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Jamie Allen & David Gauthier
Critical Infrastructure

This essay accompanies the CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE project, an artistic research and pro-
duction residency by Jamie Allen and David Gauthier that took place as part of the lead-up to the 
trans mediale 2014 festival, afterglow, hosted both by transmediale and the Zentrum für Kunst 
und Urbanistik (ZKU), Berlin. The project spanned the autumn of 2013, and received the  gracious 
 support of the Canada Council of the Arts and the Danish Arts Council .  
 CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE was about uncovering the resources and reserves of physical and 
material energies, signals, and data that scaffold the very possibility of post-digital art-and-tech-
nology practices, including festivals like transmediale. Through a series of public workshops and 
an installation project situated within the festival, CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE attempted a media- 
archaeological and (an)archival site-survey, revealing the data layers beneath the moment(um) of 
an art and technology  festival. 
 The project turned infrastructure studies into a kind of post-digital institutional critique and re-
flected the “geological turn” in media practice and theory by installing a large number of custom-built 
“survey” tripods throughout the transmediale premises. In a world where data mining and circuit-
bending are increasingly literal geological and archeological activities, CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
attempted a survey of the tech nological landscape of transmediale, its participants, and its commu-
nity.2
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A new poetics giving !esh to 
a “voice from below,” an eloquent 
voice of the mute. It purported 
to decipher the signs written on 
faces, walls, clothes, etc., to travel 
under the visible stage and dis-
close the secrets hidden under-
ground.
— Jacques Rancière3

With CRITICAL INFRASTRUC-
TURE we speculated on what it might 
be to look “down,” into, and through 
the sediments of a technological 
present. We tried to think a course 
not in terms of eras, gen erations, and 
epochs, but through  layers, vertical 
gradients, veneers, and strata — driv-
ing the “post-” of post-digitality 
into the ground, not through the ages. 
In the afterglow, the hangover, of 
the digital booms and busts we have 
experienced since the late 1980s, 
there remains the evidence of a very 
real layering of matter: the dirt and 
dusts of the digital systems, inter-
connections, and pro tocols that feed 
from and wrap the Earth. What 
 matters (that is, presents itself through 
its material agency) is technical 
trash, over#lled (an)archives, dendrit-
ic digital distensions, and leaky lead-
acid co$ers — the bursting at the 
seams of attentional and intentional 
gutters. %ese gutters of dirt and 
dust pass to a kind of “geological 
thinking,” pointing to discussions of 
the Anthropocene and taking stock 
of how the technological acti vities 
that make us human have come to 
dominate localities and landscapes, 
modulating climates and environ-
ments. Human contributions to the 
geological record over the course 

of this era will primarily show the 
 e$ects of technical media: the elec-
tri#cation, then wiring, then wire-
lessing, of the globe; the development 
of more complex and complicated 
means for turning archives of cosmic 
energies into archives of digital #les 
and documents; the transduction of 
petrochemistry into electromagnetic 
radiation. Consider how the modern 
engineering concepts of backward-
compatibility and FIFO (First In, 
First Out) memory management, 
 respectively, resonate with proto- 
geoscientist Nicolas Steno’s seven-
teenth-century stratigraphic laws of 
superposition and cross-cutting: 
“At the time when the lower stratum 
was being formed, none of the upper 
strata existed,” and, “if a body or dis-
continuity cuts across a stratum, it 
must have formed after that stra-
tum.”4 CRITICAL INFRASTRUC-
TURE, a project of methodological 
and conceptual misappropriations, 
 extends the work of geological and 
 archeological media thinking. How 
might we  perform a core-drill of me-
dia and its technical systems?

Infrastructure is not a substrate 
which carries information on it, 
or in it, in a kind of mind-body 
 dichotomy. %e discontinuities are 
not between system and person, 
or technology and organisation, 
but rather between contexts.
— Susan Leigh Star and Karen 
Ruhleder5

