage and digital 

heritage. Consequently, conservators have been forced to step into a new and different 

arena.  As the work of art has moved from being a fixed, self-contained, authentic, single 

and unrepeatable object, to become a changeable, impermanent, time-based, and variable 

entity, our code of ethics and practices must be redefined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. I/Eye (1993) by Bill Spinhoven. Software-based installation circa 1994. LIMA© 

Instead of discussing how the conventional paradigms of conservation theory are 

no longer relevant to the specific ethical and practical challenges posed by the 

preservation of unstable events, I have decided to look at the methodological tools 

employed by the field of performance studies. In my opinion, an interdisciplinary 

connection can be established between this academic discipline and the ideas of the 

Variable Media Network (VMN). Both these fields share several concerns, for instance, 

these arenas of expertise face with “anxiety around disappearing legacies” (Clarke 2008, 

164); that is to say, the subject matters, namely performance art and media art, are forms 

of art that lie on transience. Similarly, in these areas, important questions about 

authorship and interaction are crucial; that is, these forms of art share the complex and 

various relationships “amongst the players in the quadrilog” (Schechner 2008, 8). While 

performance art has to consider the relations amongst authors, performers, directors, and 

spectators, media art works are often interdisciplinary, reflecting the knowledge and 

participation of a number of “actants” (Saaze van 2010, 26). Likewise, these modes of 

artistic practice radically question the hierarchical model of the static observant, thus 

requiring direct interaction with the audience or the active role of participants. In addition 
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to this, the fate of these fields is largely shaped by “institutional imperatives” (Bial 2008, 

5). By initiating this dialogue between performance studies and variable media art 

preservation, my aim is to expand and deepen our understanding of the on-going debate 

regarding the preservation of process-related, technology-based or performative works of 

art.  

Research initiatives aimed at exploring theoretical frameworks and practical 

methods for the conservation of modern and contemporary art can be traced back to in 

the early 1990s. Since then, several cultural institutions have been working 

collaboratively in order to develop appropriate theorems and tools that embrace the 

challenges of preservation of our new cultural heritage. Most often, research has been 

performed in a pragmatic and concrete manner, using case studies. Thus, conservators 

have developed theories out of the practice of conservation itself. Among these 

initiatives, I would like to focus my attention on the criteria formulated by the Variable 

Media Network (VMN). 

The VMN was one of the earliest collaborative inter-institutional responses aimed 

at embracing the preservation of non-traditional works of art. It is recognised for its 

innovative and thought-provoking preservation approach, also known as the variable 

media paradigm: “permanence through change” (Depocas, et al. 2003). This radical and 

groundbreaking way of thinking suggests preserving an artwork “independently from its 

medium” by means of identifying how the work behaves (Depocas, et al. 2003).  

According to the VMN, the types of behaviours that artworks may have are 

encoded, networked, installed, performed, reproduced, duplicated/ interchangeable, and 

interactive. This type of analysis will allow the work to be translated once its current 

medium becomes obsolete or is no longer functional. The VMN indicates that it is up to 

the artist to choose the most appropriate preservation strategy that is to say, storage, 

emulation, migration and reinterpretation. Yet, measured by the principles of existing 

conservation ethics that favour the “material authenticity” of a work of art, as well as the 

principle that “ideally neither authentic material nor technique should be changed or 

replaced” (Saaze van 2010, 15) the VMN’s approach might seem quite controversial. 
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Despite of these factors this methodology has proven to be quite suitable. Today, 

conservators working in the field of media art preservation, often rely on a combination 

of these strategies as a means to reinstall artworks.  

Based on the notion of  “behavioural” artworks, and by reflecting on the strategies 

proposed by the VMN, I would like to suggest a methodological relationship between 

performance studies and variable media art preservation. In order to clarify and further 

explain my argument, I will focus on the case of study of the installation I/Eye (1993) by 

the Dutch media artist Bill Spinhoven Van Oosten.4 

Figure 2 and 3. (Left) I/Eye (1993) exhibited at NIMk, Amsterdam, 1994. (Right) I/Eye (1993) exhibited at 
St. Lucas Ziekenhuis, Amsterdam, 1994. LIMA© 

 

I/Eye (1993) is a software-driven installation produced in 1992 by Spinhoven. The 

work was sponsored by the Netherlands Media Art Institute (NIMk) –today known as 

LIMA, platform for the distribution, preservation and research of media art–5 and it was 

exhibited for the first time at this venue in 1993.6 I/Eye (1993) is an interactive 

installation; Spinhoven himself wrote the software’s code and used five digitised video 

images of his own eye as interaction options. I/Eye (1993) system consists of a closed-

circuit camera, a monitor, a computer and the software. The surveillance camera detects 

