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There are tiny Bell Labs in the guise of ateliers and rehearsal studios worldwide,
where artists investigate not only how we can use new media to further our
ends, but also how technology has changed us. Performance, in the case of
computer-mediated art, has transformed both artist and audience into “user.”

It can be argued that the first media performance took place on July 2, 1875. When Alexander
Graham Bell made his fateful transmission, "Watson, come in here! I want you,” there was a shift
in technology that forever altered our concepts of communication and physical boundaries—and
therefore performance. Little did Bell know that the communications revolution would one day
carry with it the heated subtext "I want you"—a sentiment that describes the feedback loop
between technology and performance today.

Not only has technology become inflected with aspects of performance, but the concept of
performance has been altered by technology. Brenda Laurel, in her 1991 book Computers as Theater,
analyses all human-computer interface design in terms of theater, arguing that performance has
changed computers. The development of "user-friendly” interfaces in the late 70s and early 8os
was based on the idea of allowing people to intuitively connect with their computers. For example,
the Windows application that first appeared on the Apple operating system enabled users to run
programs without writing command lines; suddenly, computers could interact in more human
terms. In effect, the information age has also become the age of responsive machines, such as the
"smart pets” that have reached the market. These miniature electronic dogs or pocket monsters
actually play with us.

Considering the intimate relationships we have developed with machines in our daily lives,
it's not surprising that computers and technology hold a deep fascination for contemporary
media performers, who work at the forefront of these new lines of communication. There are tiny
Bell Labs in the guise of ateliers and rehearsal studios worldwide, where artists investigate
not only how we can use new media to further our ends. but also how technology has changed
us. Performance, in the case of computer-mediated art, has transformed both artist and
audience into "user.”

Laurie Anderson has long been on the forefront of media performance. Her 1981 song "0
Superman,”~which included an answering machine message from mom and references to big
science (like the U.S. military)-was broadcast across the pop radio waves. Anderson sang about
technology holding out its "electronic arms,” conveying the sense that the machines want us too.
For over a decade, Anderson has been telling multi-media stories (music, visual and performance
work) in a contemporary techno-grammar. She has used electronic Harmonizers to "detune” her
voice and different forms of media "masks.” In United States, her 1983 performance piece,
Anderson took the audience on a journey through the American landscape by way of video mix and
digital audio manipulation. It was her use of technology to enhance her stories about the effects of
technology on our culture that made the piece so captivating. The image of a spiky-haired
Anderson, grinning with a small orb in her mouth that electronically illuminated her face from
the inside, has become an icon of media performance,
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Since the 70s, Anderson has experimented with boundaries that have traditionally separated the quick from the dead, human
from machine. She has brought the technology physically closer to her body—microphones and audio triggers are no longer held
at an arm's distance, but literally attached to the body to create performances both startling and more personal. Performance
critic RoseLee Goldberg notes, "United States made it clear that Anderson’s use of media and her analysis of its role and meaning
in American culture would become a yardstick for measuring this debate in the future.”

In 1996, Australian artist Stelarc took the interaction between performer and technology to another level, by giving us the
figure of a man actually being driven by technology. On April 10th of that year, the culmination of his work involving
human-machine interface took place at Artspace. Sydney. with Ping Body: An Internet Actuated and Uploaded Performance
(www.stelarc.va.com.au). Stelare literally wired himself into the Internet; the movement of net traffic was charted on his body
in the form of 60-volt "pings.” which forced him to convulse.

In Ping Body. Stelarc charts the desire and anxiety that accompany an expanded media theater—where works can exist beyond
the parameters of the stage or performance space and simultaneously among viewers throughout the world. Bodily autonomy is
no longer a given. This freedom is also evident in the digital work of choreographers Merce Cunningham and Bill T. Jones.
Cunningham has used complex motion detection systems in performance, charting ghostlike images of the dancers in motion
on large screens surrounding the stage. Jones was one of the first to take dance—the most embodied of the arts—to an entirely
virtual realm. In 1999, he attached multiple sensors to his body and then danced while a computer calculated the quality of each
motion as an algorithm. The performance itself occurred on a website where Jones's signature style of movement was created by
avirtual dancer (www.cooper.edu/art/ghostcatching). Both Ping Body and the work of Cunningham and Jones suggest that what is
at stake in these efforts to take control of media is also the control of corporeal representation—the material experience of
our bodies and identities.

