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Media-N reflects current discourse in New Media art practice, theory and education. Starting fall 
2005, there will be 2 issues per year, in September and February. Media-N invites submissions of 
papers for journal issues from NMC members, media arts practitioners, theorists and educators in 
the field. 

Submission deadline for the next issue in February 2006 is end of October 2005.  
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Editorial Statement 

 
 
 

I am delighted to introduce the inaugural edition of media-N, invitational and peer-reviewed online 

journal of the New Media Caucus. The creation of this journal has taken two years of planning 

and development. Thanks to the efforts of the media-N editorial board, we are now ready to go! 

Two editions of the journal will be released per year, in September and February. 

 

In this first edition, we feature selected papers from panels at the 2005 CAA conference in Atlanta, 

Georgia: the New Media Caucus affiliated panel Screenshots and Audio Effects, Electronic 

Events (co-chaired by Doreen Maloney and Rachel Clarke), as well as non-affiliated CAA panels 

of great interest to new media adherents: Interrogating Interfaces (co-chaired by Alec Macleod 

and Laurie Beth Clark), and Human and Machine: Examining the Place of Physical Technology in 

Contemporary Performance (chaired by Gwyan Rhabyt). Each of the panels investigates aspects 

of current discourse and practice in media arts. 

 

In addition, we have two texts relating to Digital Concentrate, an exhibition of new media art at 

Purdue University 3/05-4/05 (curated by Elizabeth K. Menon, Petronio Bendito and Craig Martin): 

a review by Roseanne Altstatt and a commentary by Petronio Bendito. 

 

The aim of the journal is to reflect the energy and interests of media arts practitioners, educators 

and theorists. It will act as a voice for new media arts in culture, education and practice. We want 

it to be a vibrant platform, full of new and engaging discourse. We strongly encourage you to 

submit papers, reviews and commentaries for future editions of media-N -- each issue will feature 

a call for texts for the next and forthcoming edition(s). We will usually have a theme for each 

edition. The next edition, however, is an open call where you are invited to send us texts on any 

new media topic: papers, commentaries, reviews of exhibitions, etc. 

 

Please contact me if you have any questions about the journal submissions or suggestions. 

 

Rachel Clarke 
Editor-in-Chief, media-N  
 
California State University, Sacramento 
rclarke@csus.edu. 
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Introduction to  
Screenshots and Audio Effects: Electronic Events 
Doreen Maloney and Rachel Clarke 
 

 

 

 

When we put together the call for Screenshots and Audio Effects: Electronic Events we kept in 

mind that sessions for New Media, or Media-Based Technology, or whatever our area is called, 

were often comprised of panels looking at the semantics and rough definitions that plague our 

field, its curriculum, and its academic circumstances.   

 

We opted to depart from this theme since our interests are situated more in how artists negotiate 

aesthetics, content/concept and theory with their use of technology, rather than the politics of the 

academy.   We were very interested in having a session that allowed others in our field to get a 

view of the diverse, wry, stunning and ambitious work being done despite the labeling and the 

mechanics.   

 

The panelists chosen employ low-tech, high-tech, traditional and non-traditional means of 

creating “new media” art.  The main theme that underscores each of the pieces to be presented 

here today is the artists’ intelligent and sophisticated view of how mediated art creates and adds 

to the experience of culture. 

 

The resilience and creative problem-solving skills each panelist employs are likewise remarkable 

and so it is with great pleasure that we introduce in the order of their presentation: Nomi Talisman, 

independent artist, San Francisco; Zachary Lieberman, Parsons School of Design; Susan Otto, 

CADRE Laboratory for New Media, San Jose State University; Roberto Bocci, Georgetown 

University; Joyce Rudinsky, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill and Conrad Gleber, of 

Florida State University. Five of the six panelists submitted their papers for inclusion in this edition 

of media-N. 
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Everything I knew about America I learned from the Movies 
Nomi Talisman 
 
Artist, San Francisco 
nomitalisman@earthlink.net 
 
 
 
 

This paper is a revised version of my talk on  Screenshots and Audio Effects panel at the CCA 

conference in Atlanta, 2005, where I discussed the complex relationships between home movies, 

amateur film, found footage and mainstream cinema in my work Everything I knew about America 

I learned from the Movies.  This paper explores further some of the key concepts and thoughts 

about this piece, as well as some of its technical details.  
 

Everything I knew about America I learned from the Movies is room-sized video installation, set 

up to simulate a movie-going experience, with a bank of theater seats, and a wide video 

projection showing short video pieces made from found film footage. By scanning this footage 

frame-by-frame on video I made new movies that comment on cinema as a cultural phenomenon. 

The video pieces range from 40 seconds to almost three minutes in length.  

 

 
Figure 1. Pink Feathers, still from movie, 2003 

 

Everything I knew about America I learned from the movies 
 My work Everything I knew about America I learned from the Movies explores the cultural role of 

cinema and its relationship to everyday life. My main sources are home-movies, from the 30’s to 

70’s, but I also incorporate footage from the fringes of the industry, such as educational and 

instructional films, and travelogues. I used found 8 and 16 mm footage that I categorized and 

catalogued. I transferred the celluloid to video by scanning filmstrips, which I then re-animated 

and edited. Each scan consists of three filmstrips that are placed next to each other; they relate 
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on both the horizontal plane (the surface of the screen), and the vertical plane (one sequence 

following the other). The individuality of each filmstrip is maintained within the moving triptych. 

Each window is framed by the visual information that is usually hidden: the sprocket holes, the 

optical soundtrack, the type of film, and the processing date. 

 

I carefully selected highlights from the found footage: a facial expression, a body gesture, a car 

passing by, and a camera shot focusing on a landmark. These condensed scenes are usually as 

short as three seconds. They often differ in format, style, or content, but because they appear in 

the same cinematic space, the montage of these composed elements suggest new meanings. 

For example, a sequence of a child dancing in a suit and hat, sharing the screen with pink 

flamingos and a street parade in total become reminiscent of a musical. Images of a woman 

taking a bath, juxtaposed with the view of a hotel room and an airplane come to resemble scenes 

from Hitchcock movies. The musical and the suspense movie, like other codified genres of 

cinema, offer the viewer a formulated experience firmly established by well-defined rules and 

responses.  

 

Home movies tend not to follow a narrative. They are simply records of events, at the same time 

both special and quotidian: a wedding, a birthday party, a child’s first steps, the new car, a family 

vacation. By looking closely at this database, familiar cinematic scenes begin to emerge: a 

woman in a white dress runs down a road in a shot that seems like a 50’s melodrama; two men in 

trench-coats cross a field to shake hands, as if meeting in a spy movie. A man in the corner of a 

room smokes like Bogart.  Freed from their original contexts, these isolated moments take on an 

iconic quality. By uncovering the film genre characteristics embedded in home movies, my work 

frames home movies as part of a bigger cinematic experience, and plots the relationship between 

amateur and mainstream film.  

 

I constructed my video by playing with cinematic conventions, manipulating scraps of discarded 

footage, much as a cinematic viewing can be broken down into a series of conventions, such as 

titles, sounds and shots.  These very short films become commentaries that contain the essential 

components of the phenomenon, or genres they refer to: a western, a musical, or a “foreign” film. 

The films become agents, vehicles through which to explore the society that produced them. As 

Baudrillard states in America:  “The American City seems to have stepped right out of the movies. 

To grasp its secret, you should not, then, begin with the city and move inwards to the screen; you 

should begin with the screen and move outwards to the city.” 1 My work is, in part, an exploration 

of Baudrillard’s statement. I have chosen as my raw material the real world of America, as 

recorded by amateurs; yet my explorations of this real world were examined through the lens of 

the cinema. My work illustrates how amateur film and cinema support one another, and 
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investigates the way real life mimics film, which is itself a simulacrum of real life. I will explore the 

complexity of these relationships through three of the short pieces. 

 

Much of the found footage I collected, including home movies of my own family, featured 

weddings, vacations, scenes of everyday romance; people kissing, waving goodbye, departing. 

Watching my parent’s wedding on celluloid, I wondered if they had felt as if they were starring in 

their own Hollywood romantic movie. These everyday love stories, heartbreaks and heroic 

moments are the building blocks of many movies with which the audience identify, dream about, 

and attempt to emulate. I chose Casablanca (See QuickTime) as a model to comment upon 

viewers’ identification, because it contains the iconic raw material of romantic fantasies: good 

versus the ultimate evil (the Nazis); lovers torn between staying together and separation for the 

sake of a greater good. 

 

  
Figure 2. Casablanca, still from movie, 2003 

See QuickTime 

 

Casablanca is a cult movie because it uses all these – and many more – stereotypes. Umberto 

Eco describes Casablanca as a “hundred clichés… talking among themselves, celebrating a 

reunion.”2. The home movies that I found embodied these stereotypical moments: over and over 

again couples kiss, part, wave goodbye, visit exotic locations, fall in love. I spliced these moments, 

layering each separate personal story to create a romantic narrative. This narrative selects the 

iconic highlights of Casablanca. To cement the association in the viewer’s mind between my 

home made Casablanca and the original movie, I utilized lines from the song “As Time Goes By.” 

Shown as subtitles, or as a karaoke text beneath the images, the soundtrack consists of a phrase 

from the song whistled off-key, as a scratched record adds a quiet, nostalgic background noise. 

This homemade soundtrack suggests the magic and hope that cinema lends to everyday life; 

when for a moment we live the glamour of the screen, and hear “our song” playing in the 

background.  

 
 The western section of my video began with footage I found of a child pretending to be a sheriff 

in a cardboard model of a prison cell, and another child riding a rocking horse (See QuickTime) I 

began to consider the conventions of the western: an exploration of themes such as wilderness 
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versus civilization, freedom versus restriction, and community versus individualism, to borrow 

Sarah Berry-Flint’s categories in Genre3.  

 

 
Figure 3. A Western, still from movie, 2003 

See QuickTime 

 

Westerns are a study of characters that are both outlaws and noble gentlemen at the same time, 

the hero in the rough. I edited footage from street parades scenes showing horses and a stage 

with people dressed as Native Americans, and combined this with the found footage described 

above. I also incorporated footage from orphan films in black and white: horses, wagons, 

deserted towns and gunfights, from an unknown movie. I spliced this found fictional footage with 

footage of a girl in a cowboy hat sitting on a rocking horse. The dream of being a hero enters, for 

a moment, a child’s life, in imitation of the realm of cinema. The western movie I created was the 

first instance where I incorporated both professional and non-professional footage, from real life 

and from a stage set. The genre of the western itself seemed an ideal place to introduce orphan 

film; The genre is itself a fictionalized version of real life events, and so the cycle of reality and 

illusion turns one step further within this segment of my video.  

 

The main action in my version of a pornographic movie takes place not in front of a camera, but 

principally in the spectator’s imagination. The viewing screen is divided into three sections, on two 

of the screens are close ups of an athlete’s naked leg, in a black sneaker. The athlete’s 

movements are arrested and repeated as he stretches forward preparing to sprint, then falls back 

to wait. This gesture simulates the act of copulation only because of context. The two outer 

screens are reversed and so both images of the athlete appear to converge onto the central 

screen of a close up of a woman’s breast, stroking her nipple, which again, is arrested and 

repeated. The three scenes create a syncopated sexual choreography. At times the central image 

of the woman is replaced by shots of a football team getting ready on the field’s lines. By 

juxtaposing different shots and angles of the football team an abstract, pulsating movement 

appears on the screen. The use of sports found footage references adrenalin, climax, masculinity, 

all components of the pornographic film industry. The title (XXX) appears in the movie a few times, 

for several frames, as if a section was cut out of the movie, it also suggests the presence of a 

subliminal image. The most important element of pornographic movies is missing in my movie is 

the climax, the most expensive shot in a porn movie: the Money Shot, 4 the confirming close-up of 

the male orgasm.  Instead, the players and the athlete are caught in suspended animation. The 
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action is sped up, moving faster and faster until the anticipated moment of climax, then the title 

“Finished” appears for a split second across the screen to be replaced by a blank screen. My 

pornographic short movie extracts elements of pornographic films, nudity, close-ups, pacing and 

climax, yet it is in essence a satirical commentary on the genre, with subtle commentary upon 

conventions of heterosexual porn movies such as the threesome, the orgy, and the lesbian act.5 

For this segment of my video I imposed new meaning upon the found footage, removing it from 

the original context and re-defining it. Rather than working with the footage itself and allowing it to 

dictate the genre, I began to reverse this process, finding footage which when removed from its 

original source could suggest new meaning. 

  

My investigation of amateur film led me to see the direct correlations between the fictional world 

of mainstream cinema and the lives of the American public, as they chose to record themselves 

through home movies.  Everything I knew about America I learned from the Movies frames home 

movies as part of the larger cinematic experience, as Christian Metz notes in Film Language:  

“…each film is, first of all, a piece of cinema”. 6 The found footage clips revealed much about 

mainstream America’s everyday interpretation of their lives in filmic terms. Baudrillard’s 

hypothesis that a true understanding of the American city can best be seen through America’s 

cinema, is reinforced by my study of amateur film, which is itself a filmic recording of real life so 

often framed in cinematic terms. These moments were captured by the amateur film makers, and 

perhaps, the real life actors, even saw themselves playing a role in their favorite movie: a 

romantic charmer, a musical talent, a tough cowboy, a porn star, or a film noir detective. 

Everything I knew about America I learned from the Movies highlights the fluid relationship 

between amateur and mainstream film, where each medium feeds the other, creating a state of 

constant recycling.  

