
Transfer and Presentation Formats
DISPLAYER When visitors to the installation Phenotypes / Limited Forms intervene, 
the photographs on the display are constantly rearranged. That can happen 
consciously, as, for example, when browsing the archive, when selecting and 
grouping the images, but also unintentionally when photographs that have been 
selected earlier are replaced. The actual production thus occurs at the site of 
presentation, in the process of exhibition: the selection the visitors make determines 
the images presented on the museum wall. Why is it important to you that the 
viewers give up their role as receptive consumers and become producers?

ARMIN LINKE The point is to setup a kind of game. In the installation, viewers have 
freedom in how they approach the images, but I went something more: involvement. I hope 
that the images will not simply be looked at passively but rather that viewers will ask 
questions: Why were these images taken and what are the locations? What is the production 
of an image in the first place? What is photography? They should become conscious of the 
images and the conditions of their production. I would like to set a process in motion that is 
not forced and didactic but rather results from a generosity.

This invitation to select imagines intervenes in the usual forms of presentation in a 
museum and hence with hierarchies within the context of art. What is the goal of 
revealing the selection processes in the context of a museum?

Visitors generally do make a kind of selection when they go through an exhibition: they 
stand in front of one photograph for a longer time and just walk past another one. The 
space moves us. Here it is the other way around. You chose a place to work, a standpoint, 
and move the images in the space. The form of presentation is an attempt to make viewers 
experience how they walk through a museum and look at things. In a large museum, you 
can certainly see more than a thousand pictures. But the crucial thing is the relationship: if 
you have a thousand pictures in one space, rather than distributed throughout a museum, 
this spatial condensation makes that dimension tangible in the first place. The viewers can 
become aware that they are constantly making choices. At that moment, it is not about the 
pictures but about the entire system of the museum: coming to terms with works, finding 
your own way through the museum, the individual narration that results, your own 
collection, mapping, establishing your own mental map. These are all things that you are 
actually doing constantly, but it only becomes clear in this condensation of time and space. 
When the audience curates its own sequence, it is an experiment, of course—not only with 



the visitors but also with the pictures. Phenotypes / Limited Forms frees up the pictures for 
use and as material. On the one hand, that is a challenge to their potential; on the other hand, 
it represents a risk when pictures are presented as working material. The crucial thing is 
really that the material can become a poetic product in the process.

It is important that people can come to terms with the photographs physically, that they 
can touch them. That is not really supposed to happen in a museum. No insurance company 
would insure the exhibition. At such times, the rules a museum has to follow can become 
problematic.

To what extent do you see a connection between participation—of the particular sort 
asserted in your installation—and the democratic potential of the distribution of 
images and information on the Internet?

For me, Phenotypes / Limited Forms is a consequence of the Internet project A Book on 
Demand, which I developed for Utopia Station in Venice five years ago. You can use to 
compile a catalog from an archive of six thousand images. The digital offset printing 
technique it uses makes it possible to send it within two to three works with a price equal to 
the production costs. The book is a multiple of all the books in the project but is also a 
unique piece, since all of the books are distinct.

Over the past five years, thanks to iPhoto and Flickr, A Book on Demand has become 
the norm. My primary goal was to use a commercial Internet system for an artistic process. 
The distribution of information, images, and products on the Internet cannot be presented as 
something new, since everything already works that way. Whereas A Book on Demand 
was supposed to transform something physical for the Internet, what I wanted to do in 
Phenotypes / Limited Forms was to present the process sculpturally in the museum, to 
transform the Internet project into something physical.

The result is an artifact that converts the information distribution systems that have 
become reality on the Internet into a form for the museum.

Perhaps what matters is not so much converting for the museum but rather reestablishing 
the contact with the analog, physical book, since the quality of the physical interaction is 
lost on the Internet. At the same time, the physical presentation has to have the open 
character of the Internet, the possibilities to deal with abstract information that can be 
combined freely.



As a model installed physically in the museum, the function of Phenotypes corresponds 
almost exactly to what exists on the Internet. For the installation we tried to combine the 
interesting aspect of the physical presence and this aura of images with the flexibility and 
openness of the “digital realm.”

How was the installation developed for the physical space?

The spatial installation was developed in collaboration with the group of students, Peter 
Hanappe, and Alex Rich. The decisions that led to this physical interface were conceived in 
cooperation and then tested using two prototypes. We tried to transfer the way the Internet 
functions and behavior patterns on the Web to a physical space in which very similar 
conditions exist, which are, however, specific to the space of a museum. The space should 
lead you intuitively to the mechanisms, so that a kind of choreography can result. If the 
room had been larger, for example, or if a different quantity of images had been used, it 
would not have worked. In the final draft for the exhibition, the same images were shown 
on four different levels: the physical image on the wall, the digital image on monitors in the 
tables, the image in the form of language in the projection of the title, which is kind of 
summary, and the image as reproduced image in the printed book. The book had to be 
produced cheaply enough that visitors could take it with them for free. Together with Alex 
Rich, we looked for a simple, cheap, but at the same time very reliable printing technology, 
and now we use dot matrix printers, like those used for admission tickets or plane tickets, 
so that the printing is completely automatic. Thanks to the simple technology, the catalogs 
can be produced in large numbers, and the black-and-white printing also makes for an 
interesting abstraction. We weren’t interested in producing an object for consumption but in 
making it possible to produce a simple poetic object.

