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In Curating Immateriality Joasia Krysa recently put forward a very significant question: If the traditional curator operates as a gatekeeper in a centralized network, how should curators operate in a distributed network? In thinking about the politics and strategies of InterSpace Association it is this alert sentence that recurrently comes to my mind and has led me towards a fundamental question – how decentralized, non-hierarchichal networks appeared in the first place and which were the catalyst agents that assisted and managed this transformation?

InterSpace was founded nine years ago as a non-profit association of artists, informatics engineers and do-it-yourself media makers. Since then the organization has been active in realizing of art projects, organizing of events, in research, education and training, with a constant goal to contextualize, exploit the potential of and apply new technology to network and community building.

Recently I came across an interview with a Bulgarian artist, whom I want to leave anonymous, explaining that the rise of new media in the country has come as a result of the lack of infrastructure in arts and culture and therefore virtual space has become the only consolation zone for all the expectations towards reality. The times have changed so fast that it is not possible for me to wind back and verify if this can be taken as the main cause of the new media energy in the 1990s. Still, I am quite sure there were people who had seen its development perspectives not only as a plan b or a home made simulacrum used for self-staging. If this was was the only drive towards the new media practices and practices based in virtual spaces, they wouldn't have sustained.

In the same artists’ interview comments are followed up with mathematic calculations (quick arithmetics are always fashionable in the arts). The artist adresses the amount of 120 000 US dollars of investment in this individual artist's career in the period 1991-99, made in the form of travel costs, per diems, accommodation, catalogues, production costs and artistic fees. The artist reports that this Western support has in fact been reinvested in the Western economy in its hotels, airlines, and consumption chains. In conclusion, the artist goes back to the issue of a lack of infrastructure and the fact that in returning home, none of these „investments“ brought substantial material improvement to the local cultural system and reminds that in the beginning of the 1990s, the same person had to share a computer with three or four collegues, waiting in line to use it.

I will not take this as an occasion to speculate about the first major breakthroughs of Bulgarian artists at international contemporary art shows. This is example of a situation which, although managed with different agility and success from one country to another, is familiar in the region, and beyond, and has been sufficiently discussed. I use this example simply in order to put this outwards-bound case next to an internal one in order to share some details about the efforts of a group of young new media artists and activists working without real local support and access to resources, not only for their personal development as artists, but also for the building of longed for and talked about infrastructures, communities and essentially – context. And all these was slowly reached at a time, when informational and communicational technologies was obviously not considered even as a basic necessity.

In stating this, I must specify that I do not mean only InterSpace, but all the young likeminded people who set the mood for change in power distribution and for the democratization of the arts scene. Was it not for the efforts of many friends and contributors and the initial support of the local Soros centre (jokingly called at that time ‘the second ministry of culture’), one of the most significant projects of InterSpace with regards to context enrichment and network development – Cult.bg Server for Art and Culture would not have been possible. This project was launched online in 2001 with the mission to fill the lack of active specialized media in the field of arts and culture with the function to presents what is happening in the cultural scene in Bulgaria and to analyze the scene’s ongoing processes. The other main plan of the project was its development into a community network where players from different social, and cultural groups can communicate, present ideas, build collaborations and join tactical activities on broad local and international levels. Currently Cult.bg is the most popular and informative website for contemporary art and culture in Bulgaria. Because of its open structure, it manages to involve in its contribution base and management most of the cultural institutions, art organizations and artists in Bulgaria, while at the same time providing them with free services, such as web hosting, mail boxes and a mailing list.

Offering infrastructure was however not enough to… Building on preliminary experience with organizational training courses on electronic publishing with a special focus on video and audio on the internet, further workshops were organized, this time tailored according to the possibilites provided by the server. The network was slowly growing and profile sections began to emerge. The interconnected departments of sound art, film and video and new media were enhanced through further initiatives such as the online radio cult and basic trainings for radio show production, the Cinemasports filmmaking challenge, the Upgrade monthly meetings and the biennial Net_User Conference. 

What I find of special importance in the work of Interspace is that its lab division provides for experimentation, development and testing of technological solutions which, even when conceived for the needs of a specific art project, always have their added value and residual products which can be evaluated, recycled, customized and applied to wider cultural and social situations. exStream was a two-year collaborative project in which five media art organizations in Europe established a common platform for the creation and distribution of new media art. The project took place from 2002-2004 and a year later the techical platform came into use again, this time adapted for the live web-streaming of the Sofia municipal council sessions - a project aimed at local policy transparency. Another very recent example is Bluetooth_Graffiti - an art project by Petko Dourmana, the realization of which gave impulse for development of a tactical media technological platform, allowing for two-way communication (receiving and uploading) with images, audio and video through bluetooth nodes.