 

 
1  Baudrillard, Jean. America (London and New York: Verso, 1988) p.56 
2  Eco, Umberto. Travels in Hyper Reality (London: Picador, 1967) p.197-209 
3  Berry-Flint, Sarah. Genre, in Film Theory: a Companion (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1999) 

p.28-35 
4  Williams, Linda. Hard Core (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) p.93-119 
5 Williams, Linda. Hard Core (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) p.126-127 
6  Metz, Christian. Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1974) p.3 
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Video as Data: Cross Media Art Practice in the Post 
Technological Landscape  
Susan Otto  

 

CADRE Laboratory for New Media 
San Jose State University 

 

 

 

 

New media artists working today are active in art production located within aesthetics, cultural 

production, and scientific research. With foundations in conceptual art, “cross media” involves 

utilizing research, video, sound, language and technology within contemporary art practice: as 

single channel work, ambient media installation and computer/net based work.  This artwork is 

located in dialogue with popular culture, emerging technology and both the humanities and 

scientific research. Cross media reflects the zeitgeist of fragmentary experience and information, 

the phenomenon of ubiquitous mobile computing and immediate wireless communication. The 

horizontal axis of emerging technologies will continue to alter as this research develops with a 

vertical axis of private intent of information, public consumption of data and even fluidity of 

signification and the vernacular of media. The intersection of this axis shift is a moment of cultural 

production.  

 

Media and video today are invested in the exploration of the technology paradigm shift in both its 

production and presentation. Video is invested in extremes – hyper-realistic special effects of 

broadcast media, and immediate, low quality (anti-formal) transmission available via the Internet 

and surveillance video. The focus on technology at the service of formalism has roots in original 

experimental video of the 1970’s. Cell phones, web cams and video streaming are establishing 

an altered visual and conceptual vocabulary in both the contemporary art world and mainstream 

culture.  The technology culture available to the public and to artists overlaps and refers to itself 

and to the visual culture where it resides. 

 

This media also “crosses” pre-existing boundaries between toys for consumers and tools for 

artists. Cell phone cameras have become commonplace, allowing the notion of visual immediacy 

and wireless transmission to be absorbed by the culture. As new technologies become ubiquitous, 

they pass immediately into the marketplace. Artists are forced to address these tools and 
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strategies in a timely and critical manner. Contemporary art practice is a meaningful arena to 

utilize this media and redefine goals of research.  

 

Video as data requires collecting and cataloging images and sound samples captured with digital 

video technology and changing the context of the sources of information to explore alternative 

strategies of time and space. Raw footage is utilized in projects as a packet of data sorted within 

a predetermined structure in a visual database. It is with an active reading of the structure that the 

meaning of the clip is allowed to merge.  Audio clips may be linked (or not) to video clips – the 

audio clips forming their own database.  The video produced is both a reflection and an 

interpretation of cultural meaning.  

 

The artist’s role is to develop a meaningful strategy to interact with and use these images and 

sound clips. This meaning is not expressive meaning. It is cultural meaning. The chunks of video 

and audio footage are modules, which are structured via the artist’s intent. The structure of the 

work is the artist’s voice. This new video is viewed on the Internet, in airports, or on a laptop, PDA 

or cell phone.  The work has the ability to transcend traditional limitations of the sacred gallery 

space. Because this format is mobile, compact and relies on Internet access and battery power, 

the work must reflect this intentional presentation.  Artists are only beginning to use, for example, 

a cell phone as a camcorder or code as a video editor. Artists are rethinking traditional notions of 

narrative and dialogue in favor of methodologies constructed by the author or by an algorithm in 

the machine. Each of these strategies questions both the history and trajectory of video art but 

also the role of the author/artist in this work. Artists are changing not only the presentation of 

video but also the actual production of this work. Artists are rethinking distribution strategies 

beyond the gallery and beyond documentation available on line. 

 

New Media theory is influencing all media based work emerging in this post technological 

landscape. The paradigm shift between the acceptance of Art and Humanities vs. Art and 

Science is being explored via technology. Because of this, New Media is experiencing a “High 

Modernist” period – where the work has, as its content, the medium, the tool, and the machine. 

The content of the work is primarily formally based, or at the very least invested in the 

visualization of information technology. This is where New Media video can be currently located. 

This video practice relies on a database of images and uses the computer as a processor and 

editor for “new video”.  An example of this work would be Lev Manovich’s Soft Cinema where 

video clips are selected and assembled by the algorithm, code or machine with an interface that 

allows a performance of viewer interaction. 
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In this work, the author’s voice is represented in the written code that drives the algorithms and, in 

fact, the author’s voice is subordinated to the machine’s voice. Selecting images for the database 

continues to represent the artist’s voice. The database could be culled through a similar algorithm 

pulling images randomly off of the Internet, which would completely diminish ideas of authorship.  

While this type of practice is quite interesting and warrants support and study, some of us remain 

slaves to content. Why should video art necessarily reflect the traditional narrative trajectory that 

has sustained its content? Why are multiplicities of video art practice not supported?  What are 

the new parameters of narrative / documentary / experimental art work? 

 

The difference between “Video as Data” and “Data Video” is simple – the role of the artist. While 

Soft Cinema uses the computer to make decisions (following a series of code commands), the 

video I am advocating allows the artist to intervene in both the collection of data clips to form the 

data base, but also assemble, edit and present the works according to a creative methodology 

that implies the hand of the artist and the role of the author. The role of methodology is crucial to 

the conceptual premise of this work. Video artists make decisions based on a set of rules (like 

computer code) that creates a “new” narrative made up of statistics, charts, clips, facts and 

chunks of information. The methodology invented by the artist allows decisions to be made based 

on a set of rules governing the core of ideas in a work – perhaps the new form of “expression”. 

The completed video is utilized as small data file sizes that can be streamed, downloaded, or 

exchanged in on line communities. The videos may also function as ambient video in installation 

work or as an interactive performance. This radically changes the idea of distribution and value of 

content, while allowing the realm of popular culture and complicated signification to occur. 

 

Artists must examine the impact of the paradigm shift that occurred in the technology revolution 

and how this shift remains fluid.  Artists must examine how this technology has impacted cultural 

and art production.  “Cross Media” is a viable alternative for conceptual art practice in video, new 

media and installation. It looks to the future with an active dialogue with emerging technology. It 

questions and reevaluates the role of the author and the presence of the artist within an artwork. 

It is an ongoing conversation on the role of the time-based artist in the field of technology.  
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From Serial to Parallel, New Forms of Viewer Interaction 
Roberto Bocci 
 
Georgetown University 
rb48@georgetown.edu 
 
 
 
 

During the past 15 years we have seen an unprecedented increase in computer processor 

speeds, quality and the affordability of digital multimedia systems.  This phenomena has fueled a 

proliferation of artists working as digital filmmakers, as two and three-dimensional imagists and as 

multimedia installation artists. Technological improvement has been a cause of change in the 

quality, the content, the relationship between artworks and viewers and a shift from serial to 

parallel interactive digital systems. 

 

In serial works viewers have no control over the occurrence of audio and video events that loop 

over time in a predefined manner. In parallel works viewers play an integral function in triggering 

the artwork and create ever-changing viewing paths. Parallel systems have been made possible 

by the increased speed of computer processors and by running multimedia software directly from 

the computer's random access memory and hardrive.   

 

As an artist working in this field for the past twelve years my work has developed from analogue 

serial multiple channel installations to works in which viewers trigger aural and visual events by 

moving within laser fields or by touching sculptural forms. Electronic time-based works have 

allowed me to create pieces in which viewers are reached on multiple sensory levels and are 

actively engaged in the process of creating and exploring the artwork. This presentation will 

discuss a selection of projects I have created since 1992 that trace the evolution from serial to 

parallel systems and the relationship between viewers and the artwork.  

 

Chamber, 1994 http://www.boccir.com/html/ch.html is an analogue sound and video installation 

work in which viewers are surrounded by four monitors showing fragmentary images of 

architectural interiors. The project reconstructs feelings of confusion and disorientation that can 

be experienced when walking through institutional architectural interiors. Viewers enter and sit 

down in the installation and are surrounded by four video monitors.   
 

The viewer’s image can be seen from outside the installation through a surveillance camera. This 

project runs on analogue video equipment and is a good example of a serial artwork in which 
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viewers have no control over the progression of events that unfold in a linear fashion over the 

duration of the six-minute video loops. 

 
Periferal Visions was created five years after Chamber. http://boccir.com/html/pvinst.html It was 

conceived in Florence, Italy in 1999. In the first version of Periferal Visions viewers trigger five 

QuickTime movies by moving a computer mouse placed on rear lit mouse pad. As viewers move 

the computer mouse over the interactive screen they trigger five QuickTime movies to create an 

ever-changing image that relies on viewer participation. As users move the computer mouse 

across the screen the QuickTime movies start and stop and create a transient image. Upon 

arriving to the States in 2000 I continued to develop Periferal Vision to a final version that was 

exhibited in 2002.  
 
In the laser triggered version of the project http://boccir.com/html/pvinst01.html a video projection 

is ceiling mounted and projects an image on the floor.  Sound emanates from four speakers. Four 

laser beams are installed on the corners of the floor projection.  A scrolling text sequence 

prompts viewers to walk under the video beam and trigger sequences.  When viewers intersect 

the laser beams messages are sent to a computer and a series of video and sound sequences 

are triggered.  As viewers move under the projection they create an ephemeral still and moving 

image that relies on viewer participation. As viewers interact and explore the piece Periferal 

Visions remembers which sequences have been triggered and prompts viewer to explore other 

areas of the interface. When all sequences have been triggered Periferal Visions resets the 

software memory and re-enables the interface. Periferal Visions investigates a simultaneity of 

past, present and future events that collapse within the video frame.  The image created becomes 

a metaphor for a transient condition. The project explores the potential of digital sound and image 

processing to create a condition that focuses on the margins of physical and mental sensory 

experience. The structure of Periferal Visions is non linear and branches outwards without a 

beginning or an end.  While interacting viewers define new paths and duration. The software for 

Periferal Visions is based on an open structure.  At any time new sequences may be added or 

subtracted to make this piece an ever-changing work in progress. Another central theme in this 

work is relevant to the idea of fragmentation and displacement. By enveloping viewers in a 

fractured sound and visual space, Periferal Visions attempts to displace viewers from organic to 

human made environments that merge or collide within the interactive projected field. The shift 

from a serial structure to a parallel branching interactive system is evident in Periferal Visions.  

 

Another work that deals with ideas of fragmentation, the human body and non-linear sequences 

is a piece entitled Nuovi Volti (New Faces) http://boccir.com/html/nv.html. The idea of 

fragmentation is extended here to include contemporary social and political issues and non-linear 
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narrative constructs. Nuovi Volti (New Faces) is a multimedia project that includes and combines 

sculptural elements, sound, video, and interactive software design. Nuovi Volti was inspired by 

the new social and ethnic condition that is reshaping the racial status of Italy.  During the past 

twenty years numerous immigrants from all over the world have migrated to Italy to find a new 

home.  Many of them fled their home countries to escape from political persecution, poverty and 

war.  Italy is now becoming more and more of a multi-ethnic society.  This new condition has 

brought both positive and problematic aspects.  The changing ethnic status of Italy and the 

consequences that this condition has brought is the focal theme of this project.   

 
In the initial stages of Nuovi Volti numerous immigrants and native Italians were interviewed. 

Questions relevant to their life and existence in Italy were asked. The interviews were shot in 

youth organizations, in shelters for local women and immigrants, in hospitals, restaurants, shops, 

and on the streets of Florence, Siena, Milan and Rome.  To augment the street interviews 

television news clips relevant to immigration politics and facts were recorded over the period of 

two years. The end result of this preliminary work generated a very rich and multifaceted body of 

video interviews documenting tragic stories, feelings of anger, frustration and happiness coming 

from both Italians and recent immigrants. The television news clips document an insight on Italian 

immigration politics and many real life stories seen through the eyes of the Italian broadcast 

television. 

 

In the second stage of the project all the interviews were logged, selected and recorded to the 

hard drive of a computer. They were then manipulated and edited in a variety of multimedia 

software applications.  The final video and sound files were used in the Nuovi Volti installation. In 

a dimly lit exhibition space viewers are confronted with a sculptural mask mounted on a stand.  

The mask is a genderless hybrid form that merges the somatic traits of the new Italian ethnicities.  

The mask is equipped with eight internal sensors.  Touching the mask sends messages to a 

computer. As viewers interact with the mask they trigger video fragments edited from the 

interviews.  Consequentially an ever-changing and fragmentary image is created on the screen.  

This image becomes a visual and sonic metaphor for the new Italian ethnic condition. 

 

Nuovi Volti is a multilingual project.  The video interviews record people speaking in Italian, 

English and French.  Subtitles are inserted in the lower area of the video screen. As viewers 

interact to create an image they hear stories narrated by the video fragments.  At times these 

stories may intersect and collide, unified by a common subject.  Other times the themes 

discussed may diverge to present different facets of a similar topic. Nuovi Volti constructs multi-

layered narratives that branch outward without a beginning or an end.  The video clips are 
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presented so that ultimately viewers may shape their personal opinions regarding the current 

Italian condition.  

 

The Nuovi Volti installation proposes a new use of mixed media techniques that merge sculpture, 

video, sound and computer technologies used for artistic means of expression.  The project 

proposes a new paradigm for an art genre that includes visitors as active participants and a time-

based design that diverges from conventional linear narrative structures.  The design of Nuovi 

Volti branches outward to offer endless experiential combinations that rely both on viewers and 

the computer as an Artificial Intelligence agent. 

 

The theme of Nuovi Volti is centered on a universal condition of migrating populations seeking a 

better life and existence.  This condition has been responsible for the development of American 

society and is becoming ubiquitous in Europe, Australia and New Zealand. Nuovi Volti is a work 

in progress. The project develops and evolves as the social and ethnic condition of Italy and 

Europe change.  Many more video and sound sequences will be added to this project.  

 

As an Italian immigrant to the United States and a person who has lived in several countries 

throughout his life I consider Nuovi Volti a self-reflective work in which indirectly I can express 

feelings of displacement, frustration and longing. 

