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Q u e s t i o n s 

SHARIR and GROMALA : The project and proc
ess of creating a piece in VR led us to far more 
questions, and to a great deal of artistic possi
bil i t ies. In such interactive environments, for in
stance, which are contingent upon the interaction 
of others, the notions of creator and audience blur. 
Is the very nature of art and dance altered by this 
potential ? Just where does the performance oc
cur — wi th in VR itself, in d istr ibuted si tes, in 
cyberspace ? Are some participants relegated to 
being passive audience members and others per
formers ? How does one determine who gets rep
resented in the VR environment ? How can this 
technology be accessible to larger audiences 
capable of interacting directly with the simula
t ion ? When does the multiple cause-and-effects 
of user participation become mere chaos ? 

How are we to understand the artwork ? Are 
these virtual environments, these simulations to 
be understood in terms of the Platonic idea of 
m i m e s i s , or a p r o b l e m a t i z e d i n s t a n c e of 
B A U D R I L L A R D ' s s imu lac ra , a p lace where 
Deleuzian fragmented and schizophrenic identi
t ies can fur ther shatter themselves into ever 
sma l le r p ieces ? Is a co l l ec t i ve iden t i t y of 
interactorsfrom distributed sites possible in such 
a modality-rich environment ? 

Diane Gromala directs the New Media Re
search Lab at the University of Washington in 
Seat t le , where she teaches in terd isc ip l inary 
courses related to emergent technologies. Yacov 
Sharir is the artistic director of the Sharir Dance 
Company, and is on the Dance faculty at the Uni
versity of Texas at Aust in. * 

THE PERFORMANCE OF AN 
ENCOUNTER : 
THE BODY, VIDEO 

C h r i s t i n e R O S S 

The installation in question is made up of only a 
single element : a giant screen installed in the 
back of a dark room. Video images of f loat ing 
blocks of l ight are projected on a black back
ground, progressively replaced by e lectronic 
snow which scans the screen from bottom to top 
and then from top to bottom. The audio track emits 
a continuous pulsation resembling the constant 
but rapid beating of a human heart. The crucial 
element of the installation is the placement and 
dimension of the screen : it is installed close to 
the ground, and conceived within human dimen
sions. The screen solicits the body of the viewer 
in its entirety. In front of this electronic ROTHKO 
the viewer's eyes wil l attempt to link the pixels 
and draw a landscape or a human f igure in order 
to shield oneself from the void that one is con
fronted wi th. It is at this point that s/he wil l real
ize how much one's vision osci l lates between 
hal luc inat ion and the phantasmal pro jec t ion. 
What's more, the screen rapidly becomes a skin 
in a process of formation, a border which consoli
dates the limit of the spectator's body who moves 
in front of it, but which also destabilizes this bor
der because the screen is all vibration, pulsation 
and electronic scanning. 

These In ter férences mnémoniques (.Mne
monic interferences), created by Ariane THÉZÉ 
in 1992, are an image production machine, images 
wh ich cancel each other out , l ike a f lee t ing 
memory. They plunge us into the universe of what 
we now call the new images, defining them as 
frames which one doesn't know exactly how to 
view and wh ich ceaselessly d is turb the gaze 
(through the insertion of hallucinations and phan
tasmal imagery) and the body (whose limits are 
becoming increasingly hybridized with the elec
tronic). As such they are like questions thrown 
out at the spectator : What is it to see ?, What is 
the body ?, To whom does the beating heart be
long ?. 

An installation such as this makes it evident 
to what degree the notion of the representation 
of the body in video is inappropriate. It would, in
deed, be more accurate to speak of a performance 
of the body instead, since the image no longer 
serves the function of reproducing or referring to 
a body that exists prior to its representation. The 
v idéographie performance of the body is the 
movement made by the body as biological unit, it 
is that which does not cease to call into question 
the body as an organism defined by a skin, or skin-
self, whose normative function (based on which 
one distinguishes the so-called sick body from the 
so-called healthy body) is to ensure a coherence, 
a distinction and distance between the self and 
the other. 