the passer-by's movements and, through software processing, the computer recognizes 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 This study is part of the collaborative research project “Obsolete Equipment: the preservation of playback 
and display equipment for audio-visual art” supported jointly by the Platform for the  
Archiving and Preservation of Audiovisual Arts (PACKED, Brussels, Belgium), and the Netherlands 
Media Art Institute (NIMk, Amsterdam, The Netherlands). The full report of the case of study can be found 
on http://scart.be/sites/default/files/case_studies/ieye_bill_spinhoven_case_study_report_0.pdf 
5 LIMA opened in January 2013. LIMA is an independent organisation, based in Amsterdam, and founded 
by former employees of the NIMk.  See www.li-ma.nl 
6 Since then, it became part of their “distribution catalogue”; NIMK is a non-collecting institution, and 
therefore they do not own a permanent art collection, but rather they have assembled an extensive 
distribution catalogue. 
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the sense of displacement, thus causing an output image that gives the impression that the 

eye can follow the viewer. The artist’s gaze follows the passer-by’s movements in real 

time as long as they are within the range of the camera. The pupil’s motion is 

occasionally accompanied with eyelids’ movements, thus enhancing the realism of the 

image. 

I/Eye (1993) is one of the most iconic artworks of Spinhoven's oeuvre, and it has 

become one of the most emblematic works in the history of NIMk. Given its relevance, in 

2011 NIMk’s Head of Conservation Gaby Wijers and the artist himself, decided to 

undertake a research project aimed at re-staging the installation while exploring issues 

concerning the preservation, access and distribution of electronic and digital artworks. 

The artwork as event  

An event is understood as “a unique confluence of circumstances” (Schwabsky 2007, 18). 

It is time-specific and therefore ephemeral.  So when I am referring to the notion of 

“artwork as event”, I seek to emphasise the particular contexts and diverse manners in 

which I/Eye (1993) has been installed.  Since I/Eye (1993) was produced, it has been 

exhibited in several venues; each time, the work has been installed in different ways, 

using slightly different display components. In addition to this, the artist occasionally 

made improvements to the software and hardware thus the work has had diverse 

embodiments during its life. More importantly, each time the work was presented, the 

context and the audience’s participation were completely distinctive, making the work’s 

interactions entirely different.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. The image shows some of the diverse embodiments of I/Eye (!993). LIMA© 
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Therefore, given the unique characteristics of their embodiments, installation, 

context, behaviour and interactions, variable media artworks are similar to performance 

art and can be comprehended as events. 

Transitoriness and Documentation 

From a preservation perspective, it is important to underline the connection between the 

conservator and art documentation. Given the transient and mutable nature of variable 

media artworks, most of these works have long disappeared or they have changed leaving 

only documentary evidence and material traces behind. Because these bodies of 

documentation and artefacts have been (most often) stored in the archive (artist’s own 

personal archives and institutional archive), conservators working in the field of media 

art preservation are required to create a symbiotic relationship with the archive and its 

contents. That is to say, conservators’ only alternative access to these forms of art may be 

through documents and remnants. These sources endure as signifiers of the artworks and, 

to some extent, they are “the authorized source of knowledge and legitimate evidence of 

the existence” (Merewether 2006, 15) of the event’s occurrence.  

Performance scholars are faced with the exactly same situation. Evidently the 

original artwork, namely the performance or the ephemeral act, is no longer accessible. 

Therefore they use remaining traces, documentary evidence, and oral history, as a means 

to decipher the significance, the historical meaning and the unique visual characteristic of 

the event. Nonetheless, documentation may not be enough evidence in representing the 

whole event; it is only a peripheral point of view, a reference, and a fragment of an event 

that has passed.  

In order to trace the “institutional life”7, “biography”8, and trajectories of I/Eye 

(1993) my colleague Hanna Holling and I carried out an extensive research on the diverse 

sources of documentation of the work, ranging from the NIMk's archival collections, 

Spinhoven's personal archive, to a wide variety of online sources and literature. While 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 By using the term 'institutional life' I would like to make reference to the strong relationship between a 
specific artwork and a particular institution. Clearly the institution plays a determinant role in the way that 
any given artwork is understood, is exhibited and preserved. 
8 The term ‘biography’ is used by the conservator Glenn Wharton to make reference to the life / history of 
the work of art. Wharton (2009) 
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images help us trace the diverse embodiments and trajectories of the work, as well as 

depict the several ways in which it has been installed, video-documentation allows us to 

grasp the behaviour of the work and its modes of interaction. In addition, articles, press 

cutting, and reviews provide us with interesting information regarding the work’s media 

reception, public response and the audience’s experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Bill Spinhoven’s atelier, Hengelo, 2010. LIMA© 

 

However, the most significant part of this study was the artist’s involvement in 

the research and preservation process. Through an interview with Spinhoven, Holling and 

I were able to investigate the artist’s intention with regards to the future of his work. 

