
I crouched down, picked up a 
marker, and tried to remember the 
illegible scribble that used to be 
my “tag”: a gesture of sharp points 
and steady curves punctuated by 
a strategic line slashed through the 
whole inscription. In high school 
I would trace it onto book covers 
and notepads and think I was cool. 
It came to me eventually, the first 
delivery unsteady as I carefully 
considered which shapes fit where; 
in a second, more successful 
attempt, I let my arm do the work, 
confidently forging my mark in 
muscle memory.

I was in Eindhoven attending the Free Art and Technology (F.A.T.) Lab’s exhibition F.A.T. GOLD 
Europe at MU, which ended in January. The show, which also took place in April last year at 
Eyebeam in New York, was a sort of five-year anniversary round up of the Internet collective’s 
practice. (F.A.T. Lab has now entered its seventh year, but the originally scheduled retrospective 
was put on hiatus in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy.) But back to the incident at hand. Why, at an 
exhibition dedicated to a network ostensibly operating online, was I contributing my meager tag to a 
sanctioned graffiti wall?

The connection isn’t so far fetched. Some of F.A.T. Lab’s twenty-five members—an international 
network of artists, engineers, scientists, lawyers, and musicians—are themselves graffiti artists. Their 
core values, which include “spreading open source and free ideals into popular culture” through 
DIY entrepreneurship, open source, and activism, have more than a few intersections with street 
art. On the one hand, art on the Internet can be viewed through a street lens: it can bypass normal 
distribution channels, appealing directly to viewers. Turning the comparison on its head, street art 
can be seen as a form of “hack”—an unendorsed appropriation of space, medium, or idea.

In his recent book, Viral Art, Vandalog blogger RJ Rushmore looks at how the future of street art, with 
its focus on “unmediated distribution,” might find a natural home in the digital domain. He uses the 
term “Viral Art” to describe both shareable and invasive online practices that have an affinity, if not a 
direct evolutionary line, to street art (n.b. “Viral” here implies a level of approachability that excludes 
some older forms of Internet Art. The pioneering duo JODI, for example, have a great exhibition 
at Showroom MAMA in Rotterdam right now that isn’t particularly accessible or viral). F.A.T. Lab’s 
projects don’t always fall within the categories Rushmore outlines either—viewers may seek out 
content rather than encounter it serendipitously—yet they do open onto notions of self-dissemination, 
egalitarianism, activism, and anonymity. In fact, there are examples at MU of some of the very works 
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discussed in Rushmore’s text—namely, Ideas Worth Spreading, a mock-up TED Talk stage where 
visitors can record images of their own “talk” to share online, and 40,000 GML Tags, a massive 
screen showcasing graffiti gestures in GML, or Graffiti Markup Language, “a file format designed to 
be a universal structure for storing digitized graffiti motion data.”

Some F.A.T. Lab projects exist in the real world, others are strictly manifest online, and many straddle 
the two—that is, projects shaped in the real world and shared online. The MU exhibition, curated 
by Lindsay Howard, highlighted them all, offering documentation, online viewing stations, and even 
physical objects and artworks. Where F.A.T. GOLD differed from the typical exhibition was that most 
works were not autonomous objects, but rather reproducible examples of a wider practice. Motivated 
viewers could (and can) recreate many of these works on the web or at home*, and the materials for 
some projects, like an Obama PRISM mask, were even available at the exhibition.

Good fun is always on the menu: in F.A.T. GOLD there was a sub-genre of works touting the 
douchiness of Google Glass and its adopters, and a presentation of Greg Leuch’s viral Add-on 
Shaved Bieber, which censors all mentions of Justin Bieber online (earning Leuch more than a little 
hate mail from teenage fans). But some of the best and most shareable projects are greater than their 
capacity for the lulz. The Free Universal Construction Kit is a set of adapters that makes ten brands of 
children’s construction sets, like Lego and K’Nex, interoperable. It’s eminently cool/novel/clever, but it 
also visualizes the ways in which childhood playthings ostensibly meant to spark creativity are limited 
by proprietary measures. The F.U.C.K. undermines these protective implements, removing barriers 
to cross-trademark creativity. The exhibition featured a complete set of adapters, a construction/play 
station, and a 3D printer that staff members kindly set to printing new pieces whenever visitors turned 
up. (3D models of the adapters in .STL format are available online for free download.)

F.A.T. Lab’s perspective seems carefully poised between an irreverent techno-optimism (“look 
at these cool things we can do!”) and deep skepticism at the ways in which technologies can be 
regulated, marketed, and used for power and control. Given these positions, in which use of certain 
technologies seems self-evident, it’s easy to forget that not everyone has access to the distributional 
paradigm shift that is the digital domain. Rushmore’s account also overstates viral art’s present 
accessibility: an encounter with this type of work is more likely to be spread within specific enclaves 
of Internet activity, with limiting factors being not geography, but usage. The case for “unmediated” 
distribution is further undermined by the cryptic algorithms used by Facebook and Google for post 
placement and search results—the very systems F.A.T. Lab exploits when images of their fake TED 
Talks turn up in search results. In a destabilizing twist, F.A.T. Lab often coopts the very technologies 
and systems it protests (or defends).

In a way, that’s why it was such a treat to see some of F.A.T. Lab’s works in physical form, Away From 
Keyboard as it were. F.A.T. GOLD did a great job of making works and ideas accessible to people 
who might not be tech-savvy or know what terms like “net neutrality” and “Open Web” mean. Or those 
who aren’t necessarily ready to accept or understand this sort of practice as “art.” The exhibition was 
forward looking, but also rooted in the past and present—a thought-provoking bridge between time, 
technologies, and disciplines. Be it in a subway tunnel or on a homepage, a mark on the wall is a sign 
of presence; it can be a declaration of ego, of resistance. Or like my clumsy signature, it can be an 
affirmation, a “Like” or an “upvote”: I was here, with so many others, and I want to be counted.