Gone is the art-and-technology of 
the “new media artist” that aimed at 
some terri#cally preposterous future 
of art or media. Technical media is 
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Environments are not passive wrappings, but are, rather,  active processes 
which are invisible. The groundrules,  pervasive structure, and over-all pat-
terns of environments elude easy perception.
— Marshall McLuhani
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composed of embarrassingly simple 
and commonplace repeated  elements 
(the micro-switching of a wireless 
router, the ordinary hand-to-mouse 
gestures of a #lm editor). %e exciting 
ex hilaration of “Where do you want to 
go today?”6 %e depth of the problems 
created and solved with technical me-
dia might require an engagement that 
is unseductive, respectful, humble 
— even boring. Contemporary creative 
practices express a renewed re so-
nance and interest in these purpor ted-
ly  boring things. Online culture and 
art-making that we identify as post-
digital over!ow is concerned with 
the mundane object, the muted image, 
and simple interactions. For exam-
ple, load up a couple of Tumblrs: 
“%ings Fitting Perfectly Into Other 
%ings,” or “%e Jogging,” with 
its particular brand of Duchampian 
 maneuvering.7

%ere is a half-serious post-digital 
counterstrike known as %e Society 
for People Interested in the Study of 
Boring %ings. One of the society’s 
charter members, Susan Leigh Star, 
has described its activities, character-
istically, as a list of things: 

Among the boring topics pre-
senters brought to the table were: 
the inscription of gender in un-
employment forms used by the 
city government in Hamburg, 
Ger many; the di&culties of mea-
suring urine output in a post- 
surgical ward in the Netherlands, 
and how to design better cups for 
metri cation; the company mascot 
and the slogans used by a large 
Midwestern insurance #rm in its 
attempts to build “corporate cul-
tures”; and […] how nematologists 
use computers to keep track of 
their worm specimens […]. 
[What] they have in common is 
a concern with infrastructure, the 
invisible glue that binds disci-
plines to gether, within and across 
their boundaries.8

What would an art-and-technology of 
these “punctualized building blocks,”9 
these condensation points for the 
misty haze of technology as it ascends 
forever into a — or the — cloud, look 
like? An attention to infrastructure in 
artistic work can point out the links 
between institutional, economic, and 
political structures, and commonplace 
and material systems. %ese “always-
on” systems allow for, and (to a lesser 
degree) are allowed by art-and-tech-
nology practices. %ese banal systems 
are what we are not supposed to care 
about, not supposed to notice, while 
awestruck and immersed, blown away 
by the spectacle, the narrative, the 
 aesthetic. What lies beneath? “You 
wouldn’t be interested.” At least until 
something has gone, often terribly, 
wrong. When something works — re-
ally works — it is infrastructure; just 
as Douglas Adams puts it: “Technology 
[…] is ‘stu$ that doesn’t work yet’”10 
%ere are a number of ways and rea-
sons that these things disappear, or are 
made to disappear, and far too many 
are motivated by the worrying Real-
politik of knowledge and access, 
and by the techno-social relations in-
cumbent upon capitalism. %ere is a 
particular system of exchange wherein 
tensions between impressions and 
 realities, the politics of knowledge, at 
individual and community scales, 
 become highly pronounced. Bureau-
cracies and institutions express a 
set of techniques that are also present 
in the design and development of 
technical infrastructure: abstraction, 
compartmentalization, classi#cation, 
oblivious interiorities, optimiza-
tion — the list of tendentious strate-
gies spins round and round, centri-
fuging imbalances of both knowledge 
and power.
 More interesting than visibility 
through breakdowns are instances 
where infrastructural performers and 
human actors do an explicit double-
act. A favorite story regarding such a 
vaudevillian ploy involves one Harvey 
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“What a useful thing a pocket-map is!” I remarked.
“That's another thing we’ve learned from your Nation,” said Mein Herr, 
“map-making. But we’ve carried it much further than you. What do you con-
sider the largest map that would be really useful?”
“About six inches to the mile.”
“Only six inches!” exclaimed Mein Herr. “We very soon got to six yards to 
the mile. Then we tried a hundred yards to the mile. And then came the 
grandest idea of all! We actually made a map of the country, on the scale of 
a mile to the mile!”
“Have you used it much?” I enquired.
“It has never been spread out, yet,” said Mein Herr: “the farmers objected: 
they said it would cover the whole country, and shut out the sunlight! So we 
now use the country itself, as its own map, and I assure you it does nearly 
as well. Now let me ask you another question. What is the smallest world 
you would care to inhabit?”
— Lewis Carrollii
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Schultz of New York City. During a 
press conference in advance of the 
1987 National Football League Super 
Bowl game, Schultz hinted to the 
public at large that it might be a good 
idea for football fans to “stagger their 
bathroom visits” during the game 
— so as to avoid a potentially hydrau-
lically catastrophic “Super Flush. ” %e  
exacting news outlets of the mo ment 
took the story and ran with it. Hear-
say about the Super Flush is an impor-
tant mechanism for un veiling infra-
structure in the minds of we who use 
it unwittingly. %e im portant thing 
about Schultz’s pec uliarly artful insti-
tutional critique that day at the press 
conference is not whether or not 
what he said was true (it was not), but 
that it made present, perhaps for the 
#rst time, that New Yorkers have toi-
lets: they are each part of a massively 
interconnected system, all connected 
to an otherwise unnoticeable aque-
duct. Schultz did no less than render 
the infras tructure of plumbing and 
sewage visible in the consciousness of 
millions of people.