Spinhoven expressed his explicit wish to allow the work to transform as the new 

technologies develop. Furthermore, all versions of the installation should be considered 

as equally original.  More importantly, through this dialogue with the artist, we were able 

to construct the “life” of the work; that is, its complex behaviour as an event combining 

unique circumstances between components, interactions and contexts.9 Thanks to the 

collaboration with Spinhoven and his assistant, we not only recovered some of the initial 

components of the installation, we were also able to further explore the biography of the 

work; that is, the history of the object “created through an artwork’s whole life span and 

consisting of several installing, dismantling, and storing processes.”10 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Based on the ideas of the French sociologist in science and anthropologist Bruno Latour, the life of 
artworks became variable assemblages of things, events, and people. Latour, Bruno (2005) 
10 Unpublished manuscript. Hanna Holling (2011) 
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Performing Documentation 

A conservator’s main tasks, such as prolonging the physical life of the objects, or 

inhibiting the physical change of the artwork, are no longer appropriate for artworks 

whose value lies in their impermanence, variability, and instability (Wharton 2009). 

Clearly, one of the major changes in the practice of conservation is the shift from the 

study and analysis of the composition and materiality of the artwork, to the interpretation 

and documentation of the artist’s intent, and more importantly, our role in performing 

documentation and traces in order to enable the artwork to be re-staged.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Diversity of documentary sources tracing the life of I/Eye (1993). LIMA© 

 

Performativity has become central in most contemporary art practices. For 

instance, the work has to be performed by the artist or the audience has to perform a role 

as a part of the intention of the artwork.  In the field of conservation, performativity is 

also a crucial practice. Due to the transitoriness and obsolescence of most of the artworks 

containing technological components, conservators must carry out  “performative 

thinking” (Schechner 2008, 8). Similarly to the fields of archaeology and performance 

studies, conservators need to work with dispersed material traces and scattered 

documentation as a means to present a physical manifestation or embodiment of the 

artwork.  Today, conservators have a more active role as a collaborator and co-creator 

interpreting the documentation. 
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Restore Behaviour  

The aim of the I/ Eye (1993) research project was not only to investigate the original 

appearance of the installation, but also to recover the initial functionality of the work. As 

Iwona Szmelter states, “holistic care for the sake of future viewers, should comprise 

optimal archivisation and documentation and possible extending the notion of 

preservation to the role of different forms of reconstruction.” (Szmelter 2010, 23). 

The retrieval and reconstruction of historical performances “from its surviving material 

culture” (Pearson and Thomas 1994, 134) is used in theatre archaeology, performance 

studies, and in particular by a number of performance practitioners. For instance, 

performance practitioner Janez Janza has used the strategy of re-enactment as a means of 

creating “the very relationship with history” (Janza 2012, 367). The practitioner used 

instructions, scores, anecdotes, descriptions, material traces, oral histories, and audio-

visual documentation as a means of inspiration to reconstruct the performance Pupilija, 

papa Pupilo and the Pupilceks.  By re-enacting historical performances, these 

practitioners are not only recovering the physical look or appearance of the ephemeral 

act, but also the participatory dimension of the event that is to “restore its behaviour”.  

The notion of “restored behaviour” /“twice behaved behaviour” was coined by the 

performance scholar and leading advocate for performance studies, Richard Schechner 

(Schechner 1985). This label refers to  “artistic-composed behavior” that is oral, bodily 

and virtual actions that are not performed for the first time; behaviours that can be 

prepared, repeated, or rehearsed (Schechner, 1998:141). However when using this term, I 

am referring to the analysis of variable media artworks suggested by the VMN. Within 

the context of this paper, “restoring behaviour” means to re-establishing the initial way an 

artwork functioned when re-creating the work, not as a historical document “but as a 

living work of art, subject to the interpretative interplay” (Rubidge 1995, 31). By 

“restoring behaviour” conservator will be able to “reanimate” (Schneider 2013) the work, 

thus keeping “affection and circulation” (Schneider 2013) of transient artworks. In 

transmitting to new audiences this “reanimated” work, conservators create new 
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encounters and interactions, which allow the unstable events to be remembered, and 

therefore, to also be preserved through experience and memory. 

Within media art preservation, the focus is not only on performing 

documentation, but also on how to reactivate the “behaviour” of the event; in other 

words, how to re-install/re-perform the work in the same way it was initially conceived. 

Drawing on this view, it was proposed to “restore the behaviour” of I/Eye (1993) by 

using two strategies.  While the first strategy contemplated the reconstruction of the 

initial software and the use of material traces from the older versions, the second 

consisted of the virtualization of the software into an open source code, as well as the 

utilisation of display and functional components that appear similar those used in 1993. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Reinstallation of Eye (1993) and version 2011, Amsterdam, 2011.  
Hanna Holling and LIMA© 

 

Conclusion 

Conservators have an active role in defining cultural legacies. Our practices affect, 

inform and shape our heritage, and it is essential to acknowledge the impact of 

conservation (Muñoz Viñas 2003, 17). Moreover, it is crucial to establish a common 

ground for cross-disciplinary collaboration in order to envision and enable principles and 

practices that lead to sustainable models aimed at tracing, analysing and transmitting “the 

narrative significance” (Frohne, et. al. 2005, 10) of transient contemporary artistic and 

curatorial legacy.  These works are “are radically valuable in themselves, and should be 

made available to contemporary audiences” (Rubidge 1995, 31). 
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