It's not just individuals, but communities and even cities themselves that have become theaters in the electronic age. Digital artist
Rafael Lozano- Hemmer, winner of Ars Electronica and SPMoMA prizes, created a sublime piece of electronic architecture with
his Vectorial Elevation. Last winter, Lozano-Hemmer designed an interface by which remote viewers controlled the play of
searchlights in the central square of Mexico City (www.telefonica.es/fat/artistas/rlh/eproyecto.html). And for the "City Vision”
section of the Media City exhibition last fall in Seoul, Korea, curator Hans Ulrich-Obrist commissioned video works that he
displayed on 75 giant screen panels distributed through the city. Flashing across the screens, between commercials for film and
soap, came encrypted visual messages—the city talking to itself. The lines of communication that technology has opened for
performance are now feeding back into the entire cityscape.




The most widespread form of media performance today is net.art, or art created
for the internet. It's the one on one engagement hetween the user and her
screen that begs the question, “What is performance now?"

But the most widespread form of media performance today is net.art, or art created for the Internet. It's the one
on one engagement between the user and her screen that begs the question, "What is performance now?"” "The
world of net.art is almost as diverse as the rest of the contemporary art world.” says Mark Tribe, who runs the dig-
ital art community Rhizome.org. "I can think of examples of political net.art, narrative net.art, conceptual net.art,
etc. That being said, there are some things that are truly new and different in net.art practice, and these tend to
involve code.” Although the realm of net.art is strictly organized by the logic of code structures (i.e., HTML,
Javascript, PERL). these structures can give rise to an incredible sense of freedom.

What's at work in net.art is design that begins to use the tools of virtual reality in increasingly subtle and
conceptual ways. This “reality” is becoming less about the technology and more about the lives that people find
and create for themselves online. Media performance, in general, reflects this growing identification between
people and their phantasmal computer lives. Benjamin Weil, founder of one of the first net.art sites, adaweb
(www.adaweb.com), and curator of new media at SFMoMA. emphasizes the performance-related element of all
online art. "People seem to always invoke Conceptual Art [when discussing net.art],” Weil says. "But these artists
are interested in issues of audience and issues that have risen from network technologies. Reaching an audience
beyond the traditional art audience was something that these artists were concerned with all along.”

Mark Napier is one net.artist whose site, www.potatoland.org, blurs the lines between audience and artist. In P-soup,
a "primordial participation visual soup animation,” the viewer becomes the player. P-soup functions as a multi-
user instrument. It triggers geometric patterns embedded with audio samples in response to prompts from
mouse and keyboard. At any given time, a solitary player or remote group of players can command a chorus of
competing, commingling waves of sound and visual. The effect is a kind of virtual skipping stones ina pond, the shift
in color, shape, and speed depending on the "turbulence” of the system. P-soup is an elegant demonstration of the
disappearance of the Cartesian grid, Time has become subjective—the performance starts when you get there and
is over when you leave, while for someone else it's just started. Physical space has likewise become malleable; a
performance like P-soup happens across a dispersed network of users and servers, so geography itself becomes a
variable. On his site An American Work of Art in Progress (www.restlessculture.net/americanart —see also—
www.progirl.com), new media/performance artist Cary Peppermint invites us to "RSVP to a party that never
ends.” The artist leads his users through a lattice of commercial sites—Evite, eBay. mp3.com—that he's
subverted to create fake events or auctions or music. The lessons of the Surrealists are remixed daily in net.art
such as Peppermint’s, which takes chance occurrence as its first principle of composition.

Media performance has expanded the boundaries of traditional performance not only in terms of the images and
sounds it can produce: it also rearranges the basic tenets of "here and now,” "beginning and end,” "artist and
audience.” In Diamond Age, a novel by the writer and digital theorist Neil Stephenson, there is a scene where a
man is literally pushed into a theater piece. As the man grapples with his disorientation, he realizes that the
"performance” is happening all around him and that he has become a key player in the synthetically mediated
environment. Stephenson reminds us there is no safe distance anymore. We are already enmeshed in a network
of communication systems. Media performance looks at the way the machines have started to talk to us.@
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