PAGE  
8

Rhode Island School or Design (RISD), Providence, RI, USA

Digital Media Department

10.11.05

Lecture series organized by Christiane Paul.
I will be developing some ideas, then describe a few projects, and show videos of the work.

But first, I would like to give you a little idea of what my work is about. This video documentation was my first public test of the installation ACCESS that I did 2 years ago. I will describe the work later.

( ACCESS DVD / Softopia, Japan 

Central to the ideas that I would like to develop here are the notions of information and communication, control and surveillance. Since Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon (1780), – a circular shaped prison allowing one single guard to check all the prison cells in a glance –, and since the Crystal Palace in London (1851), – a glass and iron structure –, architecture has given itself to instantiating Transparency. Transparency has now become a fundamental notion in political, economic, and media discourse.

Transparency, as a democratic belief and value, is a new figure of Visibility.

I would like to be very explicit about 3 important ideas, as manifested in the 3 words: Transparency, Access, and Visibility.
Transparency is the name given to the Control of Visibility, and Surveillance is the technique that the “Western World Enterprise” developed to control the Quality of Transparency.

Another constitutive element for the landmarks and referents of the contemporary city can be defined as the notion of Access: the Right of access  or its other half, Exclusion.  Access to information, services, activities, sites, or objects. It takes the form of real or figurative security gates: such as smart cards, wireless data, passwords, cookies, etc. We carry with us, both physically and mentally, the constitutive elements of our perceptual reference points. 

The technology of x-rays (as well as other kind of scan detections /or vision or voice recognition) is emblematic of surveillance devices, not only those which detect organs or infected cells in the human body or hidden commodities in transport containers, but also those which detect encoded information, be it organic, inorganic, or computational, translate them, and activate actions in return.

X-rays are analogous to the stakes of ideological transparency. It is used – in the name of citizenship – to localize, identify, and authorize –or reject. 

The internet works identically. It takes the form of a detection gate, real or fictive. This is nothing new. It already existed –in a more primitive form– in ancient cities when people were asked to show a pass or pay a toll for a right of entry to a city. These kind of gates proliferated increasingly in western society.

Transparency, in divulging itself, attempts to take over the Invisible. Everything has to be visible. Going from clarity to clarity, what has disappeared with transparency is not the Visible, but the Invisible. Now, the Invisible is the human body’s distance from the real; the ability of its free inquiry,  the possibility of the autonomy of thought.

Visibility, therefore, is selective. It is the selection of what has value  – which is a politics of desire – compared to what is excluded, out of interest – which has to disappear from vision and representation.

Visibility is a contract, – a social pact – that endorses proof of the presence of the real. Adhesion remains the condition of visibility no matter what form it takes: faith, belief, desire, or interests.

The two notions, Transparency and control of Access, provide the dimension and the span of Visibility  which is given as Real.

Before I describe my work, i would like to give you a personal picture.

I was trained as an architect. My interest, however, was less in how to build viable structures  but more concerned with how architecture affects our understanding of the world. I chose the visual and multimedia fields to examine the way that a civilization originates and creates its forms. These forms are both tangible –such as signals, buildings, and cities– and intangible, such as the aspects of values, laws, and culture. 

My work questions the perspective of the West, and the state of a New World Order. For several years I have been committed to working with already-existing data or phenomena, in order to propose a connection between individuals and wider forces, or larger scales, or longer time-bases. And thus, reconsider what a society or a community is engaged, and therefore the individuals, in everyday life.

I have always been attracted by Asia and the various ways Taoism developed, especially by Japanese Soto Zen Buddhism.

During a residency in Japan, in 1993, it became obvious to me that I would never become an Asian, because my mind was definitely western molded. So, instead of reacting against it, I decided to look at my own house, the western world.

The first work I will describe is L’Architecture du Paradis. It is an immersive five-channel sound, video, and light installation  which investigates Western urban archetypes.  The city is a fundamental expression of complexity  and the exclusive creation of man.

L’Architecture du Paradis navigates the viewer through five ideal cities,  exploring the archetypes that have permeated the Western imagination for centuries. During the projections, the viewer is a spectator. During the interruptions, he becomes a target. The work was produced by PICA (the Portland Institute of Contemporary Art) and exhibited in 2000.

For L’Architecture du Paradis, I looked back 5000 years. 

I defined 5 ideal cities. 5 cities that helped to build the city we are living in. They are major archetypes that historically and psychologically permeated the Western world, as successive counterpoints to dreams of happiness: such as the Celestial City, the egalitarian society, the great march of progress, the global planet of communication, the new world order, etc.  In fact the fifth city, Paradise, is the one that is always under construction, the one that will finally make us more happy, more wealthy, more powerful, more beautiful.

I chose the archetypes carefully, among many possibilities, then visited and confronted my ideas with archaeologists, art historians, philosophers, architects, and cultural critics, in Berlin, New York, Los Angeles, and with my acquaintances in Paris, such as Paul Virilio and Jean-Louis Cohen.

