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Project Summary <100 words

I will work in the Nam June Paik Archive with the large volume of material that Paik produced 

pertaining to the future of electronic media. I will sort this material into three distinct categories: 

“Video Common Network,” “Meta-Matrix,” and “Plant Electronica.” I will annotate this material 

with metadata, creating online catalogs of Paik’s output, and will visualize this information (via 

maps, timelines, and network visualizations) to illustrate the interconnections between works in 

these categories. The result will show the complexity and ongoing relevance of Paik’s speculative 

designs for future communications networks. 



Full Project Description <4 pages

In the spring of 2015, I came across Nam June Paik’s essay “Video Common Market” in a 1973 issue 

of The TeleVISION Laboratory News.  In that piece, Paik offers a scathing critique of prevailing 

systems of global media distribution, and makes suggestions for radical improvements. In effect, 

he proposes the creation of an entirely new system--a “common market” for video that will do 

away with media corporations’ international syndication agreements.  I immediately saw that Paik 

diagnosed flaws and weak points in global media that have been heavily exacerbated by the advent 

of digital technologies; he anticipated that the free flow of video information across national 

boundaries, plus the proliferation of copying and remixing, would prove to be both highly 

problematic for existing distribution models, and immensely appealing to artists.

Over the past 20 months, I have searched for other speculative writings on, and designs for, 

futuristic electronic media networks produced by Paik.  I have discovered that Paik’s work on this 

topic was extensive, and that I must conduct research at the Nam June Paik Archive at the 

Smithsonian if I wish to access, and adequately comprehend and represent, this portion of Paik’s 

output.  Based on my preliminary research, I hypothesize that Paik’s artistic and theoretical 

musings on the future of broadcasting and communications can be separated into three 

categories: (1) Video Common Network, (2) Meta-Matrix, and (3) Plant Electronica.  If awarded the 

Smithsonian Art Research Fellowship, I will go through the Archive’s holdings to identify all of the 

material created by Paik that pertains to the future of media and communications, and will sort 

this material into the three categories that I propose (these categories may change as I carry out 

my research), and then generate digital catalogs and visualizations of the categories and their 

contents. 



Here is a description of the three categories:

1. Video Common Network.  In his 1973 essay “Video Common Market,” Paik anticipates that 

new technologies will tremendously alter systems for trading, collecting, distributing, and 

sharing information, including video.  In his works WAIS Station (1994) and Warez Academy 

(1994), Paik proposes alternative transmission and broadcast mechanisms.  I anticipate that, 

in the Paik Archive, I will discover additional works by the artist pertaining to broadcast 

communications, experiments and experiences with computer networks, community video 

services, video collecting, and his personal methods for organizing source material that he 

sampled and incorporated into his artworks.

2. Meta-Matrix.  Paik’s works TV Garden (1974, 2000), Megatron/Matrix (1995), Venus (1990), 

and Video Server (1994) all can be considered meditations on the nature of multi-channel 

video art production and exhibition.  I predict that the Paik Archive contains additional work 

by Paik on this topic; for instance, I may find Paik’s descriptions of his own multi-channel 

compositions, or instructions for variations in the spatial arrangements of display screens, 

or the installation of different types of grids in art spaces.  I think that this category of Paik’s 

work on media will be particularly relevant to artists and researchers today, as digital 

networked systems have led to a sharp rise in multi-channel Internet-based work and 

complex editing processes.  I will especially be interested to discover formal language or 

notation systems that Paik used to indicate his decision lists for mixing and editing, as it 

would be fascinating to consider how his work with analog technologies might open up new 

directions for artists working with digital technologies.



3. Plant Electronica.  Plants and televisions often co-occur in Paik’s work, as a kind of 

repeating motif (e.g., in his art installations TV Garden (1974, 2000) and Bio-Neural Net 

(1994), and in his essay How to Make Oil Obsolete (1980)).  I am eager to locate additional 

pieces in which he combines plants and electronics, or texts in which he explains his 

thinking on why this combination holds such significance for him. I also hope to find 

documentation of his thinking process around his “plant electronica” installations, such as 

how he thought to use electricity to both power the screens and grow the indoor plants. 