The destabilization of the body in video may 
take on different forms, but mostly it takes on the 
form of two simultaneous operations : on the one 
hand, a putting into question of the body's l imits, 
and on the other, an always failed attempt to re
construct its borders. It is as though it were no 
longer possible to fully and permanently ensure 
the impenetrability of the body, its impermeabil
i ty , i ts d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s , i ts d i f f e r e n c e . The 
destabilization is, therefore, and this is my hypoth
esis, that which triggers an uncertainty as to its 
limit, it is an image which raises these questions : 
Where does the body end and where does tech
nology begin ? How does one distinguish iden
t i ty f rom alteri ty ? These are quest ions which 
Mnemonic Interferences, and video in general, try 
to answer and which inevitably end in a failure of 
sorts, but a failure which I would nonetheless 
qualify as productive. 

This question of the limit also brings with it 
the question of the visible. The destabilization is 
not just developed on the level of content, it does 
not only make visible a different body, it must also 
put into play a difference which modifies the sta
tus of the visible. In video the visible, as the field 
of that which is seen, which can be seen, that 
which can be perceived, or is made perceivable 
to the senses, is that which is constituted pre
cisely where the body fails to maintain itself as a 
unit. In other words, the video destabilization of 
the body does not only consist of a « different » 
body (those bodies which the norm excludes from 
subject iv i ty — women, gays to name but two 
groups), but also of a « body > called into ques
tion by the vacillation of the visible, that is a body, 
which although it appears as actualized in an im
age, fails to be stabilized by this actualization. The 
key question, within the context of this inquiry into 
the destabilization of the body in video, is there
fore the fol lowing : what is it to represent a differ
ent body ? Or to put yet another way, and here I 
paraphrase and reformulate the Italian philoso
pher Giorgio AGAMBEN : How can one confer 
upon the visible not a « morality • (according to 
which the image would be thought in the light of 
what must exist as potentiality) but an « ethics » ? 
It is in the end run a matter of thinking the image 
in the light of subjective experience of potential
ity, through a laying bare of the inactuality which 
is proper to being1. 

A second video, La desserte blanche (1980) 
(The white sideboard) by Thierry KUNTZEL, is 
crucial in this regard, because here we are deal
ing with a representation of the body which is 
being formed directly out of the tension of the vis
ible and the invisible, in a process of materializa
t ion and demater ial izat ion. Here, the images' 
workings cause the represented body to disap
pear all the while maintaining it on a white screen, 
as a trace or an imperceptible mnemonic expan
sion of the body. These workings of the image do 
not confer a visibil ity as much as a potentiality, 
which is rendered by the body's failure to stabi
lize the visible. If this failure is what allows for the 
body's future actualizations, it is because it cor
responds to the body's incapacity to ensure its 
l imit : the • skin » does not cease to be confused 
with the grain of the image and the electronic 
scanning. Through this electronizat ion of the 
body, the visible does not only bring the body into 
view, it also shows dissolut ion, which is, moreo
ver, never irreversible. 

So what do we mean by « different body » ? 
One must first specify that the body of La desserte 
is not just any body, since it is the body of woman 
(in an iconography borrowed from MATISSE). This 
means that the dematerialization of the image is 
operating on a body that is already dematerialized 
by Western phi losophy. A pr ior i , therefore, it 
seems that this video only consolidates the meta
physical dematerialization of « woman », since it 
uses it as the support for his dematerialization of 
the image. In her essay Veil ing Over Desire : 
C lose-ups o f the Woman (1989), Mary Anne 
DOANE2 argues that the images that perturb the 
readability of the feminine body in this way (the 
veiled Marlene DIETRICH, framed in close-up by 
Joseph von STERNBERG, for example), do in fact 
nothing more than reinstate woman as non-sub
jectivity3. This is certainly true. La desserte, how
ever, goes further. On the contrary the feminine 
body is also that which endlessly seeks to affirm 
itself in the image, because the disappearance of 
the body, and here I draw on an idea formulated 
by Laurence LOUPPE, is always « reversible4 » . 
A body dissolves, but only to better reaffirm it
self, to spread itself, change, gain in momentum ; 
a bodily virtual ity is established precisely through 
the material izat ion-dematerial izat ion process. 
Such is the body of La desserte : not a body of 
woman reproduced in its difference (re-excluding 
that which is already excluded) but a body that 
affects the visible of representation. 

Two feminist publications (especially if they 
are read in parallel) are, in my view, crucial for an 
examination of the possibil it ies of this re-signifi
cation of the body : Unmarked. The Pol i t ics o f 
Per formance^ 993) by Peggy PHELAN5and Bod
ies that Matter (1993) by Judith BUTLER. The key
word to be remembered here is « performance ». 