 

In a work entitled Cycles of Confusion, 2003-04 http://boccir.com/html/cc.html I began to 

experiment with touch screen interactive hardware/software and continued to investigate ideas of 

image and sound fragmentation and multiple viewpoints. Cycles of Confusion (CC) is a DVD-ROM, 

an interactive multimedia installation and a series of digital images that utilize computer 

technologies to combine sound, video, and interactivity. The title references the photographic 

phenomena of light rays traveling through a small opening to project small circular clusters of light 

on a surface.  These clusters are defined as circles of confusion. As a photographer I have 

always been interested in these optical phenomena responsible for the creation of images within 

the eye/brain, the photographic lens/film and the projected video image.  The optical phenomena 

are the pretext and the starting point for the creation of a multimedia landscape in which circular 

animated shapes congeal, intersect and rapidly alternate.  Cycles of Confusion constructs visual 

and sonic spaces to absorb and envelop viewers.  The video image is a revolving caldron of 

reality fragments that suggest metaphoric cycles of life, growth and death.   

 
Cycles of Confusion also investigates notions of fragmentation and simultaneity.  The video 

projection combines both still and moving images and brings together urban and natural 

landscapes, organic and inorganic forms. In the installation viewers are confronted with a vertical 
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stand equipped with a touch sensitive screen.  Touching the screen triggers video and sound 

sequences that are mirrored on a large frontal projection.  Dragging the computer cursor across 

the screen triggers multiple sequences that run simultaneously to create a time-based 

kaleidoscopic image.  Sound is mixed in real time. As video fragments are triggered multiple 

soundtracks overlap to create an ever-changing and transient condition in which both images and 

sound rely on viewer participation.  

 

The last piece I will discuss is a work in progress that can be considered an evolution and 

development of Cycles of Confusion and is entitled Cycles, Elements and Spaces in Between. In 

keeping with many of the themes central to my practice, in this final piece I have began to 

experiment with a combination of both parallel interactive and serial sequences. Sequences were 

created with time-lapse photography and animation procedures.  These techniques have proven 

to be very effective in the creation of animations that can suggest both feelings of fragmentation 

and linear course.     

 

 In Cycles I also plan to create software protocols in which the computer toggles between 

allowing and denying viewers the ability to shape and manipulate the course of the artwork. This 

piece will also question the validity and meaning of both interactive and non-interactive works and 

represents the convergence of ideas I have developed over the past 12 years. 
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The popular, even insistent, use of computer technology is altering our cognitive experience 
and sensory perception. Visual experience dominates human experience. Viewer interface 
with the visual technologies of television, computer monitors, and screens have created a 
technologized form of seeing and comprehension that is unlike the concentrated viewing 
required by traditional art. These experiential shifts lead to the development of new forms of 
art as well as new venues for viewing. Artists working with digital media must respond to 
these cognitive and perceptual changes while relating to the aesthetic, historical, and critical 
issues of the art context. 

 

I will discuss four characteristics of our technology-based visual culture that influence these 

cognitive and perceptual changes: 

1) the convergence of art, entertainment and information 

2) the expectation of sensory overload 

3) new narrative formations  

4) the desire for “real time” experiences 

 

To illustrate the strategic integration of these items I draw on the media performance and 

installation NATURAL:SELECTION by rudy (ru-D.tv), a media performance collective based in 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I initiated rudy in order to develop the potential for an interdisciplinary 

approach to art practice that investigates lived experience in an information-based society. 

 

NATURAL:SELECTION explores the human behaviors of conflict and competition through 

evolutionary terms by combining imagery and data to look at the mapping and representation of 

behavior. The performance includes live video mixing and manipulation as well as analog 

information and sculptural elements. The installation creates an immersive space by surrounding 

the viewer with projected imagery and sound: light and sound react to the actions of viewers, 

altering their perception of physical space. 

 

Art, Entertainment and Information Convergence 
A system of rapidly developing visual codes formed by individuals in diverse disciplines 
influence both the artist and the audience in digital media. Art, entertainment, and information 
share the modes of production and often the same distribution channels and, most 
significantly, share a common viewing interface, the screen. The screen becomes the site for 
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negotiation of new representations. A viewer’s understanding of visual signs comes from the 
everyday viewing experience with diverse media. As a consequence, we read electronic 
media artwork within stylistic terms developed and proliferated by television, movies and 
other mass media. When confronted with new media art, a viewer must combine an everyday 
visual understanding with the experience of a structured formal viewing setting of an art 
gallery.  

 

NATURAL:SELECTION alters diverse imagery from mass media and scientific 

illustration and includes video imagery made in public and in the studio. The 

combination of these various sources in the gallery produces an interface that 

represents the overlap between communication convergences. Encountering this 

constructed overlap shakes the viewer out of the conditioned cultural response 

engendering a new cognitive experience of ambiguity and discord. 

We project the imagery onto multiple screens. The screen commonly associated 

with the stationary experience of television and computer monitors becomes a 

surface to define spatial layers of information. The screen, no longer a distinct 

object, is integrated into the viewer’s space. Viewing becomes a bodily 

involvement, as viewers must decide their orientation to the projected information. 

This conflation of movement and viewing disrupts a viewer’s spatial and visual 

perception.  

 

Expectation of Sensory Overload 
Media art shares a visual format with mass media. The overwhelmed screen format used 

by news programs such as CNN and Fox, and web sites combines live image with static 

and streaming text. Viewers have become accustomed to the constant bombardment of 

information. These modes of communication require a different method of reception 

based on quick glances between differentiated sources. Users exhibit what has been 

described as “hyperattentiveness” as a viewer’s attention is spread among many inputs. 

The overwhelmed look of television and web sites have accustomed viewers to 

understanding multiple and varied simultaneous information.  

  

Communication technologies create vast amounts of fragmented, undifferentiated information. An 

invisible membrane of information shapes our physical spaces. Space itself becomes an interface 

for information reception.  The process of information reception, selection, and subordination, and 

its accompanied sense of continual motion and constant flow, is transferred to our physical 

spaces. This experience shapes our perceptual selectivity.   
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User experience with electronic media (through Internet interaction, video games, and 

television) also creates an expectation of interactivity. Media theorist Anna Everitt 

describes this expectation as “click fetish” – where information is “available simply, 

instantaneously, and pleasurably” through the mouse, cell phone, or TV remote. The 

pleasure is derived from the simultaneous engagement of sight, sound, and touch with 

heightened speed and excess. Everitt describes this experience of computer/human 

interaction as not a bodily transcendence (i.e. Neuromancer) but a persistence of the 

body, the tactility of touch.  Touch is the most intimate sense, limited by the reach of the 

body.  It implies contact between a person and the world. Users can experience different 

levels of referentiality instantly and bodily through the “click”.  

rudy projects investigate the spaces that emerge when material space and 

information space interact. Viewers are surrounded by video, sound, and 

interactive light shifts. These spaces create an overload of fragmented, 

undifferentiated information which changes the real-time associations and hence 

the sequence and understanding of the work. This is a method of perception that 

mimics an individual’s everyday lived experience. 

As a respite to media induced fragmentation, rudy projects are embedded with 

moments of contemplative viewing that call attention to these changing modes of 

reception. 

Eight Plexiglas lenses hang along the length of the installation. These lenses 

reflect the flicker and traces of the video. When motion sensors are triggered, 

lights come up behind the lenses to focus the collective viewers’ attention on 

silhouetted figures painted on the wall. The images read as human forms and as 

data. The lights turn off after 10 seconds. This shift of attention from the focus to 

the periphery and back alters the viewer’s experience by providing a 

contemplative engagement. It also momentarily alters the viewing experience by 

drawing attention to a central location.  

 

New Narrative Formations 
Experimental projects that use interactivity and screen-based storytelling alter traditional 

narrative. Traditional narrative unfolds sequentially over time. With new media, narrative 

expands, becoming the “flow of experiences”. It has a spatial structure, understood 

associatively, where data and retrieval shape meaning.   

New media narrative alters the relationship between the audience and the author. With new 

media the user has an interactive experience that the author can only influence indirectly by 
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making certain viewing options available. The user experiences variability and control of the 

viewing sequence, which creates a differentiated space that allows for complex and unpredictable 

narrative forms.  This method of reception involves the integration of items taken from a set of 

fragmented data that induces dramatic shifts in levels or referentiality and perception in the 

viewer. 

 

The NATURAL:SELECTION installation consists of nineteen screens to provide 

multiple narrative perspectives.  I design the space to compel the viewer to move 

to move through the installation to view the various nodes of information. The path 

a viewer takes through the installation scripts an individual narrative.  rudy 

projects present information such that visitors experience the project in a 

fragmented way. The work has no single beginning and no end. The movement of 

the body through the space forms understanding; the piece shapes relationships 

between the viewer, the focus of the viewer and the peripheral imagery. These 

elements change constantly to create innumerable instances of unique perception. 

 

rudy projects create a system of reference and association without a fixed 

meaning. An understanding of the work is influenced by the live elements as well 

as the individual and collective actions of all viewers. NATURAL:SELECTION 

uses a large amount of diverse and stimulating imagery to entice viewers to “do 

the work” of creating a personal narrative. Viewers simultaneously experience the 

visual codes of mass media, intended to be understood quickly, and the layered 

associations of the art context.  

 
Desire for “real time” Experience 
The media experience produces the expectation of speed. The computer industry instills this 

desire for speed through the marketing of faster processing, faster connections, and faster 

downloads. New media spectatorship incorporates this desire for immediacy by offering real time 

experience. Contemporary viewers believe real time is more truthful because it represents 

something at the time it occurs. Real-time access to digital culture is seen as necessary to 

modern life and to success. This access to and excess of media generates a frenzied perception 

of time.  

NATURAL:SELECTION contains a performance element. The artists mix video 

elements in the gallery in real time. The performance aspect draws attention to 

the artistic process of the selection and manipulation of information that 
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amplifies the present where each alignment of viewers and information happens 

only once. 

The viewer’s s experience is a constantly evolving present where they are able 

to explore and investigate through a variety of perceptions – aural, visual, and 

spatial. This experience makes the viewer aware of the process of creation and 

the process of viewing. It is experiential, not content driven.  

 

Conclusion 
These four characteristics of our visual culture are not exclusive or discrete. I employ them as a 

framing device to define an experimental collaborative process. rudy projects reflect 

contemporary issues involved in living in a technology-based culture. Our collaborative strategy 

incorporates media convergence, real-time events, sensory overload, and new narrative 

formations to create an experiential art environment. No one piece is fixed in time or meaning and 

one event evolves into the next. We seek to suggest alternative uses and contexts that take the 

viewer, even briefly, out of their daily habits of understanding culture and potentially altering later 

informational interpretations. 
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I.  This paper and the subsequent presentation stemmed from a conversation I had with myself 

trying to understand the inherent qualities of new media, in particular video and audio. “What 

shapes the desire to create artwork using entertainment technologies?” 

 

In my background, I came to making art through doing all kinds of photography, from 35mm to 8 x 

10 view camera. Eventually, when the only subject that interested me was making photographs of 

white drive-in theater screens, I moved from using a camera and began using an offset printing 

press to make artists’ books and sculptures made from photographs on large stacks of cut paper. 

Looking back, the media aspects of photography and printing were essential interests in making 

my art public.  

 

My first books began as toy books, common ephemeral paperback books that were fun to play 

with, performances between covers. Closer to the multiple in concept, they tested the distribution 

of art outside art galleries. Lucy Lippard championed this aspect by suggesting they were an art 

form that could be distributed in a supermarket. I continued to focus on the new “public” that the 

distribution of artists’ books created, and researched the future of the book and all of the 

implications of a widely distributed art form.  

 

Accepting the common intention and motivation of artists’ book publishing and looking forward at 

my trajectory into producing new media artworks, I view publishing as a prototype of new media 

artwork. Publishing artists’ books re-shaped our definition of who our public was and the place 

where our artwork could belong. It’s a complex challenging subject, full of social and cultural 

considerations where one question leads to more questions usually more provocative than any 

answers.  

 

Many of the artists that combined words, pictures, movement and public distribution into artists’ 

books now create similar artwork using video and audio media and the work is motivated by the 

familiar attitude and interest that drove artists’ book publishing— using media to create art in the 

form of public intervention available both inside and outside the gallery.  
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For instance, new media artwork pushes further away from the aesthetics of creating objects of 

significance by shifting the discourse to process. It has led me to question ideas and definitions of 

public and place and wonder, “Who is our public and where is our sense of place for new media 

artwork?” 

 

To maintain sanity, I moved the solitary conversation with myself to conversations with other new 

media artists and I’ve collated some of the observations we discussed.  

 

II.  First of all, I am very grateful to the artists. They were very generous with their time and very 

open with their ideas. In some cases we talked in person over lunch or in a living room and with 

others, we talked on the telephone. I recorded the conversations to stay close to what they said. 

All of the artists have a connection to artists’ books and using publishing to expand the art 

distribution system beyond traditional galleries and museum spaces.  All of these artists currently 

produce new media artwork. The credit for any success or provocative conversation that comes 

from this talk goes to them and the blame for any boredom you suffer falls to me. 

 

Frank Gillette teaches at the School of Visual Arts in New York. In 1969, he and Ira Schneider 

created Wipe Cycle a nine monitor time-delayed video installation presented at the Howard Wise 

Gallery and the Whitney Museum in New York. The concept for this work was based on the 

completely new unsuspecting awareness the public had about the medium of video outside from 

the conventional television they saw on the screens in their living rooms.  Viewers found 

themselves appearing live, by time delay images on television monitors in three places at one 

time.  The viewer experiencing these effects, instead of viewing a “TV work of art”, became aware 

that art could be not just about “vision” but be an integration of all of the senses, both physical 

and metaphysical.  He currently exhibits at Universal Concepts Unlimited in Chelsea.  

 

Margot Lovejoy is a professor of visual art at the State University of New York at Purchase and 

has received many honors for her media artwork including a Guggenheim fellowship. She has 

exhibited internationally, has had many solo exhibitions and is in several major collections.  Her 

website TURNS was featured in the 2002 Whitney Biennial. Apart from authoring numerous 

essays in various journals, and catalogs, she has published several visual books. Her most 

recent book, Digital Currents: Art in the Electronic Age is the third edition of her 1989 book that 

surveyed the impact of video and digital technologies on visual culture and artistic practice. Her 

most recent work, a net-art piece called Confess requires participation from the audience to 

become a complete work of art.  
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Figure 1. TURNS, Margot Lovejoy (2001 ongoing). 