As a result, the ideal cities are: Babylon, Jerusalem, Atlantis, New York… and Paradise. They are ideal cities in the way they continue to be vivid in our minds, today. They are the result and the models  of the civilizations which have forged them: Sumerian, Semite, Greek, Modernist, plus …the one coming up – the next big thing. They all continue to live in the city of today. The link is anchored in the reference points that define the physical and mental spaces in which contemporary people act and react.  Neither Rome, nor London, nor Paris, nor Berlin, nor Vienna, have had such an impact. They were all missing a new architectural concept and philosophical statement. 

New York is definitely a new strong concept, defined since the early 1920s,  even though, -architecturally speaking-, it was experimented and conceived in Chicago and other places around. Same thing with Babylon – which is not the Babylon from the old testament– but a mixture of Ur, Uruk, Mari, the main Mesopotamian cities. Same thing with Atlantis, which was designed by Plato to warn the Greeks that if they continue the way they were going, they would be destroyed and disappear.

No city of today can pretend to serve as a model in its integrity: not Los Angeles, nor Las Vegas, nor Tokyo, nor Beirut, nor Dubai.

The cities I defined as ideal are not real and current as much as their images that captivated the western world, which continues to build on them.

In a moment i will show a video of L'Architecture du Paradis. This video is of the 5 sequences, which are sequentially projected on each of the 4 walls of a space, with one wall having two of the sequences.  Between each sequence, various theater lighting effects, such as foot lighting,  strobe flashes, and a moving robotic spotlight, are used as transitional elements. These effects transform the viewers from spectators to targets. 

What you will see is the visual part of the installation, missing unfortunately the lighting effects and the immersive part.

It’s 11 minutes total.

( AP DVD 
Now I would like to show you 2 short videos from the project ACCESS, from 2003. These were made after the video I showed you at the beginning. They show better than words what Transparency, Visibility, and Access, particularly Network Access can mean. 

First a short description of the project:

1. ACCESS is a public art installation that applies web, surveillance, computer, sound, and lighting technologies, allowing web users to track individuals in public spaces with a unique robotic spotlight and acoustic beam system. Individuals are tracked without wearing any gear or markers. The robotic spotlight follows the tracked individuals while the acoustic beam projects audio that only they can hear. The tracked individuals do not know who is tracking them or why they are being tracked, nor are they aware of being the only persons among the public hearing the sound. The web users do not know that their action triggers sound towards the target. In effect, both the tracker and the tracked are in a paradoxical communication loop.

2. ACCESS addresses and explores the impact of detection and surveillance within contemporary society. It presents control tools that combine surveillance technology with the advertising and Hollywood industries, creating an intentionally ambiguous situation and revealing the obsession and fascination for control, vigilance, visibility and celebrity: scary or fun. I want to emphasize the importance of this ambiguity. Some individuals may not like the idea of being under surveillance. But some individuals may love the attention.

ACCESS was primarily influenced by the beauty of surveillance–representations (such as X-rayed bodies, luggage, or vehicles, 3D laser scans, satellite reconnaissance imagery, etc.), by the invisibility of the collected data, and by the power generated by means of surveillance practices.

And by the fact that US military and Hollywood Movies, Broadcast Television, and Video Games, in other words: power and mass-entertainment-industries, are increasingly working together towards a “new world order”. 

Aesthetically I wanted to create a work made with nothing, no installation, no visuals, nothing, just a light beam and audio beam that will come on and vanish. Ideally, the tracked anonymous person in the public space becomes the art piece, and when she quits the tracking zone  there is nothing left, but the next person being tracked.

3. Technically, ACCESS utilizes computer-vision, robotics, sound, lighting,  and the Internet. A web site displays a real-time video of the public space installation. The video documentation that you will see in a minute is showing this interface. Through this interface, a web-user can select a person in the actual public space. This action triggers specially designed computer-vision technology to move a robotic spotlight and an acoustic beam system to pursue the person. The video will also show views of the tracking computer screen. This is the first system of this kind. Since ACCESS requires real time interaction via the web, ACCESS also required innovation in the areas of low latency streaming-video and control.

ACCESS was shown at Siggraph 2003 in the Emerging Technologies Exhibition, at Ars Electronica 2003, in Linz, Austria, where it received a Honorary Mention in Interactive Art, at Eyebeam, in New York, and at Villette Numerique 2004, in Paris. ACCESS received the 2004 Webby Award for Net Art and was listed in the "50 Coolest Websites" in the 2004 Time Magazine Online Edition. It will be permanently installed at ZKM, Center for Art and Media, in Germany, starting this November 18, and a variation of the work will be permanently installed at THEpUBLIC, a new Art Center in the UK, to be inaugurated September 2006. 
( ACCESS DVD / Siggraph / Ars

The third and last project I would like to show is called BE[AM]. It is a work-in-progress. The expected completion date is December 2005, during my residency at CalArts, California Institute of the Arts, that i started 2 weeks ago.