For Peggy PHELAN, if the image is a perform
ance it is because it is always more than it medi
ates ; it is, moreover, never an absolute reproduc
tion of the real, and that is why it must account 
for the lack of equivalence between the real and 
its representation. The « body » must be therefore 
represented as this element which can never be 
fully resolved. In other words, and this is the eth
ics of the visible which PHELAN develops in Un
marked, the representation of the body must in
tegrate the incompleteness, loss, disappearance, 
and also the invisible. Here we are at the confines 
of Mnemon ic Inter ferences and La desserte. 
Nonetheless KUNTZEL's La desserte still permits 
us to push PHELAN's proposit ion a little bit fur
ther. In elaborating a reversible disappearance of 
the body, this monoframe integrates a sense of 
loss which would become problematic if it corre
sponded to the pure and simple loss of a femi
nine body. 

In fact, would not such an interpretation end 
up affirming the status quo of loss ? Would it not 
assure that this lost something (for example the 
feminine body) must remain irremediably lost ? 
If we pay close attent ion to what is wr i t ten in 
PHELAN's Unmarkedthis lost something is in fact 
the name of • woman », the excluded category of 
the Symbolic, which haunts (like a ghost) the con
fines of the representational visible. The lost is a 
Real whose absence one must accept, because, 
as she says, that which is lost cannot and must 
not be seen or named, it is that which threatens 
the subject with absorption or annihilation". 

Thus, even though this ethics of integration of 
disappearance, proper to performance, is crucial 
for a crit ique of the dominant images of the body, 
it ends up reproducing the historically constituted 
abject ion of the subject, the one which works 
through the social order, where access to the sym
bolic is made through an identif ication with the 
heterosexual law that forecloses a category of 
beings from the field of subjectivity based on gen
der, sexual orientation and race. That is why the 
dialectic of difference-via-abjection/difference-
t h r o u g h - c o n n e c t i o n put f o r w a r d by J u d i t h 
BUTLER in Bodies that Matter1 is useful (despite 
the insufficient crit ique of the visible) to the ex
tent that there one finds a definit ion of perform
ance which avoids the pure and simple reinstal
lation of the impossibil i ty of a certain category of 
beings to be actualized. 



For Judith BUTLER the body is the materiali
zation of the norms with which the subject identi
fies in order to constitute him/herself. But it also 
corresponds to that which exceeds these norms, 
to the extent that it is this element which never 
completely conformed to the norms which it ma
terializes. To put it differently, the body fails to be 
the l inguistic or visual sign which describes it, it 
is incapable, in a cul ture where the dominant 
sexual organization is heterosexual, to reproduce, 
for instance, the • masculine »or the« feminine » 
which it seeks, by necessity or obl igation. This 
means that the body re-signifies, re-constitutes 
the signs which it is supposed to reproduce in the 
moment when it materializes them. 

This failure to imitate the norm makes evident 
the performative dimension of language and for 
BUTLER as for PHELAN (the two theorists cross 
paths here) it is here that the condit ion for a pos
sibil i ty of change resides. Thus, for PHELAN, if 
the function of representation is to reproduce the 
referent, performance is a representation without 
the possibil i ty of reproduction8. This definit ion of 
performance is an elaboration of the one devel
oped by John Langshaw AUSTIN in his book How 
to do things with words (1962), in which he es
t a b l i s h e s the f a m o u s o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n 
constative and performative statements. On the 
l inguistic level the constative statement is one 
that describes things in the wor ld, while the per
format ive statement endows language wi th a 
particular power ; • saying » something in fact 
corresponds to « doing » (instead of describing) 
that which is said. The performative simultane
ously becomes the act to which it refers, as in « I 
promise », « I authorize you », which is a prom
ise, an authorization as such. 

In video, one can thus speak of a performance 
of the body (and not just simply a representation) 
when the image is what « makes » the body, that 
is to say when it produces the body, makes it act. 
Several years ago Jean-Paul FARGIER spoke of 
the « frame beings » of video9. He was not mis
taken : that these bodies are ghostl ike is of no 
matter since their effects are real, as in THÉZÉ's 
M n e m o n i c in ter fe rences and KUNTZEL's La 
desserte, where the image becomes the expanded 
body either of the spectator in front of the image, 
or the woman represented in the image, in a sort 
of breathing or living memory. The body in video 
is in a way an empty signifier, which is powerful 
enough, thanks to its performative character, to 
produce an active reception by the subject, whose 
corporea l i ty is put into ques t ion , even if the 
signifier fails to produce that which it promises 
to produce. Interférences and La desserte, moreo
ver, integrate this failure, since here the truth of 
the body is always, through the materialization-
dematerialization process of the image, about to 
disappear in order to be otherwise re-actualized. 
This is where, according to BUTLER, one localize 
the possibility of what she calls the •• futureness » 
of the body. The failure, the obviousness of the 
sign - body », is that which is opened up on its 
contingency, re-identification an re-interpretation. 