 

Turns table installation showing data projections from above. www.myturningpoint.com  

Crisis/Epiphany visual from the topics search area of the site. Participants choose whether their 

turning point story is a crisis or an epiphany. 

   

 

 
Figure 2. Confess stage, Margot Lovejoy (2005).  

 

Each of the forms represents a confession that can be listened to www.confess-it.com. This work 

will also become an installation. 
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Figure 3. Book of Plagues, Margot Lovejoy (1995). 

Bookwork. 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Parthenia Margot Lovejoy (1995). 

 

Two channel video installation. Also see accompanying website www.parthenia.com 

 

Martha Wilson is a performance artist and founder, director and inspiration for the Franklin 

Furnace archive. The archive, which “collected” avant-garde artworks, began as a bookstore, 

performance space and gallery. As media distribution began to envelop the avant-garde, Franklin 

Furnace developed a distribution program of net-casting for performance art. Today, it continues 

its role of making the world safe for the avant-garde in a newly renovated space near the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music. It features site specific performance art, manages the Art Spaces 

Archive Project, transfers early video works to stable formats for future generations to research 

and as part of the Conceptual and Inter-media Online Consortium is cataloging the terms used to 

describe ephemeral art practice. 
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Figure 5. Martha Wilson, Franklin Furnace, TriBeCa, 1996. 

Documentary photograph. 

 

 
Figure 6. Barbera Bush Martha Wilson (2003). 

Performance. 

 

  
Figure 7. Nancy Reagan Martha Wilson (1986). 

Performance. 

 

 
Figure 6. Tipper Gore, Martha Wilson (1994). 

Performance. 

 

Mat Rappaport lives in Milwaukee and teaches at the University of Wisconsin. He began making 

art as a printmaker and created installations using books to define the space. Currently, his 

personal work has primarily taken the form of video installation to create immersive poetic 

environments. He is also collaborating with artists in the UK to investigate how media can 

intervene in built environments and is organizing an exhibition of video work to be projected in 

four sites in the south loop of Chicago this summer. 
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Figure 7. Untitled, Mat Rappaport (1998). 

Installation.  

 
Figure 8. Transport, Mat Rappaport (2004). 

Video Installation.  
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Figure 9. Transport, Mat Rappaport (2004). 

Video Installation.  

 

Lane Hall is from Milwaukee and collaborates with Lisa Moline. Their current work focuses on 

large-scale print and media installations that respond to interior and exterior spaces. They 

present their work in a range of public venues from galleries, to outdoor advertising to websites. 

They have made videos, billboards, flash animations. Their work can be seen on two active 

websites, Bad Science and Criminal Animal. 

 

 
Figure 10. Luminaro, Lane Hall and Lisa Moline (2002). 

Installation. 
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Figure 11. Luminaro, Lane Hall and Lisa Moline (2002). 

Installation. 

 

Paul Forte is an artist living in Kingston, Rhode Island. His earliest artists’ books, published in the 

1970’s, impressed me for their ephemeral albeit unforgettable quality. They were among the first 

books I can remember that defined artists’ books as more about media than object. His latest 

work High Speed Collision of Two Royals is a re-enactment of Ed Ruscha’s Royal Road Test 

using Ruscha’s book in place of a typewriter.  

 

 
Figure 12. High Speed Collision, Paul Forte (2003). 

Performance Documentation 
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Figure 13. High Speed Collision, Paul Forte (2003). 

Performance Documentation 

 
Figure 14. High Speed Collision, Paul Forte (2003). 

Performance Documentation 
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Paul Zelevansky is an artist living in Los Angeles. He has been active in media artwork for over 

30 years—publishing artists’ books, creating interactive computer programs and maintaining a 

website called A Great Blankness That Inspires Awe. He recently organized an exhibition of new 

media artwork in Los Angeles at Post gallery titled index@post. 

 

 
Figure 15. Paul Zelvansky, The Great Blankness (2004). 

Internet Website http://www.greatblankness.com 

 

 
Figure 16. Paul Zelvansky, The Great Blankness (2004). 

Internet Website http://www.greatblankness.com 

 

In conversation with these artists, I discovered overlapping histories, all with a common thread: a 

change in the perception of place that coincides with a need to distribute beyond traditional space 

to a wider public that anticipates and seems anxious to experience non-traditional art forms. 

Martha Wilson said she migrated from an endearing view of artists’ books to viewing these books 

as a broadcast medium that could be put into the service of her own activism to address 

contemporary political, cultural and social issues. As she puts it: “…Intervention is a good word…” 

to describe the direction that book media was taking.  

 

III. 
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The conversations with the artists focused on what they expected of new media, in particular 

audio and video, and how these media enabled them to extend their range of activity, and 

questioned how they deal with constraints such as ephemera, obsolescence, and ubiquity.  

 

In other words, we talked about what we give up for what we expect and how the anticipation 

shapes the desire. What is it that facilitates artists’ intentions and requires them to use new media 

technology to achieve their purposes? 

  

We began by looking at how new media behaves in the social and cultural environment and drew 

these observations.  

1. New media art emerges out of technologies intended to shape vernacular practice.  

New media conditions the environment in which it flourishes as the commonly understood method 

for cultural development.  

2. Media technologies are malleable, adaptable and are capable of being altered and 

controlled.  

Media technologies are developing in flux and are continually being shaped by the culture in 

which they operate. 

3. New media production is diffusing at an exponential rate becoming more available and an 

essential practice of contemporary lifestyle.  

  

The spread of media tools recalls the early history of photography, which spread by contact, as it 

became an essential practice for everything from accurate reportage to investigating the natural 

world to preserving family heritage. 

 

We considered what new media are beyond their current facilitating technologies.  

Is the use of new media simply an expansion of materials and methods or does it represent a 

more complex shift in the relationships that support our conceptual framework of artist and art? 

Given these observations, it is apparent that new media is situated in a socio-cultural dynamic of 

constant emergence, dependent upon the proximal relationship of artists and audience, always in 

flux and always new.  

 It is likely that there is a shift, one that expands the recursive role shared by artist and audience 

alike. It affects how art is seen, how it is valued and how it is taught—experience, appreciation 

and pedagogy.  

 

A close look at patterns of historical precedence suggests that we are committed to a familiar 

purpose—shaping the affective experience—albeit through the immersive means of 4-
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dimensional design using multiple streams of media. But media offers another level of 

engagement—participation.  

 

Participation creates a situation where the relationships that emerge become the perceivable, 

appreciable and provocative content of the art. The viewer, complicit in the signification of objects 

i.e. art critic, collector, and museum visitor takes on the additional role. The complicity becomes 

essential to connecting the ephemeral relationships that make the participating embodied 

experience the art (interactive player, content contributor, network node).  

 

The attraction of developing artwork that transforms the attention of a public into an audience of 

participants shapes new media artists’ desire to create art using ephemeral entertainment media. 

The traditions and trajectories they belong to are reminiscent of earlier conceptual art 

practitioners who declared the object irrelevant and the concept the art. Conceptual artists 

attempted to create arenas of social discourse based on establishing a field of relationships 

rather than collectible objects. Their work functioned as a catalyst for the subsequent intertwining 

of previously hierarchical relationships that shifted the discourse object from product to process.  

 

Further conclusions were drawn from the conversations and led to the following qualitative 

observations: 

 

• New media is essentially about discourse and is produced along an axis of audience as 

observer to audience as essential participant. The discourse aspect offers an opportunity 

to engage and may even create an expectation of or a necessity for confrontation, 

intervention and participation. Integrated media facilitates overt attempts to blur the lines 

that separate artist, art and audience.  

 

• Integrating complex system interactivity is separating new media art from old media art.  

 

• Media artwork, time-based and ephemeral, retains an indispensable association to site-

specific channels.  

 

• The limits of the gallery and museum roles are being tested in exhibiting, marketing and 

collecting. The traditional means for signifying and marketing the fixed object as art are 

difficult if not impossible to apply to new media artwork.  

 

• New media art that relies on documentation and memory for preservation, appreciation 

and signification creates another perspective of the work devoid of context. Ironically, the 
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work as documentation enters the realm of distribution forward in time, giving it another 

level of presentation and impact.  

 

And so my conversations began with a few questions about new media art, led to some answers, 

and more importantly even better questions and a conviction that new media artworks reflect our 

current cultural identity that our public longs to engage and enjoy. 
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The presentation of interactive new media work requires decisions regarding the nature of the 

interface between the audience and the experience.  Unlike the familiar interfaces with 

established media such as paintings where viewers can be assumed to have an understanding of 

the conventional relationships of viewer to frame to painting, new media makers and audiences 

are often on uncertain ground.  The genesis of this panel was a conversation between myself and 

my co-chair Laurie Beth Clark about our experiences with audience engagement with our 

interactive digital work. The ways in which the audience or participants engage appeared to us to 

be structured by their various experiences and expectations of the interface, frequently with 

unanticipated consequences, unanticipated by us, that is.  For example, gamers made different 

assumptions about “navigational” icons and pointers than did people who were primarily 

socialized to the computer interface through web browsing.  We agreed that familiarity with digital 

visual conventions in general was varied and not easily predicted.  We saw the problem of the 

interface as an unresolved aspect of our work and of new media work in general.  We found the 

challenges created by the non-standard and not yet conventional computer interface to be 

especially inviting since the structure is typically treated as invisible or intuitive.  

 

In the four presentations for the panel, Interrogating Interfaces, two related themes emerged: 1) 

the relative adaptation that is expected of the user to the interface and the adaptive nature of the 

interface itself, and; 2) the relative visibility or invisibility of the interface. This introduction looks at 

the range of perspectives and considerations discussed in the four papers, noting places of 

convergence and divergence, and identifying assumptions and implicit questions.   

 

In regard to the issue of the extent to which those who interact with and through interfaces must 

adapt and conform, none of the papers take the position that we have, to quote Thoreau, 

“become the tools of our tools,” with the computer shaping the humans rather than the other way 

around.1 At the same time, all papers heed Thoreau’s implicit caution and all the authors 
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acknowledge, in different ways, that the interface shapes and can even control our experience.  

All explore ways in which we might become more aware of the ways in which the interface can or 

does serve and shape us.   

 

Each of the presentations carries assumptions about the convergence of humans and interface, 

that is to say the extent to which humans adapt to interface and visa versa. In her paper 

“Information Mapping the Graphic User Interface” Siu L. Chong suggests co-evolutionary process 

by which users and the interface adapt to one another.  Chong focuses on the relationship 

between form and function.  She describes the interface as a tool that supports the users’ needs 

and choices.  Hers is perhaps the most benign vision, implying that the conventions of the 

common interface are useful for their familiarity (both as metaphoric references and as now 

familiar interface activities—such as clicking on icons—which can be seen as self-referential) and 

that these conventions will “evolve automatically.”  Utility will be the test of what gets kept, 

discarded, or replaced.  If changes to the interface can be used to “reduce the learning curve,” 

then they will be instituted and the “level of intuitiveness,” will increase.  In this view, the interface 

ought to become increasingly transparent and non-intrusive. 

 

Michele White’s vision is perhaps the least benign with the interface insidiously forcing others to 

adapt to its values.  Her paper “My Hand, My Self: Some Questions about Pointing, Grasping, 

and Touching ‘through’ the Interface,” discusses a compelling example of the ways in which the 

computer interface is the perpetrator of cultural imperialism and privileges particular ways of 

seeing.  Implicit in her analysis is the assumption that the invisibility of the interface is relative; the 

level of transparency determined by the extent to which it seamlessly reflects the user’s identity 

and experience.  Her analysis raises some of the most far reaching questions in any of the 

papers.  How far can her critique be extended?  Are ways of thinking as well as seeing inscribed 

in the structure of the interface and imposed on those who do not share the epistemic perspective?  

Much has been made of the digital nature of computers being dualistic: a matter of ones or zeros 

and binary decision-making.  For instance, do the either-or choices forced on computer users by 

menu driven computer forms reinforce categorical thinking and obscure complexity and hybridity, 

as others have maintained?2  Or is this simply a limit to be overcome in the next release? And 

how ought we to situate such considerations of the interface in larger social and technological 

discourses?  Is it any surprise that the computer interface—like many other products of our 

society—is a mirror of the social status quo?   What can we do with our increased awareness of 

the cultural inscriptions contained in conventional interfaces?  To what extent is the design of the 

interface a fulcrum on which change can be leveraged? And to what extent is it simply another 

symptom of larger needs for change?  In interrogating the ubiquitous image of the pointing white 

hand, White has opened a wide array of questions. 
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Each of the other two papers, “Adaptive Interfaces” by Michael Salmond and “Confessions of a 

Fraudulent Pixel” by Vicky Isley & Paul Smith of boredomresearch, are more hopeful.  Each 

suggests—in different ways—that the interface has the potential to become increasingly 

democratic and adaptable to the non-elite users.  Where they diverge is in regard to the level of 

visibility or invisibility in the subsequent development of the interface.  Like Chong, Salmond 

posits a progressively invisible and intuitive interface and regards the interface as a progressively 

evolving experience.  As a reference point, he describes the use of telephone and television 

remote controls as “so integrated and understood in our world that we forget they are there.”  

Even he admits, however, these ubiquitous inhabitants of everyday life remain confusing to some 

users.  To my mind, another familiar interface, the alphanumeric keyboard, presents a counter 

and perhaps cautionary example.  Numerous analyses have shown that the QWERTY design is 

far from optimal and most historians describe it as an artifact of the technological needs of its time.  

Changing circumstances have not, however, led to the redesign of this particular interface.3  Its 

inefficiency appears likely to be incorporated into the human-computer relationship for the 

foreseeable future.  Does this mean that files-and-folders could stay, continuing to shape our 

experience and forcing us to adapt to them, even if they are, as the panelists contend, redundant 

at best?    

