The Underground Digital Art Scene and the Rise of the Internet


When a new technology is developed, it can often be relied upon that the creative will exploit it to push the artistic frontier.  Art may have begun with animal’s blood painted on a damp cave wall, but with the development of the necessary tools, wood carvings and crude canvases moved into the forefront.  In all cultures, artistry has, among other things, always followed technology closely.  From the Palaeolithic Age, to the Gothic Era, to the Pop Art of the 1960s, the human imagination has always found fresh new ways to express itself, while for the most part, trying to preserve the old1.  With the advent of the Digital Age, a vast number of possibilities have opened up as possible artistic mediums.  Though the cutting edge of today’s electronic art belongs to rich high-resolution bitmaps and ultra-realistic rendered 3-dimensional animations, its beginnings lay in the humble, yet fascinating world of text-mode art.

Before the Internet developed into what it is today and became accessible to millions, there was the computerised Bulletin Board System (BBS).  Developed and implemented by Ward Christensen and Randy Suess of Chicago in 1978, the original BBS was a system that allowed users to connect by means of a dial-up modem to exchange messages in a forum2.  The overall effect was not unlike that of an actual physical bulletin board.  

The BBS that Christensen and Suess ran had few capabilities beyond discussion forums, and the terminal only supported the American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII) set of 128 characters.  The ASCII set includes all the letters and numbers, including a number of different characters, many of which are not used in the English Language.  With an available technology there holds the possibility for new art forms, and sure enough, System Operators (SysOps) and their users used the ASCII character set to create logos and designs for their BBSs.    As described by “Necromancer”, a renowned ASCII artist:

ASCII Art as an idea coalesced into existence because people wanted more. They wanted more than just your standard Hercules display Atari or your Monochrome Commodore 64.To meet this demand, one singular artist, whose name is lost to the annals of history decided to take the plunge. Instead of text, he (or she) had the ingenuity to use the characters /, \, |, -, _ and whatever else came to mind to create words. An amazing idea. And a perfect one.  (History of the PC ASCII Scene) 

The new medium became very popular in the BBS world.  SysOps strove to design bulletin boards that would impress and attract users.  As the artists and art form evolved, BBSs devoted to ASCII appeared, and a virtual community devoted to it was born.  ASCII art is fast, universally compatible, and does not require complex software to create.  It is not uncommon to find ASCII art today in email signatures, text files, and FTP messages.

As the 1980s rolled along, both modems and personal computers became faster and cheaper.  BBS software became widely available for personal computers, and soon, anyone with a computer and modem could call a BBS, or set up one of their own.  With the rising popularity of the BBS, participants no longer limited themselves to discussions on programming and computer hardware— different boards had different focuses, such as music, art, video games, and even software piracy.  The most popular type of BBS, though, was still the PD (Public Domain) board, where any caller was welcome and a variety of message forums were available to house discussions of different natures.  

Other additions to the BBS world included online games, file downloads “bases” (though even by the late ‘80s, transfer speeds were tediously slow—dial-up modems never exceeding speeds of 1.5 KBPS), and the forming of message nets.  Message nets were a significant development, because it was one step closer to closing the geographic distance between “BBSers”.  Several times a day, each BBS that was a member of the net would call the host BBS, and exchange all messages posted up to that point to “synchronise” the forums.  The end result would be message forums with conversations between users spanning all across the continent, and occasionally, beyond.  The cost of several minutes of long-distance fees for each BBS SysOp were relatively small, while the benefit of so many callers being able to communicate with others so far away was significant.

Another development was the popularisation of a new terminal emulation devised by the American National Standards Institute (ANSI)3.  This federation sets the United States standards for everything, from natural gas to motion pictures.  The new emulation, which is technically named the Advanced Data Communication Control Procedure (ADCCP) X3.64-1979, allowed an extended 256-character ASCII set to be displayed in 16 colours4.  To any person in the underground scene, though, any piece of art that utilises this emulation is simply “ANSI”.

In 1986, Ian Davis, in a significant development for the art scene, released a drawing utility called TheDraw5.  This program allows the user to create ANSI art, pixel-by-pixel.  The 16-colour medium, with the use of certain blocks that are shades between foreground and background colours, can give the appearance of up to 256 hues.  Like ASCII, it has a text-mode resolution of 80 by 25 characters per screen.  Using TheDraw, SysOps were able to customise the menus on their BBSs.  Besides these menus, ANSI artwork is traditionally divided into two forms: pictures and logos.  A picture is just that— a picture.  A logo (also referred to as a font), on the other hand, is strictly a word, title, or phrase. Often, a logo and picture are drawn together, as a promotional tool or to advertise just about anything: new software, an art group, or most often, for a BBS6.  At first, this consisted of block letters, and basic (and often incorrect) elements of design.  Through the years, as the medium began to move out of its infancy, artists learned from one another and a variety of techniques and styles began to emerge.  