 %e performance of infrastructures, 
as making present unwitting, unwant-
ed, or unthought-of systems, has its 
place and prelude in artist practice. 
%e methods developed by artists and 
activist associated with forms of In-
stitutional Critique treat the institu-
tional infrastructures of art as fodder 
for  artworks that expose and elabo-
rate them. Institutional Critique serves 

as a perforative and performative in-
terrogation into the value and support 
structures of the museum, gallery, 
 catalogue, and o&cial welcome. For 
instance, among artist Andrea Fraser’s 
wellknown works is Museum Highlights: 
A Gallery Talk (1989). %e scripted  
 dialogue in these interventions includes 
not only an exposition of art histori-
cal and aesthetic concerns, but also 
discussions of material infrastructure 
(water, electrical lighting), museum 
sponsorship, and cultural-economic and 
political agendas more widely: “Jane 
walks into the Coat Room, gesturing 
toward the drinking fountain at the 
far end. Addressing the drinking 
fountain: Hmm, ‘a work of astonishing 
economy and monumentality’ […] ‘it 
boldly contrasts with the severe 
and highly stylized productions of 
this form.’”11 One thing that makes 
the work interesting is that it may 
not matter if what Fraser is saying is 
wholly accurate or factual. A nar-
rated  dataset of factoids and excerpts, 
the work presents an appropriately 
 in coherent and unlocatable constella-
tion of information and messaging 
(some lifted from o&cial museum 
publications), which the audience is 
left to interpolate between and within. 
%is is infrastructural theater of the 
super-organism of the art museum 
and the art world, all strings attached. 
But in the post-digital landscape, 
what could be potent for enlivening 
and reinvigorating this kind of theater? 
What could serve as a further “new 
departure point for what used to be 
called institutional critique”?12

Abb2. Andrea Fraser, as Jane Castleton, highlights the 
water fountain as part of Museum Highlights: A Gallery 
Tour at the Museum of Philadelphia, 1989.

%e Tri-City Herald article from January 25, 1987, 
 reporting on the possibility of a “Super Flush” occurring 
due to toilet activity during the Super Bowl football 
game. Harvey Schultz, then New York City’s Commis-
sioner of Environmental Protection, urged “Don’t rush 
— and think before you !ush.”



CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
 — that is, technological materials that 
are at once constitutive of social and 
political meaning, while re!exively 
 analytic and self-destructive — allow 
art and technology practices to move 
“Towards a New Critique of Insti-
tutions,” as Brian Holmes suggests, 
through extra-disciplinary, or perhaps 
anti-disciplinary, approaches.13 A 
 critical infrastructural study (as art-
work, as whatever) might appropriate 
from the gray media of engineering, 
instrumentation, and technical disci-
plines, creating less of an artistic ges-
ture and more of an articulation of live 
research. How “raw” can the “data” of 
an “art world” be, and how might it be 
performed for its artists and audienc-
es? How might such infra structural 
data be presented in public, such that 
we are prompted or called to draw 
an appropriate panoply of individual, 
evolving conclusions? %ere are no 
truths to be evoked, but re lationships 
and resonances can be modeled and es-
timated, meanings evoked, tendencies 
charted, charts  traversed; these are 
further attempts at living in a world 
we seek to understand. %ese are ex-
tra-disciplinary methods and strate-
gies. Such a reassessment of the post-
digital technological landscape seems 

necessary: an infrastructural account 
of the heaving, bristling detritus the 
digital has left in its wake.
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In each apparatus, there is a hidden decision. The Good  Cyberneticists 
from the CNRSlO spin it this way: “The  apparatus can be defined as the 
 realization of an intention through the implementation of planned envi-
ronments.” 
 — Tiqquniii
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