 

For Chong and Salmond, however, keyboards are more likely the exceptions that prove the rule.  

Salmond offers a vision in which the interface is not only adaptive but also capable of adapting to 

individual users. If we accept this assumption that interfaces will adapt progressively to human 

needs a number of questions emerge.  Will an emphasis on improving the intuitiveness and 

invisibility of computer interfaces improve or optimize our relationship with the data and digital 

tools?  Will this serve to make them more or less adaptive?  Will it increase or decrease or ability 

to engage with this content critically?  Will the kinds of cultural inscriptions that White describes—

such as the default white-handed pointers—vanish as we move towards more efficient forms of 

data mapping, or towards the use of adaptive intelligent interfaces?  Or will the inscriptions 

become more entrenched, more subtle, or more insidious?  Will the sense of identity we might 

feel with our avatars, such as Salmond describes, be available without dissonance to all or only to 

those in the dominant social location?  Will the apparent transparency of an interface be truly 

transparent, or ever more mystifying and misleading? Will the user of the interface be ever more 

shaped by programmers and designers resulting in ordinary people unconsciously adopting 

normative practices inscribed in the algorithms? Or will the computer live up to its protean 

promise and adapt in endless variation to the computer users?   
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Isley and Smith emphasize the risks and limits of seeking transparency and offer a specific path 

in regard to the possibility for the interface’s malleability and the capacity for ordinary users to 

shape it to their own ways of thinking and working.  Like Salmond, they suggest that the 

metaphors of the desktop are not simply inefficient or socially constructed, but also that they are 

superfluous, redundant and misleading.  Along with Salmond Isley and Smith suggest that the 

experience of play may be the key reference point in reconsidering our approach to the interface.  

They describe a relationship between human and computer and take the conversation one step 

further with an example of how the interface might be claimed by ordinary people without the 

necessity for corps of elite technocrats to develop the software or the sense of mystification that 

most computer users currently experience. Where Salmond urges an increased invisibility, Isley 

and Smith seem to be pushing for more visibility or perhaps a different kind of transparency in 

which there is less interface and more direct manipulation of data.  Yet, what is the potential for 

such this kind of democratization this in the context of consumerism, information overload, and 

off-the-shelf gratification?  Programming a computer may be as simple as playing the child’s 

game of Snakes and Ladders (the example they use in their presentation), but will we have the 

time and patience to learn? 

 

Together the four papers identify the interface as a site of consideration and action for makers of 

new media, whether in the arts or in industry.  For those making work in this area, the interface is 

frequently an unavoidable issue and one far more complex than ones associated with the frame 

on a drawing or painting.  For those in industry, where providing access to content is central, the 

questions raised may point to new solutions or new ways of thinking about the interface.  For 

those in the fine arts, the subject of the interface itself can become a matter of inquiry in its own 

right.  One of the key roles of artists has been to call attention to that which is invisible—invisible 

because it is not attended to or simply ever-present—and to challenge us to see it anew.  A 

hundred years ago Oscar Wilde somewhat tongue in cheek suggested that until Turner had 

painted it, there had not been fog on the English Channel, or at the least nobody had paid much 

attention to it.4  Today the computer interface is relatively invisible, as much by design as by its 

ubiquity.   The questions raised by our panelists offer challenges to be explored and the ideas 

about interface that they discuss are opportunities for representation, refinement, exposure and 

subversion.   There is encouragement to expand and develop our visual strategies as Chong 

does, to be playful and inventive as Salmond and Isley and Smith do, and to ask about meaning, 

as White does.  We look forward to continued response and dialogue. 
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W.W. Norton, 1966) 

2 Nakamura, Lisa. Cybertypes : Race, Ethnicity, and Identity on the Internet (New York: Routledge, 

2002) 

3 Liebowitz, S. J., Stephen Margolis and Peter Lewin. The Economics of QWERTY: History, 

Theory, and Policy (New York: New York University Press, 2002) 

4 Wilde, Oscar. The Decay of Lying (New York: Syrens, 1995) 
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There is much mystery and confusion about the processes involved in creating programming 

dependent or computational artworks. In coding or programming the method of production is 

concealed. Even when revealed, as in open source code, there is a broad conceptual gap 

inhibiting a general understanding of these processes.  

 

 
 

For those involved in the production of programmed, interactive or computational works, the use 

of integrated design environments with their heavy use of graphic interface, on the one hand 

simplifies this process, while at the same time increases the mystification of this type of 

production. In this presentation we will:  

 

1. Confront the fraudulent behavior of pixels. 

2. Explore computational and algorithmic production in a pixel free environment 

3. Put forward a translucent computational model that is child’s play. 

 

Pixel fraud  
In addition to the way the finder offers tangible references to abstract locations on storage media, 

it also has the potential to function as a programming environment. All a program is, is a pre-

arranged set of instructions. The files and folders of the finder can be manipulated to hold a 

program. In this case the shallow façade of the operating system conceptually limits our use of its 

functionality.  
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Folders and windows have a number of properties that determine how they are displayed, (size, 

location, selected state, opened state). Once set these are remembered. Actions can be 

performed that change between states of representation for example changing between list view 

and icon view or opening and closing windows. By combining the ability to perform actions on 

multiple folders and their ability to store there own properties you effectively have all the 

ingredients of an object-oriented programming language.  

 

 
 

In a series of works we perverted the use of system components to enable their use as a 

programming tool. We used Windows, files and folders and file formats like the ‘system seven 

sound’ or picture clippings, which when opened are played and displayed without launching 

additional software. These were reconfigured into fully functional software, without the use of any 

third party programming language. Giving an intriguing insight into the shallow deception that we 

experience in our graphic user interface. These components were assembled into a 

programmable drum machine. Despite this software having all the functionality of traditional 

software its un-compiled state rendered it fragile. The accidental movement of icons destroyed 

the illusion along with the software.  

 

 
 

Paper  
In our residency “hello world” at Artsway UK, we aimed to unearth some truths about the medium 

of programming by stripping away all notions of interface, creating programs for execution by 
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people on paper. In the same way the folder metaphor conceptually limits the creative potential of 

the object on our desktops, unfolding a true folder liberates its creative potential; returning it once 

again to a piece of card with no dictated task to achieve. In response to the way that tangible 

objects are used metaphorically on our desktops we took a literal take on the idea of object-

orientation building tangible objects to generate computational plant forms.  

 

 
 

In many cases the interface of a program gives us a graphic abstraction of the actual process 

being conducted, for this reason we explored the qualitative experiences of programmed work by 

inviting participants to execute programs without a computer.  

 

 
 

In one session we wrote a simple set of rules that when executed would exhibit emergent 

behavior. In contrast to our normal experience of software the manual execution of these rules 

concealed the emergent behavior whilst painfully illustrating its rules. The emergence only 

became apparent when a time lapse of an hour’s recursive execution was later animated. In 

these works it was not simply a graphic representation of the program that was experienced, but 

the line by line execution of the program itself.  
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The Honest Algorithm  
There is something about the term ‘computational algorithm’ that seems calculated to sound 

frighteningly complicated. However, the board game Snakes and Ladders is exactly that, and 

what’s more it is normally executed not by a computer but by children of pre-school age. The 

game doesn’t escape the use of metaphor as snakes and ladders are used to aid understanding 

of direction. In Moksha-patamu, the original Indian version, algorithm is used as a guide to 

morality with the snakes and ladders referring to the vices and virtues of life; and snakes 

seriously outnumbering ladders.  

 

The purity of the algorithmic experience is illustrated when all action not necessitating conscious 

thought are automated. This allows the game to be played in microseconds. When you play the 

game your experience is algorithmic and the quality of the algorithm is held in the arrangement of 

the snakes and ladders. By rearranging them you can even make the game crash. The game can 

be rebuilt as a visual programming language, giving complex programming potential to anyone 

able to understand the rules of the game.  

 

In this form programs can be written and executed on paper. The software version we built 

enabled rapid execution of the code output as MIDI sound. This approach is distinct from the 

false allusions made to tangible elements like files and folders as it roots are in the algorithmic 

rules of the original board game. This example shows how real world phenomena can offer more 

than iconographic references to computational processes.  
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Defining Adaptive – The Death of the Desktop Metaphor 

Adaptive user interfaces are software artifacts that assist a user in accomplishing some task and, 

in the process, construct a model of that user's preferences so as to serve him better in the future. 

Examples include systems that help users sort and file electronic mail, filter news stories, fill out 

repetitive forms, recommend movies and television shows, select destinations and routes, and 

construct schedules.1 

  

This approach to personalized services is relatively new but has great potential for improving the 

effectiveness of interfaces and the ‘invisibility’ of the human-computer connection. However, 

these ‘agent’ systems may increase efficiency but do little to make the computer interface itself 

any easier or intuitive. Artificial Intelligence has come a long way and yet computer users still face 

essentially the same barriers to usability we’ve had for twenty years: the desktop metaphor, the 

windowed environment and the complexity of the computer exemplified in the interface. In this 

paper I propose calling for interfaces that not only learn from our behavior but ones that are 

designed to exhibit complex outcomes through simplified, playful metaphors and environments. 

 
Narrow-Casting and Habitual Reflections 
There are two recent examples of innovations in adaptive, or ‘learning’ interfaces: the Tivo digital 

video recorder and Amazon.com’s product recommendations. Via a set of learning algorithms the 

Tivo box becomes accustomed to its user’s choices of programs and will actually begin to record 

programs on their behalf without input. This is not some Asmovian artificial intelligence; instead 

Tivo works within the realm of habit and genre identification. It does not know you, but it can 

identify patterns and even suggest or record programs from a genre you watch repeatedly. The 

Tivo will rarely surprise you and cannot account for truly idiosyncratic tastes. However, the black 

box does adapt slightly and, perhaps most importantly, does seem intelligent. It works very well 

as a filter for many and can present its user with items of interest outside of a normal viewing 

pattern.  
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Tivo DVR 

 http://www.tivo.com 

 

Conversely the e-tailer Amazon.com has a subtler adaptive interface. Your Amazon account 

recommends other products based on your previous searches and purchases: 

 

Rather than matching the user to similar customers, item-to-item collaborative filtering matches 

each of the user’s purchased and rated items to similar items, then combines those similar items 

into a recommendation list.2 

 

 
Amazon Collaborative Filter 

 http://www.amzon.com 

 

In effect the website acts as a sales assistant with a good memory, allowing you to know about 

other products similar to ones you have shown interest in. This adaptive feature or agent software 

isn’t always going to be accurate, but sometimes even knowing ‘What other people who bought 

this item have bought’ is enough to persuade a customer to purchase more – and that is its 

purpose. 

 

This adaptive software is useful for Amazon and the customer as the e-tailer has the ability to 

offer millions of products. The adaptive solution of collaborative filtering enables the customer to 

find other products based on their own history and the patterns of others. The irony of the 
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Amazon adaptive agent is that the more you buy the more accurate it becomes. In a world of 

information glut and choice overload, the intelligent agent, a term coined more in the eighties and 

early nineties than heard now, is fast becoming a much-required filter. Visually,  

however, there is little to see. Neither Tivo nor Amazon offers a ‘butler’ front end or three-

dimensional avatar for us to relate to or communicate with. The usual visual frippery of a 

representational emotive character has been ignored and instead they rely on purely hypertextual 

data.  

 

These software solutions, while relevant to their respective technologies, rely heavily on 

interfaces that already exist. Personal computers have advanced, companies are beginning to 

develop software programs that adapt to our needs and requests, but the main arena of conflict 

remains; the operating system itself. Our computer-in-office based metaphors are no longer 

appropriate. Does anyone truly view the OS entry screen as a ‘desktop’; a metaphorical 

representation of what our computer sits on? It is no less ironic given that increasingly all that sits 

on our desktop is a computer. What is the relevance of this metaphorical dinosaur beyond acting 

as an obscure throwback to the past and one that serves only to confuse? Increasingly the office 

metaphor of folder and file becomes obscured as these terms are now recognized as 

appertaining to binary data, not paper in an atom-based filing cabinet. When confronted with 

these redundant interfaces daily, be they Windows or Macintosh, on phones or in automobiles - 

we are constantly failed in our connection with our technology. The learning curve and ‘feature-

creep’ are just too high and noticeable. We have come to rely on an incorrect use of metaphor 

and our interfaces lack the spark of intuition that humans require to become enmeshed with our 

technology: “Their constraints have limited the imagination in thinking of ways that digital 

information systems can be integrated into human life.”3 Operating systems, though much 

advanced, actually work in much the same way as in their primitive youth. Our systems do not 

learn or adapt to our needs, we as users are forced to adapt to them. 

 

 
Microsoft Windows 95 
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Apple Macintosh OS9 

 

The promise of adaptive interfaces and software is one that allows us, as end users, to work and 

play in ways best suited to our individual needs. Customizable interfaces are a start but one that 

ultimately frustrate and are of little use to the ‘newbie’ or uninitiated user. Changing colors or 

desktop wallpaper does nothing to reduce the frustration of computer use. Our machines need to 

learn from us. We require interfaces that seamlessly merge and blend our idiosyncratic selves 

with our technologies. This has happened before, with television and the telephone. The 

interfaces are now so easily defined and understood that we forget they are there at all, as 

Nicholas Negroponte stated back in 1995 they become ‘Invisible’. Not by becoming more 

complex, but by becoming more minimal, his hope was “that computers will become more like 

people”.4 

 

Learning to Play 
Such advanced interface simplification is best observed is within the video game industry. This is 

an industry that prides itself on non-existent (or extremely simple) instruction manuals:”Most 

interface design techniques focus on making the learning phase as short as possible.”5 This is not 

to say that the games themselves lack depth – far from it. The aesthetic and penetrating 

visualizations are intense but it is in our approach to the interface that, I feel, allows us room to 

experiment and learn. Play and sleek interface allow us a much more efficient and effective 

interfacing with our technology. Whilst it may be difficult for us to imagine turning Mario, Doom or 

Half Life into a spreadsheet interface, the way is clear for a more vital, visual representation of 

data and computers. We can access our technologies in a more engaging way, once we remove 

the barriers of functionality and formality that prevent us from learning to play. There is no better 

way of knowing someone than by watching them play or by playing with them. Hence, the 

adaptive interface and intelligent agent could learn faster and more intuitively if our interaction is 

based less on an out-dated business metaphor and more on one of game play. Video games 

have a visceral immediacy to their interface designs, but even within the framework of a game 
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there is still the issue of continuity across products and the ‘language’ of the game-space 

consistency.  