With the ANSI art form being relatively new, difficult, and possibly tedious to create, anyone who had any success with the medium was held in high regard.  A well-drawn logo or menu donated to a BBS was often rewarded with higher access, more allotted time, or leech access (unlimited downloads).  As it was, ANSI art became quite the lucrative hobby in the BBS scene’s sense.  Elitism surfaced in many artists, and cliques were formed.  In 1992 (when many would argue that the ANSI art scene truly began to take shape), one of the first groups to form was Acid Productions7, or ANSI Creators In Demand (art groups back then had an unexplainable knack for conjuring up ridiculously pretentious acronyms).  Another giant in the underground art scene, Ice Advertisements8, (or Insane Creators Enterprises), was born not long after.  Both groups pioneered the digital art scene, dominated it, and are active to this day, though they have wisely dropped the acronyms from their titles.

While the two text-mode mediums, ANSI and ASCII, were the backbone of the underground art scene, other forms were enjoyed as well.  Another medium that enjoyed moderate popularity in the BBS art scene is called RIP (Remote Imaging Protocol)6.  RIP was devised to eliminate the limits of ANSI, and eventually, to send full colour, high resolution VGA as a terminal.  While ANSI is 80x25, RIP is 640x350.  In order to be sent efficiently across slow telephone line connections, a RIP image is limited to polygons, circles, vectors, and individual pixels.  For the most part, though, SysOps could not be bothered with setting up a BBS with support for more than one terminal, and while RIP art was appreciated, it never had the utility that the other art forms did.  Other forms existed as well, including PC music, literature (in the form of poetry and prose), and “demos”, which were sophisticated programs that could be considered as a marriage of several of these mediums using the power of code.  All these forms are noteworthy, but have entire, almost completely separate, “scenes” devoted to them, that it is impractical to include them within the scope of this essay.

The final important medium of the underground art scene is VGA art.  “VGA” stands for Video Graphics Array6, which is used to describe graphics cards and monitors that are capable of displaying in high resolution.  In art scene circles, VGA art is considered to be any static high-resolution drawing.  From the late 80s to mid 90s, VGA artwork was appreciated in the scene, but considered impractical.  The files could not be utilised on a BBS, and with their relatively large size and the slow connections at the time, scene-goers were often reluctant to download them.  The Internet was still text-based for most people, if available at all, so the demand was not nearly at the level of ANSI or ASCII.  But with the bandwidth that would eventually be available, and the World Wide Web to become so graphics-intense, high-resolution art was destined to have a very bright future.

With the artists specializing in the several previously mentioned mediums, groups would release monthly compilations of art, known as “packs”.  Competition was often fierce, as many groups aspired to gain the reputation as being the best.  Some groups adopted aggressive recruiting strategies.  Often, these were smaller, transient groups that would have impressive releases for several months.  Eventually, the “fad” would wane, and the group would be dissolved.  The leftover members would then either band with others to form another new, trendy group, or join one of the already-established groups.  These larger, more resilient groups generally required little recruitment effort, since the top artists would naturally gravitate towards them.  

As mentioned earlier, being a respected ANSI artist has its privileges.  In the early-to-mid-nineties, many art groups enjoyed symbiotic relationships with groups in somewhat ‘parallel’ scenes.  These other scenes included the software piracy scene, the hacking scene, and the phreaking (the telephone equivalent of hacking) scene.  In exchange for supplying art to these groups, artists would receive such boons as long-distance extenders (that allow the user to call anywhere for free), passwords for phone conferences (imagine 3-way calling, with up to 50 individuals on the line at a time), and later on, hacked Internet accounts.  With advantages such as these, the networking of the art scene was accelerated, relative to the general cyber-community.  

While the potential to overcome great distances was there, and it allowed artists to join art groups based in a location across the continent, a majority of the groups were still very centralised geographically, and artists, for the most part, preferred to stay with groups within close geographic proximity.   In Canada, for example, the saturation of artists and groups corresponded very closely geographically to the saturation of BBSs in the area, which in turn corresponded closely to regions of high population density.  Around 90% of Canada’s recognised scene artists were from the Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal areas.  In Toronto, Dark Illustrated has been the premiere group since 1994.  About 80% of its members are from the Toronto area, and the situation is likewise with a group by the name of Mistigris in the Vancouver area.  In Montreal, Ice Advertisements has always been very popular with the local artists, though no immediate explanation exists.  