In fol lowing an ethics which joins an aesthet
ics of video, BUTLER argues in the end run that 
the new images must allow for the infinite diver
sity of the body's re-actualizations, to which the 
inactuality of the subject is linked in relation to 
the signs which it seeks but fails to materialize. 
This diversity is part of a logic of connect ion, to 
the extent that it disturbs the unity of the subject 
which is constituted by exclusion of the other10, 
and also to the extent that the materiality of video 
is always confused (in varying degrees, and more 
less manifestly) with the body its represents. The 
distance which separates language, video and the 
body is never certain. This confusion introduces 
a doubt on the plenitude of what we see ; it is per
haps at this precise moment that the image, ac
cording to DIDI-HUBERMAN's formulat ion, is 
beginning to look at u s " , and thereby destabilizing 
us . • 

1 Giorgio AGAMBEN, The Coming Communi ty (La 

commun i ty che viene. 1990), t rans la ted by Michae l 

HARDT, Minneapol is , Universi ty of Minnesota Press, 

col l . « Theories out of Bounds ». vo l .1 , 1993, p. 44. 
2 Mary Ann D O A N , « Veil ing Over Desire: Close-ups 

of the W o m a n », in Richard FELDSTEIN and Jud i th 

ROOF, eds., Femin ism a n d Psychoanalys is , I thaca, 

Cornel l University Press, 1989, p. 105-141. 
3 Ibid., p. 135. 
4 see L a u r e n c e L O U P P E , • I n t e r m i t t e n c e s du 

corps - , in Thierry Kuntzel. Paris, Galerie nationale du 

Jeu de Paume, 1993. 
5 Peggy PHELAN, Unmarked. The Polit ics of Perform

ance, New York, Routledge, 1993, p. 2-3. 
6 Ibid., p. 26. 
7 Judi th BUTLER, Bodies that Matter : On the discur

sive L imi ts o f - Sex -, New York, Rout ledge, 1993.8. 

Phelan, p. 3. 
8 PHELAN, p. 3. 
9 Jean-Paul FARGIER, « Deuxième séance : la f ict ion 

vidéo entre le cinéma et la télévison », in C.A.C., éd. 

Actes du coloque vidéo, f ict io et d e . 2" Mani festat ion 

internationale de Montbél iard, Paris VII , 1984, p. 27-30. 
10 BUTLER, p. 103. 

" see George D I D I - H U B E R M A N , Ce que nous 

voyons, ce qu i nous regarde. Paris, Les Édit ions de 

Minui t , 1992. 

Translated f rom French by Bernard SCHÙTZE 

SPECIES ART? 
M a r y A n n e F A R A H 

In my continuing research on the significance of 
electronic interactivity to the relationship between 
the art object and the viewer, I have noticed that 
several electronic artists are creating work that 
embodies the theme of technologies as a species. 

T e c h n o l o g i e s M i m i c L i v i n g F o r m s 
The t i t l e a lone of To ron to a r t i s t Dav id 

ROKEBY's interactive set up — « Very Nervous 
System » — used in various art installations and 
performances around the wor ld ' , implies that the 
electronic sensors of technologies indicate the 
existence of an autonomous nervous system 
analogous to the biologically-based nervous sys
tems of advanced species. The early works of Nam 
June PAIK which superimpose body parts with 
technologies — such as TV Bra for Living Sculp
ture (1967) and TV Penis2 — may indicate that 
technologies have superseded the limits of the 
nervous system and are acquiring human form. 
In his later series Family o f Robots (1986), PAIK 
broadened this theme to imply the complete infi l
tration and replacement of the entire human body 
with technologies3. Works like this offer, among 
others, two interpretations : the human form is 
becoming- technologized » and/or technologies 
are mimicking the human species. 