 

 
Civilization III –Firaxis Games  

http://www.civ3.com 

 

 
SimCity 4000 – EA Games  

http://simcity.ea.com 

 

Over the years interfaces have continued to evolve, being driven by the most popular and 

innovative games. Although video games rely on metaphors, these metaphors are constructed 

from real-world models and as such diminish the learning curve for the player. “Making invisible 

interfaces does not mean taking buttons and commands away from the screen, as doing so 

would make the game hard to play. A better goal would be to substitute every control that can 

break the game's sense of immersion with an adequate metaphor. If the metaphor we choose 

integrates nicely within the game environment, the game atmosphere will be greatly improved.”6 

 

Adapting this immersive and minimal approach towards the personal computer could deliver us a 

much more ‘realistic’ and intuitive metaphor and kill off the desktop environment for good. 
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Everquest: http://www.station.sony.com/en 

 

 
Shenmue: http://www.shenmue.com  

Sega Corporation 

 

We already have a pseudo-model for this new interface, in massively multiplayer games. 

Inhabiting a three-dimensional world a user is able to store items in realistic ‘physical’ 

environments within a game world and retrieve them at any point in time. Games such as 

EverQuest and online environments like Second Life are examples of virtual spaces that become 

a form of operating system and interface. Why then, have any form of visible ‘external’ operating 

system  (windowed environment) when we don’t have an external interface in ‘real life’? In effect 

the metaphor becomes all encompassing: “Interface researchers believe that the future lies in 

adaptive interfaces and computer systems built firmly on psychological understandings of users 

and anthropological understandings of social settings.”7 

 

Taking this concept one further, when playing any open-ended game where one communicates 

with others in social and anti-social settings, a player imbues their online avatar with much of their 

personality and ideals. Although we control the avatar, there are simplistic cues in place today 

that allow our online representatives some autonomy. Once developed further the avatar in game 

space could begin to represent us in ‘meat-space’ as well as in the virtual realm. The adaptation 



Media-N: The Online Journal of the New Media Caucus   54 
Available: www.newmediacaucus.org/media-n/2005/v01/n01 
Fall 2005 | v. 01, n. 01 | Invitational Issue | 

of the Massively Multiplayer Online Game (MMORPG) genre to its inhabitants and the evolution 

of that game-space based on feedback, demands and player suggestions allows us to see a 

future potential for the networked self. We tie our ‘character’ or avatar into our phone systems or 

entertainment choices and they become indistinguishable from us: our agent and interface 

between worlds.  

 

Re-examining Our Input 
Adaptive interfaces that learn our needs and desires are one thing, but with the added subtlety of 

gesture, a shrug or postural nuance, the software becomes an even sharper reflection of self. 

Gestural video game interfaces, such as the eye-toy or certain VR Gloves are making their way 

into more homes. 

  

 
Black & White: Lionhead Studios 

 http://www.lionhead.com 

 

 
HandVu : Kölsch, Turk, Höllerer, DiVerdi.  

www.cs.ucsb.edu/~matz/HGI 

 

 These gestural peripherals have the advantage of familiarity and again the element of play. 

Although body language reading agents may be a way off, avatars in certain online environments 
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already have access to a range of gestures and reactions that begin to communicate deeper 

emotions.   

 
Conclusions 
Adaptive interfaces have the potential to offer us something that we intuitively understand. Our 

software needs to better serve us, to really learn from us and develop along with us. Already as 

computer users we are so deeply embedded in the desktop metaphor environment that to change 

it seems a conceptual chasm. Changing the way we interact with our technology suggests a new 

era of convergence between humans and technology: our hardware has finally caught up with our 

imaginations.  

 

 
Microsoft windows XP http://www.microsoft.com 

 

 
Concept Art http://www.cybergeography.com 

 

We must set down plans and roadmaps for this new interfaced environment, or we are doomed to 

forever languish in windowed-environment hell. The models and examples exist, but we must 

make the conceptual leap allowing us to embrace not only the concept of play, but of new 

dimensional metaphors and simulacra. The reliance on old metaphors and two-dimensional 

interfaces seems incongruous to technological progress: why not make computer interfaces as 
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intuitive as a doorknob or pencil? The concept of metaphor is still solid, it’s just that we’re using 

the wrong one and need to move on. 

 

 

 
1 Langley, Pat and Melinda Gervaso. (2001) http://www-csli.stanford.edu/cll/aui.html 
2 Linden, Greg, Bent Smith and Jeremy York. (2003) “Amazon.com Recommendations: Item-to-

Item Collaborative Filtering”, www.computer.org/internet p76-80 
3 Wilson, Stephen. Information Arts (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2002) 

4 Negroponte, Nicholas. Being Digital (Reading, UK: Hodder and Stoughton 1995) 
5 Sanchez-Crespo Dalmau, Daniel. (1999) 

http://www.gamasutra.com/features/19991108/dalmau_04.htm 
6 Sanchez-Crespo Dalmau, Daniel. (1999) 

http://www.gamasutra.com/features/19991108/dalmau_04.htm 
7 Wilson, Stephen. Information Arts (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2002) 
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Introduction to 
Human and Machine: Examining the Place of Physical 
Technology in Contemporary Performance 
Gwyan Rhabyt 

 

 

This panel of artists, critics, and historians examined the place of physical technology in 

contemporary performance. Beyond the mainstays of sound and projection, recent years have 

seen an explosion of mechanical and robotic components in performance art. Driven by 

theoretical debates, increasing technological sophistication, and by the rapidly falling cost of 

processors and sensors, artists are going past simple explorations of our relationship with 

technology and engaging issues of determinism, the nature of violence, and the aesthetics of 

memory, among many others. Many questions emerge from these developments. What does it 

mean for a machine to perform? How does performance art’s intense examination of the body 

change when mechanized bodies are juxtaposed with human ones? Can the addition of 

machines humanize a performance? 

While a fascination with mechanization has been with performance since its inception, the 

sophisticated autonomous interactive behaviors that allow robotics to become a standard tool 

available to any artist are recent. More significantly in these years of slashed art budgets, these 

tools, parts, and methods now cost no more than paint or fabric, and often less. The one 

difference is that the machine is neither prop nor human. If it can act and interact, who authors its 

work? What does it signify? The two papers below examine the work of several significant artists 

to consider the uses of physical technology in repositioning meaning and authorship in 

contemporary performance. 



Media-N: The Online Journal of the New Media Caucus   59 
Available: www.newmediacaucus.org/media-n/2005/v01/n01 
Fall 2005 | v. 01, n. 01 | Invitational Issue | 

Emergent Objects at the Human-Computer Interface (HCI) A 
Case Study of Artists’ Cybernetic Relationships and Critical 
Consciousness 
Sherry Mayo 

 

sherry@smayo.net 
http://www.smayo.net 
 
 
 
 

There exist emergent objects or art objects that are made with nascent technologies that defy 

previously defined categories of art practice. The investigation of emergent objects at the human-

computer interface (HCI) has implications for art education, cultural evolution, and critical 

consciousness. The value to society by artists experimenting at this interface consists of 

emergent objects that spur critical reflection on experience and social interaction.  Art education 

facilitates critical dialogue around emergent objects and constructs meaning.   
 
The 20th century brought contemporary works to the public through vehicles of technology and 

expanded the visual arts to include photography, film, sound, performance, and new media art. In 

the information age the tangible physical object has been challenged; presence and absence are 

defined in post-human terms as pattern and interference as Hayles (1999) suggests. It is the 

function of the artist to use new technologies for human expression. 
 
The computer is a new tool for artistic investigation and its results have to be diagnosed. This 

study offers a glimpse at the effects of emergent objects on critical consciousness. New Media 

Art programs are still in their infancy in art schools and universities.  Their need for growth in 

terms of curriculum development and research practice should foster exploration of artistic 

practice with cybernetics in the studio (See Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Cybernetic Model of Change over Time.  

© 2005 by Dr. Sherry Mayo. All rights reserved. 

 

Methodology 
The framework for this study included four research questions: 1) what can emergent objects tell 

us about the transitions studio art has gone through with the integration of digital technologies, 2) 

is there an aesthetic shift due to hybridization in studio practice, 3) what can investigating 

cybernetic relationships in studio art practice reveal about human-computer interface (HCI), and 4) 

what role does the artist-researcher have in arts technology integration?  

 

The observed phenomena are artists practicing with digital technologies to create emergent 

objects (See Figure 2).  Geertz (1983) made an argument for local knowledge as value added to 

empirical research (cited by Flick 2002).  Local knowledge of an artist is vital to understanding 

their cybernetic relationships at the HCI. Subjects incorporated the computer into their studio 

through diverse pathways that informed the way they work with digital technologies. This 

information is encapsulated in the emergent object as depicted in Figure 2.  

 

Engaging in empirical research in the visual arts is an emerging field. Practice-based research or 

doctoral level work in the arts that produces original research around creative work using critical 

inquiry is more developed abroad in higher education (especially in the U.K.) than in the U.S. 
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(Sullivan 2005).  I used Sullivan’s (1998) Case Study Critical Influence1 as model for practice-

based visual arts research. For these reasons I selected a qualitative research case-based study. 
 

 
Figure 2.  Genome Model of the Art Object.  

© 2005 by Dr. Sherry Mayo. All rights reserved. 

 

 

In order to execute the methodology I used a studio critique format for two reasons:  1) I needed 

an approach that artists would feel comfortable with and 2) structured protocols that enabled 

consistency across cases. The first interview was focused on biographics and process and the 

second interview on product. 

 

Data Collection 
Qualitative analysis lends itself to “multiple compelling interpretations (phenomenology).” 2 

Typically qualitative research sifts through words from observational field study. “We are only 

beginning to grasp the possibilities for computer use in qualitative research”.3 Most computer 

software in qualitative analysis is comprised of text management systems.  

 

Flick claims “the aim is not to reduce complexity by breaking it down into variables but rather to 

increase complexity by including context.”4 I embraced Flick’s principle and constructed a 

reflexive methodology that incorporated a computer-assisted analysis strategy. Emergent objects 

are slippery in their identity and should not be pared down to a level of abstraction that renders 

them non-functional.  

 

Video recording enabled the complexity of the studio artist interview to be captured and video 

editing maintained the data’s richness through to analysis.  Using a reflexive inter-subjective 

model of studio critique was important in constructing knowledge around the emergent object and 

artistic practice but also was dependent on who I am as an artist-researcher.    
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The goal was to represent a variety of approaches to using digital technologies in studio practice. 

These cases should provide useful evidence for art educators integrating technology into their 

classrooms. 

 

The criteria for selection was as follows: 1) Professional practicing artist, 2) Artist using the 

computer, 3) Artist uses the computer not only to “design” their work but is conceptually driven by 

their cybernetic relationships, and 4) Artist is critically reflective about technology integration. 

These criteria narrowed my field of study to eight individuals (seven cases) including Brandon 

Ballengée (BB), Claire Corey (CC), Millree Hughes (MH), Patrick Meagher (PM), Tricia 

McLaughlin (TM), Chris Ramey (CR), and collaborative team, Ben Margolis and Jennifer Torino 

(BM-JT).   

 

The method of analysis used was a nonlinear editing (NLE) system (Apple Final Cut Pro) that 

provided the researcher with an opportunity to make comparisons and annotate data sets. The 

process of analysis was a) digitizing interviews, assembling them on a timeline, b) reviewing 

footage, c) rough cut of fragments, d) marking and tagging fragments, e) creating a text transcript 

including the time code and marker number, f) coding the fragments, and g) re-watching case 

fragments after video compression to ascertain cross-case comparisons. These text-coded 

excerpts were compiled on CD-ROM.  

 

Results 
The aim was to represent a group of artists who integrated technology into studio practice in New 

York during the mid 90s through the millennium.  The entry of the computer into the studio has 

shifted the way these artists work; four of them no longer paint (CR, CC, MH, BB), although, two 

of them do paint with pixels, and five of them (CC, PM, CR, BM-JT) no longer produce work in a 

studio space. Other transitions include the lack of boundaries in their process and the need for 

artists to create their own parameters within new media arts practice. Throughout all the 

interviews was the artistic identity of being a hybrid whether explicitly using the term as CC, MH, 

TM, BB did or speaking about a cross-media approach.  
 
Is there an aesthetic shift occurring due to hybridization in studio practice? CC challenges the 

viewer by producing what appears to be a painting show but could not have been made by a 

human. The surface is perfectly flat even though “painted” (printed) with acrylic on canvas.  This 

indicates that computer generated painting is changing the aesthetics of painting. In another 

example, BM-JT shifts the audiences’ expectation of performance with the intervention of 

machines.  Not that interactive performance is new with the HCI but allowing the audience to 

remotely control performers with technology is.  
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Conceptually, DJ culture with its break beats, remixing, and looping has served as a formal 

aesthetic device that artists have adapted.  MH thinks in these terms when he mixes visual 

images in Flash. The rhythm and use of light for PM in his architecturally based digital 

photographs are reminiscent of the rhythms of electronica. 
 
What can investigating cybernetic relationships reveal about the HCI?  For all of these artists the 

computer is central to their lifestyles.  Most participants are employed in technology-based jobs. 

This is significant because in contrast to being left out on the fringes on the market place as 

cultural workers have historically been (Wolff, 1993), most participants are apart of the new 

economy driven by computer technology in the past decade. The HCI also allows for multitasking 

in the workplace, as is supported by the Windows concept of desktop management, and taking 

on many different roles psychologically as explored by Turkle (1995).  
 