I propose two visits to the Nam June Paik Archive. The first will explore one or more of the research 

clusters above, depending on the advice and interest of the Smithsonian research staff. The second 

visit will experiment with representing work in the archive using a new notation for deep linking 

media files on the Internet, described in detail later.

For the first visit, I will organize my research based on the following list of Nam June Paik works:

https://benjamin.dekosnik.com/2016/11/17/nam-june-paik-timeline/

Some of the works from the list above will be selected for closer study with the participation of 

the Smithsonian advisor and agreement on at least one of three proposed research areas.

For each of the research areas, the following questions will guide the examination of individual 

works, with the goal of assembling enough data to synthesize a new archival form during the 

second visit. 

a. Known versions will be enumerated in relation to any variations, with detailed descriptions of 

how works change over time. Relevant details include display migration details, particularly as 



screen components change vis- à-vis cathode ray tube television sets become impossible to 

source and maintain. Of similar interest is media format migration and transcoding over the 

lifespan of the work.

b. Archival items on paper will be added as legible text instead of maddening photos of stacks 

of papers. Diagrams, scores, notes, drawings, scrawled lists and marginalia: what is the range? 

How are installation or operation manuals constructed, how is knowledge of operation 

procedures transmitted? What remains ephemeral? Of particular interest are technical 

diagrams and schematics like Electronic Schematic Drawing for Paik-Abe Video Synthesizer 

(1969) and the Electrical and Data Diagram (2012) from the Smithsonian show, Nam June Paik: 

Global Visionary.

c. Formal qualities of video editing and synthesis will be described with sufficient detail to aid 

re-performance. Many analog effects are derived from applied math and layering: can the 

individual layers in the final composited image be teased out? What is the role of computerized 

video editing in the creation of these works, and what remains of any edit decision lists? How 

can analogue work be simulated with contemporary electronics and reverse-engineered 

algorithms? Of interest are archival influences like A Book of Curves and Pure Geometries and 

marginalia in workbooks? Can machine learning data sets be created to deduce these patterns?

The second visit will assemble writings and art objects in the Nam June Paik Archive and in the 

collection of the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM) into a new, synthetic form. This form 

maps Nam June Paik's body of work as a repertoire of versions through time. The generated 

cosmology will track different objects, different versions of the same object, materials, 

technologies, methods, media samples, and relevant Archival Items on Paper through the years 



1964 to 2006. The map-making process will take place in public, with research results freely 

available, and any database or metadata generated donated to the Smithsonian or Internet Archive. 

There exists no best practice for the archiving and playback of multi-channel work on the internet. 

As such, any synthesized map will have to be rendered as an artifact in multiple formats, the exact 

form to be determined as the project progresses. Two future internet protocols in development 

are of particular interest. One is an internet-based experimental format for deep linking, called IIIF 

(International Image Interoperability Framework). The second is the Presentation API being 

developed by the W3C and Mozilla. A fall back position is more conventional, in the form of an 

electronic book object in PDF format. 

Required 

People 

Potential Smithsonian advisors are Michael Mansfield, Christine Hennessey, Hugh Shockey, and 

John Hanhardt. 

Places 

This project will take place at the Smithsonian American Art Museum, the Smithsonian Institution 

Archives, with secondary excursions to the Archives of American Art, Hirshhorn Museum and 

Sculpture Garden, and Museum Conservation Institute. Some research will take place in San 

Francisco at the Internet Archive in San Francisco. If needed, I have been offered studio space at 

Red Dirt Studio via Lorenzo Cardim. 

Dates 

Two separate visits, each one month long, from the following date ranges: 



April-May, 2017 

Aug-Sept, 2017 

Oct-Nov, 2017 

This project can be simplified into one visit if there is no institutional support for experimentation 

with new internet protocols.

Potential for collaboration with: the James Cohan Gallery, Ted Nelson and others at The Internet 

Archive, Instructables.com, IIIF.org, Rafael Lozano-Hemmer and the community around the 

electronic documentation project “Best practices for conservation of media art from an artists 

perspective.” 