Family Portrait (1993) relates to PAIK's Fam
i ly of Robots. However, in this work, Montreal 
electronic artist Luc COURCHESNE explores the 
issue of information exchange between humans 
and machines within a social context ; part ici
pants can dialogue with machine — dependent 
personalities which are « aware » of each other4. 
Using this work as a springboard, one can ask 
whether this suggested « awareness » implies a 
distinct consciousness or socialization potential 
of machines. 

More like PAIK's robotic works, Australian art
ist STELARC openly associates technologies with 
human form through performances like The Third 
Hand (1981 +). His oeuvre suggests the inability 
of the body to cope with modern demands and 
impl ies that technologies are material izing as 
cancerous electronic growths through their echo
ing of human form. STELARC's perception of the 
capacity of technologies to change human behav
iour and physiology are expressed when he re

lays, as Marshall McLUHAN did in 1964s, that the 
continuity of the human species may be jeopard
ized : 

Through its success in making technology, 
gathering information and unplugging itself from 
the planet, the body has created new evolut ion
ary pressures which threaten the survival of the 
human species... Although imploding, miniatur
ized technology reintegrates and amplif ies the 
individual, it disintegrates the species6. 

If the dominance of technologies threatens the 
continuance of the human body as it now func
t ions, what does the future hold for the human 
form ? STELARC claims that the morphology of 
the body wil l diversify to deal with the changing 
demands associated with long term technologi
cal use. STELARC proposes that the final result 
wi l l be the emergence of newly diversified physi
cal forms and the surpassing (or disintegration) 
of the traditional bodies we presently inhabit : 

... just as the splitt ing of the atom unleashed 
enormous energies, so the splitt ing of the human 
species by imploding technology wil l generate 
tremendous biological potential, resulting in an 
enriched and energizing diversity of the human 
phylum7. 

A s i d e f r o m i n f r e q u e n t t ex t s l i ke J e r r y 
MANDER's Four Arguments for the Elimination of 
Television, it is the layperson's belief that tech
nologies, like television, do not threaten the ex
istence of the body, but serve as independent 
tools for human use. Hence, their operation and 
integration is continued with full force. Wi th this 
considerat ion, they are not regarded as mere 
outgrowths of human form or creativity, but are a 
population unto themselves. 

Technologies Reproduce 
If one entertains the idea that technologies 

behave as dist inct populations, how do they pos
sess behaviours similar to life forms ; how are 
their characteristics indicative of living species8 ? 
We can recognize that the demand for technolo
gies to ingest electrical energy is similar to the 
demand for living forms to ingest food. As a re
sult they also produce waste products : radioac
tive wastes, toner cartridges, carbon monoxide 
fumes, etc. However, the work of some electronic 
artists suggests that technologies have gone as 
far as mimicking the advanced species-specific 
behaviour of reproduction. In 1988 Canadian art
ists Norman WHITE and Laura KIKAUKA pre
sented Them Fuckin ' Robots to an audience who 
watched two separately created two robots have 
intercourse. WHITE stated : 

Laura KIKAUKA and I each built an electro
mechanical sex machine (hers, female ; mine, 
male)... We then brought these two machines to
gether for a public performance. The male ma
chine responds to the magnetic fields generated 
by the female circuits, thereby increasing its rate 
of breathing and moving its limbs, simultaneously 
charging a capacitor to electric « orgasm »9. 

Related to their reproductive potential, tech
nologies possess species-indicative population 
patterns, evidenced through their manufacturing 
and evolutionary cycles. From the assumption that 
technologies are created to mimic human behav
iour, and, given the knowledge that populations 
funct ion inter-dependently, ecological ly-based 
population statistics may one day seriously in
volve studying the human/technology inter-spe
cies relationship. 

New York based artist Perry HOBERMAN has 
created a work suggesting the theme of the ac
cumulative population densities of technologies. 
Faraday's Garden (1993) involves an impressive 
array of domestic and office appliances that are 
electronical ly l inked to the footpath of part ic i
pants. As one proceeds into the electronic gar
den, the weight of each step triggers the switches 
of the appliances on the surrounding shelves. The 
substantial number of technologies used in this 
piece, ranging from slide and fi lm projectors to 
can openers, blenders, clocks and radios, whir 
w i t h ac t i v i t y as ide each p a r t i c i p a n t . Perry 
HOBERMAN says, « Our appliances are coveted 
and exploited when new, discarded and forgot
ten when obsolete. We maintain a kind of amne
sia about these machines as each is replaced by 
newer, more effective models10. » 