This has expanded the artist’s role, as seen in BB’s interview; he describes how his is 

transforming due to digital technologies facilitating interdisciplinary discourse.  BB has been 

directly impacted as an artist by his exchange with the scientific community; since he has entered 

into this relationship his work has expanded to include viewer education, environmental 

advocacy, and has created new economic opportunities through teaching and research grants.  
 

Implications 
What role does the artist-researcher have in arts technology integration? These opportunities are 

facilitated by digital technologies creating social networks and allowing artists to cross boundaries 

and occupy new spaces.  This emergent role of the artist-researcher contributing their unique 

skills has potential to contribute to the development of the HCI. Sullivan (2005) argues that 

changes in the visual arts are due, in part, to digital communication technologies that have 

created new roles for arts practitioners. 
   

My second premise argues that to better understand how art education can 

contribute to human understanding there is a need to ground art educational 

research within the theories and practices that surround art making.  It is 

from this central site of investigation that other derivative practices such as 

critical and philosophical analysis, historical and cultural commentary and 

educational praxis emerge.5  

  

These artists are engaged in knowledge production at the HCI, which is a controversial cultural 

interface impacting our evolution.  It is a critical zone that needs cross-disciplinary examination, 
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as it will define economic sustainability and social control globally for the foreseeable future.  It is 

for these reasons that this study has implications for critical consciousness. 

  

Cross-disciplinary fertilization is not new, just facilitated with digital technologies. What is evident 

from this group of artists is that the accessibility facilitated by new media opens possibilities for 

knowledge construction in studio practice. Artists have the freedom “not to paint” as Whitney 

curator, Lawrence Rinder (2002) has stated or to paint alongside coding in UNIX. MH describes 

the artist as a “ghetto-of-one,” a real individual with a unique customized lifestyle and value 

system. MH’s theory of “the ghetto-of-one” relates to Efland, Freedman, and Stuhr’s assertion 

regarding educational ideals that “It is based on a mythological character called “the individual,” 

who at one level is supposed to act freely and independently, and at another is to act the same as 

all free and independent individuals.”6 This contributes to a global crisis of separation and 

sameness that “gapification” and the diaspora has led to.  

 

We have moved toward a digital aesthetic that Manovich (2001) has described as pixel-based, 

interactive, and nonlinear (See Figure 3.). The uniqueness of the emergent object’s cultural DNA 

is dependent upon the artist’s local knowledge, educational training, social network, and other 

larger psycho-cultural and socio-economic frameworks (See Genome Model, Figure 2).  That 

object then shifts in meaning as it gets distributed over time and space (Figure 4). 
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Figure 3.  What is New about New Media Art.  

© 2005 by Dr. Sherry Mayo. All rights reserved. 
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Figure 4.  The Iterative Evolution of Cultural Production and Dissemination.  

© 2005 by Dr. Sherry Mayo. All rights reserved. 

 

There are new skills required for using the computer to make art. In prelude to consciousness we 

exist in an age of strife where, as Enzensberger (in Handhardt, 1986) predicted, with mass media 

everyone can be a manipulator; this realizes the potential for everyone to become both an artist 

and a terrorist. This is evident as end-user control increases over the Internet with technologies 

such as Flickr (www.flickr) or Google Earth, whereas an artist may be creative with spatial 

coordinates of a snap shot or find a live/work space with a satellite image of a neighborhood, the 

same data could be used for subversive purposes. Bell (1973) predicted that this swell in the 

information class would lead to social transformation, whereby, society would become 

economically instead of morally regulated. This has occurred and caused a need for the 

development of a mass collective critical consciousness about the development of cybernetic 

relationships at the HCI that has resulted in global class stratification. 
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Artists like researchers create knowledge and in our information-based society we need all types 

of workers to assemble information sets that construct meaning. Art education needs to develop 

arts technology curriculum that strategizes interdisciplinary experimentation and empowers 

students’ critical decision-making skills. Artists and cultural objects are significant contributors to 

our evolution and their contributions should be cultivated in higher-educational models that 

integrate arts technology experimentation and create new spaces for self-directed 

interdisciplinary inquiry. 

 

 

 
1 Sullivan, G. Critical Influence (1998) conducted a 12-month case study with two Australian 

artists.  It investigated critical inquiry using a reflexive methodology that incorporated the artist, 

writer, curator, and the researcher. 
2 Miles, M. B. and Huberman, M. A. An Expanded Sourcebook:  Qualitative Data Analysis 2nd ed. 

(London:  Sage Publications, 1994) p.9 
3 Glesne, C., and Peshkin, A. Becoming Qualitative Researchers:  An Introduction.  (Whiteplains, 

NY:  Longman Publications 1992)  p.141 
4 Flick, U. An Introduction To Qualitative Research second edition. (London:  Sage Publications, 

2002) p.41 
5 Eisner, E. and Day, M. Efland and Sullivan in Handbook of Research and Policy in the Field of 

Art Education (Unpublished manuscript, 2002) p.5 
6 Efland, A., Freedman, K., and Stuhr, P. Postmodern Art Education:  An Approach to Curriculum. 

(Reston, VA:  The National Art Education Association, 1996) p.24 
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A recurrent theme in the performances of the Australian artist Stelarc is the relationship between 

the human body and diverse technological prostheses. A robotic third hand that can be controlled 

by thigh and stomach muscles, a remote controlled sculpture that unfolds in the dried up 

stomach, electrodes that connect muscles and remote internet locations and let the body make 

involuntary movements – these are among the devices that probe the boundaries between 

organic and artificial, nature and technology, created through evolution and consciously formed.  

 

To be more precise, and consulting the extraordinarily well-articulated thinking with which Stelarc 

frames his artistic practice, these interactions explore an emerging posthuman culture in which 

the human body is becoming obsolete in its untouched state. Accordingly, it should be opened 

towards artificially generated organs that at the same time strengthen and amplify its scope of 

action and make it dependent on other bodies and their interaction through cyberspace. Apart 

from a desire for letting the body converge toward its artificial prostheses, transforming the 

organs into spare parts, this vision implies a part-wise handing-off of autonomy, turning the body 

into what Stelarc terms an advantageously ‘split physiology’. In this voluntary involuntariness, the 

authenticity of the body is no longer founded in its individuality, but rather in the multiplicity of 

remote agents for which the body acts as a host. 

 

In order to explore how far this thinking can wrench significance not only from Stelarc’s 

performances, but performances in general involving the use of technological prostheses, I want 

to pursue it further in this paper, combining it with ideas by Marshall McLuhan, Deleuze and 

Guattari, and Eduardo Kac. 

 

Even though Stelarc has developed significant fragments for a posthuman philosophy, he 

emphasizes that their basis remains the minutiae of his performance practice. If the often 

spectacular visual and acoustic effects of this practice point toward an avant-garde ballet and 

theatre tradition, this does not exclude that it also involves a considerable degree of functionality: 

to get advanced technology working. Thus Stelarc often explores the forefront of the 
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technologically possible, making joint ventures with specialized firms and individuals in the areas 

of electronics, computing, engineering and biotechnology.  

 

This practical probing of the limits of technology in relation to the human body opens itself rather 

obviously to Stelarc’s ideas of the posthuman, not least as they are condensed in his dictum: 

“The body is obsolete”. According to Stelarc our culture has now reached a phase in which it has, 

so to say, overhauled the body in its pure biological shape. In the networks of computers such 

amounts of information are processed that no human individual is evolutionally equipped to cope 

with them, and accordingly, considering the possibilities promised in biotechnology, Stelarc calls 

upon a thorough transformation of the now obsolete body in order to get it adapted to its new 

artificial environment. As Stelarc puts it: "The only way I see it is that the body is mass produced 

but at the moment it doesn't have any replacable parts. [...] What we really need is a design 

approach. If you have a heart that wears out after 20 years, this to me is an engineering problem."1  

 

Although it can hardly be considered part of a standard repertoire of human spare parts, the 

metallic Third Hand must be conceived of as a remedy in creating Stelarc’s object of desire, an 

operational, hardened and indefatigable body that belongs to the posthuman rather than the 

human era. With this prosthesis newly developed, Stelarc for instance in 1982 performed a sort of 

writing exercise in which the Third Hand in tandem with the artist’s two corporeal hands wrote 

down the highly symbolic word EVOLUTION. This Writing One Word with Three Hands 

Simultaneously could quite appropriately lead the thought to rehabilitation of accident-stricken 

patients, for in Stelarc’s Posthuman context it becomes disturbingly ambiguous whether it is the 

robot hand that learns ‘human’ conduct or rather the human body that gropingly and already half-

way disabled adapts to evolution’s brave new phase – what Stelarc even designates ‘the post-

evolutionary phase’.  

 

A further important aspect of Stelarc’s performances is to challenge the idea of autonomy, be it 

psychic or bodily. Thus, since the 1990s, while often stressing the power of the Third Hand as if it 

were a limb of his own, Stelarc has experimented with giving parts of his body over to external 

influence. Through electrodes put on selected muscles, electrical shocks of up to 60 volts 

provoke movements beyond Stelarc’s control and will, thereby transforming the skin to a kind of 

interface, a corporeal screen remote-controlled by external agents, be it humans, robots or 

computers. In Fractal Flesh (1995) these external agents comprised a collective of humans 

manipulating electronic connections in Paris’ Centre Pompidou, Helsinki’s Media Lab and 

Amsterdam’s Doors of Perception conference, while Stelarc’s left arm and leg reacted to their 

signals at a site in Luxembourg, only his Third Hand being free to voluntary response. If 

cyberspace here acted as a passive mediator between remote agents and Stelarc’s body, 
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cyberspace’s own forces were activated in later performances such as Ping Body (1996) and 

ParaSite: Event for Invaded and Involuntary Body (1997). Here search engines collected data 

flows from the Internet – pinging signals and jpeg images respectively – in order to transform 

these data to a combined corporeal and acoustic choreography, with half of Stelarc’s body acting 

again as its remote-controlled puppet.  

 

It is obvious that these performances pose intriguing questions to the idea of agency, to the will’s 

relation to the body, and to the site of mind. As Stelarc sees it, this displacing of mind does not 

lead to a pathological body with a split personality, rather it signifies a body “whose advantage is 

having a split physiology […]”: “a body whose authenticity is grounded not in its individuality, but 

rather in the MULTIPLICITY of remote agents that it hosts.”2 Under these conditions traits that 

earlier shaped the personality such as memory, expectation, desire, emotion and – to a certain 

degree, and most controversially – freedom, seem all to be compromised. 

 

If Stelarc here points toward technological possibilities that seem yet to lie far ahead, if not 

belonging to a science fiction never-never land, it is worth stressing that ideas of a technologically 

extended body were already part of the general analysis of electric media by Marshall McLuhan. 

For McLuhan all media can be seen as technological extensions of man, but with the upcoming of 

electric media the dramatic event happened that “man extended, or set outside himself, a live 

model of the central nervous system itself.”3 According to McLuhan this extension reactuates a 

set of primitive layers of experience – not the expansive, fragmented and perspectival sensations 

that belonged to the mechanical epoch before 1900, but rather an implosion to a mythical world 

view, a return of the non-literary cosmos of tribal cultures. In this global village with its common 

central nervous system there is a distribution of information that reminds one of Stelarc’s idea of a 

shared subjectivity, especially when Stelarc talks of a bodily shared agency in an “electronic 

space of distributed intelligence.”4 And yet, in McLuhan the extended bodies are still to be 

understood at least halfway metaphorically, whereas Stelarc wants them to be real. 

 

However, Stelarc’s ideas of a split physiology haunted by a multiplicity of remote agents get more 

specific parallels in the thinking of the French poststructuralist philosophers Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari. As the Canadian cyber philosopher Arthur Kroker has pointed out, many features 

in French poststructuralist thinking in general tend toward a condition in which humans have 

become possessed by technology. And although technology, in keeping with many 

poststructuralist texts, is rarely mentioned explicitly, this possession acquires a specifically 

cyborgian tone in Deleuze and Guattari’s two-volume Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972 and 

1980). In this monumental attack on the Oedipus crisis and all the dualist-bound phenomena 

following this psychoanalytic moment in personal, human history – subjectivity, representation, 
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imitation, form, signification, gender, hierarchic organization – the authors present an alternative 

state of being in which everything is becoming in an open network, a rhizome, of connectedness: 

becoming-animal, becoming-woman, becoming-child, becoming-molecular. Here there are no 

autonomous individuals, as all living beings constitute plateaus, so-called Bodies-without-Organs, 

in a huge coordinate system of intensities, a fused multiplicity of immanence in which selves 

become passages, doors, to other selves. In order to let the intensities exchange freely in an 

uninterrupted flow of desire, a connecting machine is needed, for as Deleuze and Guattari write:  

 

[...] the totality of all BwO's [...] can be obtained on the plane of 

consistency only by means of an abstract machine capable of covering 

and even creating it, by assemblages capable of plugging into desire, of 

effectively taking charge of desires, of assuring their continuous 

connections and transversal tie-ins.5  

 

Isn’t it tempting to read such a machine more concretely in cyborgian terms and understand it as 

a William Gibson-like matrix that fleshy beings physically plug in to? Such a reading, at least, 

would facilitate the connection between Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of the self as a passage to a 

multiplicity of other selves and Stelarc’s idea of split physiology that via the Internet might act as a 

host for a multiplicity of remote agents. Indeed, in an interview (with miss M) Stelarc himself 

suggests the following scenario: 

 

Imagine an Internet imbedded research and connection engine 

that would continuously scan, select and connect online bodies 

when it senses that a certain task needs to be completed. In other 

words your body may at one point be functioning alone as an 

individual, at another moment in time, your body might be 

simultaneously and automatically connected to other bodies. 