Archive and Collection
According to your home page, you are working on an archive that is constantly 
growing. The installation seems like a tool to get access to the images—that is, to 
rearrange them constantly and evaluate them yourself. What does the production of 
images mean to you with respect to the recombination of images? What is the 
relationship of the specific, selected image to the accessible archive?

With my own archive, I work in a way very similar to the installation. It is a little like doing 



a book or an exhibition: I make photocopies of the images and hang them on the wall, move 
them, take them away, add others, until I get a sequence that works. The installation is also 
like an editing room in film: you have cut the sequences of reels, hung them up, and then 
pieced them back together on the editing desk. Not much has changed about the 
photography itself, the moment when the picture is taken, since the advent of digital images. 
It is still the principle of the camera obscura. It doesn’t matter whether I expose film or 
store data from a sensor on a chip: I gave the same kind of image that a fifteenth-century 
painting already had. But in the distribution and storage of the images, something has 
changed over the past five years: you can distribute images more quickly and access them 
differently. For that reason, it’s not the moment of taking the picture that’s important but 
rather coming to terms with the images and their dissemination. The picture no longer exists 
by itself but against the backdrop of other pictures, within the framework of their 
presentation and distribution. If you link individual pictures together, each of them obtains a 
new quality within its specific context; and then the audience’s knowledge and imagination 
come in. It is interesting how the public puts together images to form cinematographic 
sequences—not just the way I would do it. What interest me are the connections, the 
narrations, which go beyond the individual photographs. For me, the result is a kind of 
fictional diary, and perhaps every visitor can invent his or her own by coming to terms with 
the images. I find it exciting to see how the identities connect.

As you mentioned earlier, you had already done the Internet-based work A Book on 
Demand before producing the Phenotypes / Limited Forms installation. What was 
your motivation to use the principle of A Book on Demand again for the latter work? 
What exactly distinguishes these two works from each other?

On the Internet, you have software instruments whose functionality exceeds the 
possibilities of physical space, but there is, as we said, no physical engagement with the 
images like you have in an exhibition. The images can be appreciated in their full quality 
and color and the tiniest details examined. In the exhibition, the process of selection works 
differently; people are more intuitive when browsing and faster than in the Internet, since 
the physical interface is more direct.

The difference between these two works lies on the level of language. In the case of A 
Book on Demand, you have on the first page an alphabetical list of all the words that occur 
in the titles and descriptions of the words, like an index. You click on a word and are 
shown pictures that are linked to these tags or keywords. For me, that is an absurd, poetic 



game, and you never know what will result. While defining selection criteria using tags 
works on the Internet, it cannot be reproduced in the physical world. So it was interesting 
for us to put the tagging at the end of the process. That is, essentially, not so different 
really, except that you don’t search using a keyword but rather give a collection of images 
its own title. So the textual level is also an experiment. It functions above all on a mental 
level, on which two sequences produce a third image at the point of intersection.

Tagging and Language
Phenotypes / Limited Forms transfers only part of the authorship to the visitors—
namely, the selection of images and titles. The artistic labor is not manifested as a 
finished object but as a site of production. What status does the written level created 
by the visitors have for you as opposed to your images?

On the textual level, the tags produce a system in which various selections can be 
juxtaposed. The linking of various titles results in something like a haiku whose words take 
on a specific meaning because the collection titles shown refer to similar images. When you 
try to link images and text, something absurd always results, and it can be poetic and banal 
at the same time.

Ranking systems that list the number of page views and seemingly similar produces 
such as images or Internet pages are some of the basic building blocks of auction 
sites and search machines on the Web. Are the links between the images that visitors 
create stored in any way? What is done with the titles?

So far, we have not addressed the topic of how to use the material. The experiment is a 
poetic experiment, so it does not necessarily have to have a purpose. At the moment, 
however, we are updating our concept for the Internet site and want to design a new 
navigation form for the site based on the physical presentation form.

If the installation of the image archive is understood as a genotype that represents 
the potential possibilities, the influence of the public produces a series of phenotypic 
results. Many visitors will access the thousand images and produce countless 
combinations over the course of the year that the exhibition YOU_ser is open. 
Doesn’t that make the images, despite the title, unlimited?



The point of the title is seeing the installation as a living body. The sequences of the image 
on the wall of the exhibition change constantly, and the installation can take very many 
different forms. The presentation is subject to a constant process of change; it has not fixed 
form. In that sense, it is indeed unlimited. It mutates and evolves. The biological concept of 
the phenotype is a metaphor for the installation. If the images are then accepted as the 
genotype, however, then the results are limited, since the results are formal expressions of a 
series of possibilities that are determined by the initial material.

This interview was based on several conversations in Karlsruhe in March 2008.
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Maybe “to create something physical from the Internet”?