BE[AM] projects –and intermittently lets the public control– moving visuals from a database of American pop culture to point to the ambiguity among entertainment, military, and ideology. 

BE[AM] pushes the lines of the technology used to achieve its concept and blurs the borders between various media: film, animation, television, broadcasting, games, comic books.
The merging of the technologies of vision and the technologies of destruction has been going on since the invention of the camera, but has become a critical after 9/11. In Hollywood movies, and in video games, in sports and in news programs, entertainment and combat seem indistinguishable. In the words of Tim Lenoir, the “military-industrial complex” has become the “military-entertainment complex.” The consequence is sophisticated ideological manipulation.

BE[AM] works to recreate a critical distance between image and sound, sender and receiver, market and consumer, targeter and target, and thus to explore how large scale, long-term cultural forces impact individuals in their everyday lives.

BE[AM] offers three figures from the history of media in the endless attempt to evade the ‘beam’ of militarized vision  within which we inevitably continue to appear.

In a darkened space, a robotic projector throws a stream of hovering, undulating images of three iconic characters on the walls, floor, and ceiling. These three familiar, friendly heroes  each have a uniquely subversive relationship to their respective mediums: Charlie Chaplin, Wile E. Coyote (from the Roadrunner cartoons) and Super Mario (from the Donkey Kong video game). They appear as if they were caught in the searchlight,  or were reluctant actors performing under a spotlight, but which is paradoxically their very condition of existence. They run, jump, and fall,  as if the projector’s beam was chasing them through the whole history of media landscapes: battlefields, domestic scenes, mythic worlds -- each environment a jump-cut from the next. Freed from their “home” environments (and even their original media), we see Chaplin try to escape advancing tanks from the video game Operation Desert Storm, while the Coyote blasts atop a rocket through the CNN studio to land behind a newscaster’s desk.

At precise intervals, 3 game stations are highlighted for the public’s attention, inviting any volunteering visitor to take control over one of the icons.

BE[AM] started in 2004 in New York, with the collaboration of McKenzie Wark, author of “A Hacker Manifesto” among other books, for cultural data research, script, and critique, and with advisory help of Carl Goodman, from the Museum of the Moving Image.
Am showing you a documentation video recorded at the Art Center College of Design, in Pasadena, during a prototyping preview. This video focuses on showing the immersive part of the project – it is not the work in itself. The sound will be a composition of sound effects and three different “leitmotiv”, one for each of the three icons (for instance, Charlie Chaplin will always appear with a tender violin ritornello, which will be his own melody on top of the sound effects. 

The interactive part uses MAX/MSP/Jitter.

The equipment consists of a robotic projector, a media server, a show controller, and a spatialized audio system. 

( BE[AM] DVD

Let’s abstract the essences of my latest projects:

Over the past few years I have been examining the relationship between autonomy and subjection. ACCESS was focusing on the ambiguity among surveillance, control, / and / visibility, celebrity. BE[AM] is focusing on the intertwining among military, entertainment, marketing, and ideology (or the excuse behind democracy). Threatbox.ux, my new upcoming project, will focus on the aggression that the military and entertainment industries together use to achieve their propaganda.

In theory, my concern moves from surveillance control to mass-entertainment manipulation. From increased transparency to fake visibility, to triumph at the controls (stars, avatars, militarists). In other words, from the idea of “politically correct” in the Reagan era,  or “well-behaving” in the consumer reality, to the hunger of achieving fame, being a hero, in the way ideology and societal values portray it through the entertainment market.

The video games /war games trendiness and business intertwining with real–war and power–control need to be addressed, in conjunction with the fascination for celebrity and visibility through gaining an audience. War or Game or Fame. This blurring infuses “marketing–yourself” being confused with “expressing–yourself”. [self-promotion] or [self expression].

Writer McKenzie Wark notes that the military-entertainment complex which is the dual power of the US power since Clinton, is setting the rules and the goals of a gamespace that has no longer borders and frontiers. This dual American empire has two topologies: the commodity gamespace and the strategy gamespace. They overlap and contradict one another. The military-entertainment complex combines entertainment with mass manipulation. Many people today accept being manipulated. Surveillance-technology and manipulation have infiltrated almost all consumers commodities. Marketers, advertisers, and corporations attempt to showcase surveillance as banal and benign. Citizens get accustomed to data retrieval (cookies, smart cards, passwords, cameras, etc.). Finally, it doesn’t matter any more, for most of us, we have nothing to hide.  

What does matter here is a new world with sophisticated ideological monitoring, violating our autonomy of thought.

Even though total autonomy is an illusion – as all phenomena are interdependent – it does not justify subjectification to control, political, and economic manipulation.

The rules are set inside the frame of the event, or stage, or game, or – at a larger scale – the consumption economy, the “new world order”, the terrorist fear, the security industry, and the next big trick.