 

Here thus, a loop is realized between Stelarc the performer being partially remote controlled, 

Stelarc the philosopher suggesting posthuman split physiologies, and Deleuze and Guattari 

imagining non-Oedipal Bodies-without-Organs as rhizomatic passages. 

 

As regards the idea of the self as a passage, it might gain further technological ground in relation to 

the concept of telepresence, the manipulation of physical reality via a remote controlled vicarious 

apparatus that gives the participating observer a feeling of ‘being there’. Although with roots harking 

back to Robert Heinlein’s sci-fi novelette Waldo (1942), telepresence as a concept was codified in 

1980 by the robot scientist Marvin Minsky who saw its possibilities in developments of mining, 
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atomic energy and deep water and space research, for instance robots on the moon.6For the 

Brazilian-born. American artist Eduardo Kac who has explored telepresence artistically in 

installations including the remote-controlled robot Ornitorrinco,  telepresence is a “nonmetaphysical 

out-of-body experience” in which you are: “…asked to remove yourself from the direct experience of 

the space that surrounds you and transport yourself, in space and time, to another body, to another 

situation, to another identity. You’re asked to put yourself in somebody else’s shoes […]”7  

  

Yet, if until now the notion of telepresence has been mostly used in relation to cold robotic devices 

as radius-expanding prostheses for warm humans, I’ll suggest here that one could combine it too 

with the before-mentioned ideas of Stelarc and Deleuze-Guattari. Thus, Stelarc’s split physiology 

and Deleuze and Guattari’s self as passage could be directly understood as other phrasings for 

telepresence, the former autonomous self becoming now a living portal for the experience of remote 

agents. Or rather through the connective agency of cyberspace and its gradual fusion with carnal 

bodies, subjectivity and self are no longer bound to one body, but become distributed among many, 

so that one no-longer-autonomous self, one Body-without-Organs, may remotely perceive and act 

through another no-longer-autonomous self, who hereby exactly becomes a passage, a door, a 

plateau for telepresence.  

 

 
1 I-D Magazine, February 1992 
2 Stelarc website: http://www.stelarc.va.com.au/ 
3 McLuhan, Marshall. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (London: Routledge, 1997, 

1964) p.43 
4 Stelarc website: http://www.stelarc.va.com.au/ 
5 Deleuze Gilles and Felix Guattari  A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia trans. 

Brian Massumi.  (London: Athlone Press, 1988, 1980) p.166 
6 Kac, Eduardo. (1993) http://www.ekac.org 
7 Wilson, Stephen. Information Arts: Intersections of Art, Science, and Technology (Cambridge, 

Mass and London: MIT Press, 2002)  p.535 
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Yesterday-feels-like-today-feels-like-tomorrow-feels-like-yesterday-and-again-and-again. New 

media is not about the future because the notion of time has changed so drastically. The future in 

technological terms comes so rapidly, that before we blink it becomes the past. We are on a roller 

coaster with time. It is a wild, idiosyncratic ride. We all agree: we have no time! Suddenly past, 

present and future breaks the linear flow. They loop, spiraling inward. It's a big concentrate. Logic 

systems, databases, data transfer methods, digital networks, codes, scripts, algorithms, object 

oriented programming, vector images, hyperlinks, grid systems, information architecture, 

telepresence, computational pattern recognition and generative methods… They are all coming 

together under the umbrella of art. It's new media art. Meanwhile, copyright, privacy, information 

technology, and globalization are just a few of the issues we deal with today.  

 

In a sense, complexity defines new media. In digital culture, Net, PDA and cell phone art; CD and 

DVD art; laptop jazz; digital video; interactive film and art; coded art; and robotics are some of the 

terms used to characterize new media art approaches. Software tools such as Jitter, Reason, 

Mayer, MAX/SP, Flash, Director, Photoshop are combined with a wide range of commercial and 

custom hardware to produce digitally-mediated expressions. Additionally, scripting and 

programming languages may define or trigger systems of interaction. In the middle of all these, 

programmers, technicians, codes, text, type of interactions, audience, and the artist(s) are 

combined to form a synergy where, every so often, the whole picture may be perceived as less 

than the sum of its parts—less, not as a judgmental statement, but as a method of manifestation. 

 

What characterizes new media art is that the relationship with digital technology must be one of 

interdependence, based on a symbiotic process where the parties transcend their level of 

application and are pushed into digital systems and languages of experiential and expressive 

grounds. Sometimes this relationship may be imperceptible. Symbiosis here is described as a 

relationship of codependency, of complicity. It is a fused-duality, an organic binary techno-art 

system. Art and technology symbiosis operates in a continuum. On one side you have overt 

symbiotic relationships, and on the other, concealed or deceptive approaches. Overt approaches 
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are those such as a programmed robot behaving according to predefined coding structures or 

artificial intelligence parameters with enough physical presence to make us, the audience or 

participants, aware of ourselves. Cell phone and Net art manifestations are also examples of 

overt new media art methodologies. On the other end of the spectrum, concealed or deceptive 

approaches are those that mostly favor a new media-based process with an end product that, 

without reference, cannot be categorized as being new media art. An example of a work 

operating in two spectrums of the continuum would be a hidden camera in a performer's hat that 

is feeding live video to an installation at a gallery or web site. For some of the participants 

(voluntary or not) the performance has no strings attached to digital technology; for the part of the 

audience at the gallery, it is actually a new media experience. Either process or end product, or a 

combination, defines artistic expressions in new media.  

 

New media art operates on a level that requires a mastery of a process that is constantly evolving, 

constantly being upgraded—and it is all happening very quickly. For new media artists, this 

means constant change, and resorting to a single technique or programming language for a 

career span is not an option. New ideas require major adaptation in terms of software, coding, or 

even hardware. Like computers, artists' skills must be constantly de-fragmented, upgraded and 

debugged, in order to accommodate even more changes. They are constantly downloading, 

processing, uploading— and "uploading" here is a metaphor for another metaphor: rebirth. It is a 

vicious cycle, a looping system like computer systems themselves. 

 

It is not enough to have a concept. In new media art, concepts may be manifested through 

multifaceted computational systems. Content, aesthetics, software and hardware performance 

are just a few of the issues artists have to deal with. If the work is fully interactive, it also helps to 

know about interfacing systems. And what about the participants' perceptual, cognitive and 

sensorial experience? As you see, it is a five-perspective approach (e.g., content, digital 

aesthetics, technical methods, interfacing system, and experience) that is very inter and trans-

disciplinary in nature, very multimodal, one that requires constant triangulation. A shift also 

emerges as the dichotomies personal/ social and private/public are shaping methods of 

expressions themselves. Coupled with that, the experience of new media art defies traditional 

notions of physicality as computer networks make us omnipresent. We are everywhere and 

nowhere. Net, cell phone and PDA art expressions, for example, tend to embrace distributed, 

synchronous and asynchronous methods of interaction, rendering the gallery and museum space 

superfluous for the experience of the work. This is a major shift from the notion of art as existing 

as part of a Cartesian system moving linearly in time from past to present and future and every so 

often in a fixed space. In general terms, new media works don't "live" long enough. Like 
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technological advances themselves, new media art is imprisoned in its own fate of sudden 

obsolescence. 

 

When considering the impact of technology in society as a whole, drawing from the everyday 

experience and the metamorphosis that our relationship with technology undergoes may uncover 

patterns worth examining. For example, in the past the role of telecommunication devices, like the 

telephone, was to communicate. Today, cell phones are indispensable devices of a nomadic 

society that have impacted our notion of "home," communication, privacy and safety. Mediated by 

cell phones, home is anywhere. They are also self defense devices in metropolitan areas. 

Paradoxically they are a tool to connect us with the ones we care for and a communication safety 

weapon. The cell phone is also a surveillance mechanism used to retrieve private conversation. It 

is a device to map ones' presence in time and space. This technology has even been used to 

resolve criminal cases. It is this constant transmutation of technological roles that may be one of 

the things to be aware of for the new media artist. The concepts that can be derived from the 

notion that the technological tools in use have a far greater impact than their intended usage are 

and will still be important for artists who have to constantly interface with digital technology as 

their tool of expression. These new modes of digital expression may provide alternative ways of 

looking at a technologically enhanced world while at the same time confronting basic functional, 

social, cultural, and aesthetic expectations. The viewer or participant is invited to upgrade their 

perceptions, as meanings and roles are revealed or negotiated. It demands constant downloading 

and uploading. But, in many cases, viewers are simply absorbed by the work and involuntarily 

seduced by the novelty of technology. They simply surrender themselves to the experience. By 

analogy, they become part of a file transfer protocol, even though the message is encrypted. 

However, lack of conscious awareness may not mean lack of impact and substance. 

Neuroscientists have already proved that even when unconscious of a particular stimulus, the 

brain still registers it. As it has been argued, there's no passive media: The message just needs 

to be decrypted. Essentially, new media art may operate on several levels of interaction (or lack 

thereof). The experience new media art provides may vary from unobtrusive audience 

participation (more passive) to active audience participation (highly interactive).  

 

Furthermore, there are also two fundamental aspects of new media art that are worth examining: 

technology-driven versus human-driven new media expressions. In technology-driven new media 

art, the mechanics is what holds together a system that revolves around technology. Visual and 

interactive cacophony produced by codes and ill-defined interactive systems is mostly what we 

have experienced when computers were given full control and (in the case of interactive works) 

the participant was given pseudo interaction. Computers per se haven't made any masterpiece, 

at least not yet. And despite artificial intelligence advancements, a human-driven approach to 
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new media art may argue that they never will! In human-driven new media art, the artist and/or 

the audience—as opposed to technology—function as a common denominator of a symbiotic 

formula where technology, experience, and expression are variables of the same equation. 

 

 

 
Digital Concentrate: Art and Technology. Curated by Elizabeth K. Menon, Petronio Bendito, 

and Craig Martin. Robert L. Ringel Gallery, Purdue University, March–April, 2005. Digital 

Concentrate online: http://www.cla.purdue.edu/galleries/digital_concentrate 

 

 

Author Note: The purpose of this essay is to stimulate discussion. I am indebted to the works of 
artists, thinkers and scientists that have impacted and informed new thinking patterns as I worked 
on this text. Here is a brief list: Rita Carter, Steven R. Holtzman, Brenda Laurel, Marshall 
McLuhan, Paul D. Miller, Nicholas Negroponte, Nathan Shedroff, Donald Norman, Semir Zeki, 
and all Digital Concentrate artists. The works in Digital Concentrate represent forward thinking in 
the use of art and technology. I would like to thank Roberto Bocci, Terry Calen, Heather D. 
Freeman, Ronald Geibert, Kurt Gohde, Luke Lamborn, Stephan Larson, Gerald Guthrie, Kathy 
Marmor, and Ruth McCorrison for for allowing me to include images of their works in this version 
of the article. 
 
A version of this essay originally appeared in a catalog accompany the exhibition Digital 
Concentrate: Art and Technology (2005). P. Bendito, C. Martin, and E. K. Menon (Eds). 
Reprinted in consultation with Purdue Galleries.  
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New media art has a unique curatorial history of relying heavily on open calls for entry as a 

curatorial method. When video and computer artists were working with little knowledge of each 

other in distant pockets around the globe, the open call began as an anti-establishment, all-

inclusive tool that helped network and create the earliest communities for these new media artists.  

 

This technique is now firmly part of new media curatorial culture and is a means for curators and 

emerging artists to find each other on a small budget. In addition, the festivals and internet forums 

the open call often results in are home for the types of new media art that do not fit into the 

traditional museum structure – whether it be that they flatly reject the museum format or vice 

versa. Yet many artists are unwilling to take part in an open call for fear of “ghettoization” and the 

lack of funding that usually goes with sending in blind entries.  

 

When one puts out a straight-up open call today, it must be accompanied by a prayer that a good 

number of high quality artworks will answer. The curators of Digital Concentrate made a gutsy 

move when they decided to use this format to introduce the basics of art using digital technology 

to Purdue’s largely student audience. Digital Concentrate chose to skip the art historical 

references and, instead, present a cross-section of recent works to bring its audience different 

examples of the digital in art. It is an approach that is well-suited to this subject, as its multi-linear 

and trans-disciplinary history can hardly be summed up in one exhibition. On the downside, a 

show with these curatorial parameters cannot avoid being as much about what it has included 

from the realm of the digital as about what it has excluded. 

 

The exhibition was image-oriented and included works using interactive video, scripted animation 

with Max/MSP and Jitter software, QuickTime video and digital weaving as well as an array of 

two-dimensional photography and inkjet prints. One of the more successful pieces in the show 

was Forces of Nature (2004) by Gerald Guthrie (Figure 1), an animation using 3D modeling and 

including a sequence in which the “camera” pans inside a plastic radio to view a hidden miniature 
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museum complete with red velvet ropes and objects on view. This is a commendable example of 

the kind of techno-fantasy world digital technology can render from an artist’s imagination without 

resorting to kitschy ‘Toy Story’ narratives that usually accompany similar animation in commercial 

films. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The Forces of Nature (stills),  

2004, 00:03:39, by Gerald Guthrie. (See QuickTime) 
 

Missing from the show was locative and networking media, performance, sound art, and generally 

those areas of digital art that shun traditional image-making in favor of process. This is not to say 

that using the newest media will guarantee better quality, but the discussion around such media 

would have a good chance of being more relevant to current theory and practice than some of the 

work found here that restated messages from traditional media art subjects such as identity, 

surveillance, visual culture’s flood of images or the glossy realm of advertising. 

 

Judging from Elizabeth K. Menon and Petronio Bendito’s multi-faceted discussion of techno-

aesthetics and technology’s social impact (found in the catalogue) the curators had a much more 

complex knowledge of digital technology’s entanglement with art and perception than the sum of 

the works that answered this ‘open call’. It is a problem common in media art forums everywhere. 

Now that there is a large pool of media art being produced all around the globe, it is time for the 

media art community to re-evaluate how and for what purposes the open call should be used. 

 

 

__________________________ 
Digital Concentrate online: http://www.cla.purdue.edu/galleries/digital_concentrate 
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