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art

ohannes P Osterhoff

Apple, Windows, Facebook, Google—nobody is safe from Johannes P Osterhoff’s tongue-in-cheek explorations of something we need to pass to get
to what we want, interfaces. His works show that art and technology don’t need to try to look hi-tech to be effective.

Editor. Udo Lee
Images courtesy. Johannes P Osterhoff

Q. You introduce yourself as an “Interface Artist”. Which dimension of
interfacing do you explore in your works?

When | started some years ago, interfaces were mostly the graphic ones we
know from operating systems such as Windows and OS X. Back then, the
user interface was a simplified representation of the computer’s possibilities.
Nowadays, interfaces are much more diverse and entertaining. Especially
mobile and web-based user interfaces of pop culture today. A lot of these user
interfaces have become so simple and easy to use because of the commercial
interest in the data and connections users provide with them. “Interface Art”
takes place between this underlying commercial interest of user interfaces and
the beauty on the surface. It relates them and raises issues.

Q. Apple, Google, Windows, Facebook — it seems you cultivate an
ambivalent relationship to the big players of digital mass culture. Is it
out of love or hate?

As a user | appreciate how easy to use technology has become. | own an
iPhone, am on Facebook, KakaoStory, and extensively use Google. But as an
artist | take a critical view of technology and in my projects it becomes apparent
that usually there is another side to the shiny and glossy one we know.

Q. You regularly visit Korea; do you see significant differences in the
status and handling of digital culture?

When | visited Korea last year, | was surprised to see that a Korean search
engine offered an interior view of stores and restaurants. From my German
perspective this was very surprising and | immediately remembered the launch
of Google StreetView in 2010 which sparked a huge debate about privacy
and the ownership of public space. | suppose a feature such as the store
view would not be possible in Germany right now. And this is not because the
technology does not exist, but due to cultural and historical reasons.

Q. A lot of your works pick up flaws or idiosyncrasies of how interfaces
are designed. Which ones are the most amusing for you?

When Microsoft launched Vista in 2007, it became apparent on the interface
that they had undergone a lot of effort to make their system more secure: new
features, more settings, and a system-wide pop-up asking the user to confirm
security-relevant actions. With this pop-up came icons depicting medieval
battle shields. | still find these photorealistic icons very amusing because
they show that no matter how far we have come with technology, to make
something look secure one still has to use a medieval battle shield.

Q. You approach quite complex topics like online security, appropriating
technology or privacy issues in catchy, humorous ways. Is it mostly
about play or are you on a hidden mission?

User interfaces simplify, but they also hide. They render complex computer
programs into visual representations that can be used by everybody. But
this simplification also hides information and data flow from the user in the
background. This was not so problematic on desktop computers. But with
social networks and apps, it has become common practice to intentionally
hide business logic and data usage behind engaging user interactions on
overly shiny and glossy surfaces. Knowledge of such background processes
and intents significantly contributes to user consciousness and awareness of
usage. This is why “Interface Art” deals with what usually is hidden from the
user beneath the pretty surface.

Q. With your recent project, iPhone live, you share your activities for one
year with everybody who is interested. What is the idea behind that?
Engagement with other users on the iPhone usually takes place via services
offered by companies such as Facebook, Instagram or WhatsApp. The project
started with a vague discomfort when using such apps. A lot of them are free
and that’s nice of course, but it is usually not disclosed how my engagement
with other users on these platforms actually is put to commercial use. And over
time a lot of personal data is accumulated by their operators - and because this
data is exclusively owned, nobody knows how they are going to use it. This is
why | made iPhone live to be my “personal social network” that bypasses such
services by broadcasting simply all of my iPhone usage live on the open web. In
this way friends and visitors get to know more about myself and my actions are
available for everyone.

www.johannes-p-osterhoff.com
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seems you cultivate an ambivalent
relationship to the big players of digital mass
culture. Is it out of love or hate?

4 You regularly visit Korea, do you see
significant differences in the status and
#1g0rPer-formanceiece /w @leende handling of digital culture in general and

interface design in particular?
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