In many ways, the underground art scene has emerged as a microcosm where parallels can be drawn with different aspects of society.  As with the traditional mainstream art scene, conflicts often arose.  In the late 1800s, the Impressionist movement was found controversial by many critics, and in the early 1900s, Dadaists shunned and ridiculed those who came before them, and their art theories.  In the digital art scene, there was no shortage of such controversy.  Foremost is the natural conflict between ANSI and ASCII artists (though it was not unusual for one to dabble in both mediums).  ANSI artists accused ASCII artists of settling for the medium because they were too unskilled to do otherwise, while ASCII artists claimed their medium was the purer form. 

 Debates would also often arise regarding originality.  While some artists created purely original artwork, a significant number would base their pieces on another source: often art from a comic book.  Arguments have ensued over whether or not this is actually “art”, and for the most part, have not been settled.  Worse, yet, were artists accused of being a “ripper”.  These people can be compared to, and are similarly regarded as, forgers in the art world.  Because of the nature of the medium, electronic art is easily duplicated, and almost as easily synthesized.  Desperate to impress their peers, rippers look for older, remote pieces of ANSI art, alter it as best they can, and release it as their own.  Because of the intricately networked nature of the scene, it is very rare that these forgeries are overlooked, and the culprits are effectively ostracized by their peers.  

Another form of “ripping”, which is more difficult to detect is what is known as gif2ans (named after the original program of the same name).  This method involves software that will take a high-resolution image (for example, a .JPG) and convert it into ANSI format.  Old programs of this nature did an amusingly poor job, but later on, software was developed that could create fakes that, with appropriate touch-ups, looked rather convincing.  Usually, experienced artists can still spot gif2ansed art from seemingly unnatural techniques, compounded with inexplicable improvement in the artist, and their utter dependence on comic sources.  Again, exposed offenders would be shunned by the scene, but if one is persistent, it is not impossible to reinvent oneself with a new alias and persona.  The existence of such characters have destroyed the faith that many artists have had in the scene, and has no doubt contributed to the impending decline that it would soon experience.   

By the mid-90s, the underground art scene was at its pinnacle9, and so was the entire BBS world.  Clearly, this was no coincidence.  There was new BBS software like Renegade or OBV/2 that were completely customizable—an ANSI artist’s dream.  At any one time, there were at least several electronic magazines (or E-Mags) in monthly publication dealing with topics regarding the art scene.  Of significance were critical reviews of art packs, and the individual pieces of art within them.  Also published were monthly “Top Ten” lists for notable artists, groups, and ANSIs.  Though these publications were by fellow artists in the scene as opposed to any kind of appointed authority, it nonetheless helped fuel the competition between artists and groups.  This was good news for the art scene, where competition meant higher quality art, and experimentation in styles.  The different styles that emerged were clear indications that the ANSI medium was microcosmic of the “real” art world.  Among the notable artistic movements were a Toon (cartoon style art) movement, a Comic (pictures based on sources from comic books) movement, a surrealism movement, and a greyscale realism movement.  There were also “mini-eras” in the scene that would be comparable to the post-modern “art for art’s sake” movement, and the Dadaist movement, where all accepted techniques and styles were rejected and ridiculed1.  Aside from those were a countless number of stylisation techniques developed through natural artistic evolution.

Around 1995, the Internet started to become more accessible to consumers, and as expected, to artists as well.  At this time, what were available to many people were Unix shell accounts—they were completely text-based.  Email and FTP were beneficial, but the Web could only be browsed with Lynx, a text-mode browser.  This allowed for a very limited Web-browsing experience.  One useful tool of the Internet was the ability to telnet.  Artists from all over the world could finally call the same BBS as if they lived in the same area code, leading to increased globalisation of the art scene.

What completely changed the art scene, though, was not E-mail, or the Web, or Telnet.  It was a little monster called Internet Relay Chat, or IRC.  IRC was the first network of chat servers implemented on the Internet, back in 1988 10.  Unlike most chat servers that work with static “rooms”, IRC is dynamic in nature with various “channels”.  A channel of any name can be joined by using the command “/join #<name>”.  If the channel did not exist, then the /join command will create a channel of that name.  If everyone leaves the channel, then it will cease to exist.  Along with occasional temporary connection breakdowns (known as netsplits) between servers, the face of IRC can change noticeably from one moment to the next.  The first person to join the channel will gain “Ops”, or Operator Status.  With Ops, a user may regulate the channel as they please by changing the topic, making it invite-only, or banning troublemakers.  IRC, in principal, is unregulated and rather chaotic.  It has become a popular means of distributing pirated software, copyrighted films and music.  Channels are sometimes taken over by users with no other purpose than to cause trouble, and if users do not protect themselves adequately, they may find themselves victim to denial-of-service attacks, effectively crashing their computer.  Ultimately, though, IRC was the first means for a large group of people to communicate with each other, without the delay that is inherent in E-mail, or forums on BBSs.  

