Rafael Lozano-Hemmer
interviewed by Heimo Ranzenbacher

Metaphors of Participation

Heimo Ranzenbacher: This interview appears in the chapter Engineers of Experience, a title
that could basically serve as an alternative characterization of artists in general. Since the term
engineer, rooted as it is in the Latin word ingenium, denotes someone gifted and filled with the
spirit of inventiveness, it seems apt, therefore, for an expert who plans and executes work on
the basis of competence in natural sciences and in technical know-how. What significance does
the recourse of the arts to natural science and technology have for you?

Lozano-Hemmer: Like most people, | like living vicariously through technology. | am

seduced by amplification, simulation, telematics and things that crash. | work with tech-
nology because it is impossible not to. Technology is one of the inevitable languages of
globalisation. | like calling it a language because this conveys two attributes that are sig-
nificant. Firstly, that technology is inseparable from contemporary identity,—there is no
such thing as “what we were like before technology”—, and secondly, that it is not some-
thing that has been invented or engineered, but rather that it has evolved through con-
stantly-changing social, economic, physical and political forces. | think artists use tech-
nology explicitly as a way of understanding and criticising from within some of the para-
doxes of our culture. How can "media” culture actually result in disintermediation? How
can a condition of placelessness become situated in a multi-place? How come telemat-
ics may actually remarginalize the periphery?
On the other hand, there is a tendency for “technologically correct” art, as critic Lorne
Falk says, where artists, museums and galleries adopt technology not to create new expe-
riences specific to the new media, but rather to lever and validate their current grab-bag
of metaculture. It is interesting that the successive waves of techno-hype for multimedia,
VR, the internet, and now ubigquitous computing have been typically reported by using
cliché references to the Renaissance as though we were about to enter a new humanism
where the user is the “centre of the digital world” The human today is at the centre of
nothing but a flock or stampede. If we could zoom out of our scene we would probably
see ourselves following relatively established patterns and group behaviours, such as par-
taking in consumer culture, which are unavoidable. This humanist approach, where art
and science may pretend to be one and the same thing, is nostalgia at best and necrophil-
ia at worst. | find it significant that the first realistic computer models of humans (“syn-
thespians”) were done at the same time as flocking behaviours (particle systems) were
being implemented in high-end animation packages. Many years ago | wrote an essay for
Leonardo magazine called “Perverting Technological Correctness” where | outlined some
strategies artists deploy to corrupt the inevitability of corporate technologies. Among them,
| included the simulation of technology itself, the use of pain, ephemeral intervention,
misuse of technology, non-digital approaches to virtuality and resistance to what | call
the “effect” effect.

Heimo Ranzenbacher: The media employed by so-called media art constitute not only a
means to an end (the mediation of an experience); rather, they are also always a reference sys-
tem (the experience). In this way, media art basically resembles art that takes shape outside of
a technological context. In contrast to, for instance, the color blue of a picture that refers pri-
marily to art-immanence, technology constitutes an intersubjectively binding reference system.

Ranzenbacher, Heimo. * Metaphors of Participation”, Takeover — who's doing the artf of tomorrow. ARS Elecironica 2001, Vienna: Springer, 2001, p. 240.
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