Rough Schedule 

Pre-Visit-1

feasibility check 

refine plan, sanity check rights issues, research questions, objects with advisor 

IIIF markup Equal Weight Uhuras

IIIF markup NJP work located in SF

draft taxonomy 1 

Visit-1

archive explore theme 1 

archive explore theme 2 



work with pseudo taxonomy 

potential talk or workshop 

Post-Visit-1  

taxonomy 1 defined 

Pre-Visit-2

IIIF markup NJP Archive work 1 

IIIF markup NJP Archive work 2 

taxonomy 2 draft 

Visit-2

taxonomy 2 defined 

IIIF markup NJP Archive work 3 

IIIF markup NJP Archive work 4 

archive explore theme 3 

Post-Visit-2

IIIF markup NJP Archive work 5 



Optional Background Statement 

I was born in 1971, the year Nam June Paik was strapping televisions to Charlotte Moorman's 

breasts in TV Cello. The first eighteen years of my life were spent in a household without a 

television set, and I only became interested in video culture several years later when a friend and 

roommate tested hacked cable boxes on a television set in our living room in Austin the early 

1990s. Essentially, I skipped all of video culture. 

My television aphasia leads to a problematic relationship with Nam June Paik.  Nam June Paik is a 

complex artist, with work crossing and combining multiple media. His visual style transcends video 

art, and encompasses sculpture, installation, horticulture, and the algorithmic. He worked with 

light in CRT, LED, incandescent, and laser wavelengths: his favorite was CRT, the source of light that 

I know the least. Instead, my interest started with Cage, Rauschenberg, Paik, and others as part of 

the early conceptual art and the Experiments in Art and Technology performances in New York in 

the late 1960s. Multiple channels of visuals and performance, recording/playback, multiple venues 

and locations for simultaneous performance. Multiple channels of media plus sculpture plus 

performance, and only later works like Venus and Megatron. 

It was only later that I discovered some of his writing, in particular “Video Common Market” as a 

speculative concept for a future method of video distribution that encompasses YouTube, the dark 

web, rhizome, data thieves and global sub-communities of Bittorrent pirates, the rigid orthodoxy 

of canonical video artworks distribution via Electronic Arts Intermix license, and video art 

editioned and sold via the gallery system as part of a larger art market. Hyper-networked 

transnational culture, and individual channels in YouTube are both contemporary manifestations of 

his ideas on transmission and distribution. 



 Much of Nam June Paik's writing remains unpublished except for ZKM reprints, documents 

returned via previous Smithsonian archive requests, and careful examination of background 

material in John Hanhardt show catalogs and monographs. Annoyingly, much of Nam June Paik's 

writing is shown encased in glass and on a pedestal, as an art object to be stacked and viewed 

instead of as data and writing to be read and understood. His writing seems ripe for collection and 

publication. 

And yet….. all of this fades in importance next to the Nam June Paik modeling the rapid adoption 

of cutting-edge technology as an art practice. A manifestation of my own madness is the certainty 

that Nam June Paik is talking directly to me, across generations, using contemporary concepts that 

map directly to the most current technology and distribution methods under development in the 

contemporary post-internet (and post-truth) technosphere. His fluency in art, science, and media 

makes for demanding reading but his ideas express themselves as lucid and prescient. Would 

examining the electrical diagrams from the last Smithsonian retrospective of NJP help me become 

a better artist? Yes. Taking apart, re-assembling, or synthesizing a replica from the original notes 

and archive materials will help me think differently about the way I design and communicate multi-

channel installation to others in the present. Yes again: without question. 



Narrative Bio 

Benjamin De Kosnik lives and works as an artist and engineer in San Francisco, California. He has 

participated in juried group shows in Tokyo, Hong Kong, California, and Texas. He is a member of 

the GNU project, and has served as a technical expert for the International Standards Organization 

working groups on the C and C++ languages, The Austin Group, and Linux Standard Base. His 

current interests are visual forms of augmentation for computer vision, media remix and fan 

production, performing social graphs, and mapping global media piracy flows. He is best reached 

via email using the address bkoz@gnu.org.