Of course initiatives such as starting the first blogging platform in Bulgaria, web streaming projects, online radio broadcasting and trainings in open source multimedia instruments are difficult to mediate and attracted extremely narrow participation in the beginning. They were oriented mainly towards  knowledge production without necessarily immediate capitalization on it and it should be kept in mind that these processes took effect in the long run – in supporting artists and activists to further develop basic technology-related skills, to find tactical outreach possibilities and to link to strategic international networks. Additionally, the impacts even fed into the profit oriented creative industries sector.

The broader international context has always impacted the organization's work and its community commitment. Several huge collaborative projects were realized which link the local activities of different cultural nodes within Europe for the networking of innovative cultural practices. 

· On Difference#2 Grenzwertig took place in 2005-2006 and dealt with the situation of contemporary art under conditions of globalization and was reflected in a major exhibition in Wurttembergischer Kunstverein, Stuttgart developed in collaboration with different curators and institutions from Budapest, Sofia, Ljubljana, Rio de Janeiro, Seoul and New Delhi. A simultaneous component of this project was the local events of different  formats which all related the general topic to their local contexts. The programme in Sofia took a focused look at critical practices of art and culture, concerned with social, political, economic and urban developments, addressed by young artists and filmmakers in the form of instructional or „how-to“ videos.

· The Mobile Studios was the internationally networked pilot project of a mobile, autonomous production laboratory for young artists, musicians, performers and cultural programmers. Mobile Studios (initiated by Public Art Lab, Berlin) consisted of three corresponding units: editorial, talk and live. The installations and urban interventions that took place in the Live Studio, as well as the conversations and discussions of the Talk Studios, were transformed and broadcast in the Editorial Studio in various formats. The production and broadcast processes was made visible at the same time.

In Sofia the mobile communication platform was densely engaged with daily topics including: public art, audience development and mediation of art. The daily program was structured in various talk and exhibition formats including "glance through the fence", an initiative to draft a regional perspective towards contemporary arts in South Eastern Europe, by inviting curators from neighbouring countries and the specially hosted Upgrade meetings, which presented cultural institutions from Bulgaria. 

· This year InterSpace will cooperate with three media art organisations: ISIS Arts (UK), RIXC (Latvia), and BEK (Norway)  for the implementation of the At Home in Europe project. Its main aim is to facilitate the movement and exchange of artists and media art in four very different European countries. At Home in Europe is directed at the production and distribution of artworks using digital media and promoting co-operation and professional development between the partner organisations. The project activities include artists’ residencies, a series of workshops, an international call for short films, and the Big M touring programme of film screenings. 

· Also in 2007 InterSpace is working towards the development of a permanent art residence programme, an integral part of which will be cooperation with four art centres in Eastern Europe and Akademie Schloss Solitude in Stuttgart. The project titled Opening Our Closed Shops aimsto cope with the imbalance of exchange in arts between Eastern and Western Europe and to bring genuine attention to and develop consistent dialogue between different art scenes thus giving a very modest tribute to the broadening and openness of the contemporary art world.

The inevitable institutionalization of the already established association made InterSpace more operational, more focused on strategic goals, increased its capability to distribute and organize resources and allowed for the undertaking of large-scale international projects. The negative side to this institutionalization is the possibility that increased structure weakens the organization’s capacity to maintain its connections to informal constellations and individuals. Additionally, as suggested in the beginning of this article, operating in distributed networks changes the methods of content selection and management of symbol creation. It opens up communication channels and broadens accessibility but clearly does not diminish the basic process of setting inner and outer groups and negotiating values. The social change achieved through a communicative environment simply de-centralizes the curator, leading to extreme dynamics of production and sharing and essentially changes the entire old order to a new one. 

These are circumstances that are to be considered as they result in new patterns of cultural management. Devoted to this subject area, this summer curator Galia Dimitrova organizes the fourth edition of Net_user Conference and international working camp that will take place in a chalet high in the Balkan mountains, gathering network theorists and practitioners around issues such as social web networks, network curating, eco-networking, tactical media and 3d graphic networking. This can be viewed as a tiny gesture in building upon and linking contexts, but in fact I believe this is how new media began to make sense in broader social and cultural contexts in the first place.
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