The ability for instantaneous conversation in a much more accessible medium resulted in increased globalisation of the art scene, and moved it further into the mainstream.  In effect, IRC moved the art scene into more tumultuous terrain.  Important developments and decisions were made in several minutes as opposed to days, due to the aforementioned change in latency.  And while E-mail or BBS messages in many ways were written with more thought, the immediacy of IRC would result in more asinine and often regrettable conversations.  But this was the luxury of IRC.  One could afford to engage in inane banter without much waste of time.  

IRC also provided the ability for collaboration and competition, and ANSI artists explored its possibilities thoroughly.  At first, activities mainly consisted of what was called “compos”.  A group of ANSI artists would meet in a channel on IRC, and take turns working on a single piece of art.  The easily transferable nature of electronic art, along with the use of IRC as a means of Computer Mediated Communication allowed for artists from across the globe from each other to collaborate artistically, something that had not been possible before.  The idea of online collaborations gave way to online competitions.  During the mid-to-late 90s, a monthly event called Blender was held on IRC, where participants would all be given the same three words (a noun, a verb, and a geographic location).  The idea was to express the three words in the form of ANSI, ASCII, or any other electronic medium in the allotted time.  At the end, judges would decide on the winner.  

The next progression of online art events involved the marriage of both collaboration and competition.  A concept called Blender Kombat involved entire art groups pitted against each other head-to-head in tournament fashion, with the same task as with regular Blenders.  They had to, as a group, produce one piece that would articulate the three words in the most artistic and impressive way.  Because many groups had a variety of artists with different skills, the group that moved on to the next round was usually the one who best utilised a wide range of media.  The finished product would frequently end up being a clever story in the form of an executable program that would run a slideshow or animation with music and sound.  It would often be impressive to see what a group of impassioned artists could create in a matter of a few hours.  What is more impressive is to observe how artists had once again exploited new technology to push the boundary of art.

As the art scene moved into the late-90s, it became clear that the BBS would not be able to compete with the Internet, or IRC in particular.  It was understandable why near-instantaneous access to a rich, high-resolution environment seemed more palatable than a bunch of message bases in low-resolution and 16 colours. Inevitably, with the decline of the BBS came the decline in popularity of ANSI art.  Many devoted artists recognised this, and more than a few manifestos were written as a call to strengthen the waning art scene.  Some of them seemed to have a temporary effect, as old, “retired” ANSI legends from years past resurfaced to once again exhibit their talent to the underground art world.  The sad truth, though, was that there were too many factors working against the scene’s survival.  The rate at which artists were “retiring” the scene was roughly equal to what it was before.  There had always been a constant stream of artists being drawn away by time-consuming careers as graphic artists or programmers for corporations such as Nintendo and Microsoft.  The main concern was that there were few new artists being brought on board.  The primary source for fresh blood had always been from the public domain BBS world.  BBSers who had artistic potential and a fascination for ANSI would discover a world devoted to it, and the cycle would continue.  With the dwindling of Bulletin Boards, the source of new artists was being depleted as well.  

Today, there are usually only about four or five active ANSI groups at any given time.  Of these, only one or two of these would be producing any art that even compares to the quality of groups from earlier years, and it is likely that none of them will last more than several months.  Acid Productions and Ice Advertisements continue to release art monthly, though Acid no longer produces ANSI, and Ice rarely does.  Both, though, produce high-resolution artwork of an extremely high level, a good portion of it by professional artists with no ties to the underground scene whatsoever.  They have for the most part become websites that showcase quality art to the mainstream.  With an ongoing demand for graphic artists in a digital world that continues to grow, these two artistic giants exhibit no foreseeable signs of extinction.  With them, the legacy of text-mode art will continue to live on, regardless of the current status of the scene.

It is interesting how a medium whose beauty arose from its limitations is ultimately rendered obsolete by those same limitations.   As the art form lives out the final years of its popularity, it can be said with sufficient confidence that the medium will endure in one way or other.  Like other, older, art forms such as Egyptian hieroglyphics, or monolithic obelisks, ANSI will likely stagnate, but never truly die.  As technology evolves, art, and its communities will shift to accommodate such progressions, but its history should not be forgotten, or taken for granted.
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