PUBLIC SPACE | PUBLIC INTERFERENCE

RAFAEL LOZANO-HEMMER

PL: For the past few years you have baen working on a serias of pieces entitled
Ralational Architectura. How would you define this body of work?

BLH: Refational Architecture can be defined as the technological actuahzation of public
space with “alien” memaory. | prefer to say Jalien” instead of new” because the word does
not have the pretension of onginality and simply underlines the fact that the memory does
not belong ™ The series consists of large-scale interventions that allow local or remote
participants to transform buildings or urban landscapes through the use of sensors,
networks, robots and audiowvisual technologies. The installations tend to be ephemeral
although they could become permanent if the budget and context allow it

I narmed the senies Relational Architectura in large part because | wanted to avoid
using the term “interactivity.” This word has now become too vague, ike "postmodern,”
“irtual,” deconstruction,” or other terms that mean too many things and are exhausted
Duchamp said “the look makes the picture” and when we say that everything is interactive,
the wiord 1s not that interesting anymoare, Also interactive sounds too much like a top-down

1-bit trigger button —ygu push it and something happens— which is too predatorial and
simple, Of course “relational” is not my term, | read about it in Maturana and Varela's
studies of the brain and also the word has been used since the '60s to describe cross-
referencing databases. The great Brazilian artists Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica, precursors
of electronic art, also used the term in the "60s 1o refer 1o their useractivated objects and
installations. "Relational” has a maore honzontal quality, it's more connective: events
happen in fields of activity that may have resonances in several places in the network. The
word relational” takes you away from this discrete, personahized, individualized expenence
of interactivity, which | dishke.

Iwant to design anteFmonuments. A monument is something that represents power. or
selects a piece of history and tries to
matenalize it visualize it, represent
it, always from the point of view of
the elite, The antemonument, on
the contrany, 1s an action, a performance. Everybody 1s aware of its artificiality. There is no
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inherent connection between the site and the installation. It's something that people may
partake in, ad hoc, and knows it's a deceit, a special effect. The ant-monument for me is an
alternative to the fetish of the site, the fetish of the representation of power.

PL: Whare do you situata tha participant in these pieces? How do you proposa and
resolve their participation? Is the end result close to your initial ideas regarding
participation?

RLH: | draw very careful distinctions between my interventions in public space and the
work of artists that | admire very much —like Krzysztof Wodiczko or Hans Haacke— who
make critical site specific work.” To me most of their work is an exploration of the
underlying power structures of a building, and the deconstruction of these "grands recits.”
| am more interested in termporary. minor histories that can be established with new
relationships that may emerge between the site and the public. Therefore | call my work
“relationship specific.” The grounding is not the history or symbolism of the site, but the
participation of the public. Without the public the piece cannot unfald, it cannot exist: it
would be like a play without actors. For me, a piece 1s successful if the behawors and
relationships that arise from participation manage o surprnise the artist/designer... in other
words, the outcomes should not have been pre-programmed. Instead, the piece should
establish some initial conditions, a platform or vehicle where people can do whatever it is
they're going to do through the constraints and affordances of the piece nself
My recent piece Bodly Mowes consisted of 1200 square meters of projected interactive
portraits that passers-by would reveal by casung their shadow onto the Pathé cinema
building in Rotterdam. | was inspired by Van Hoogstraten's and 17th century Dutch
shadow plays, but these site specific” references are really only entry paints into the waork
Almost every culture in the world has a very sophisticated vocabulary and tradition of
shadow plays or shadow mythologies. As | rerount a piece in a different city the range of
response vanes widely, and these vanations are very revealing about what constitutes
“location.” | am currently organizing a tour for Body Mowes and | am really looking forward
to seeing how people’s reaction differs in Seoul. Sao Paulo or Singapore. | think in most
electromic artworks what's interesting 1s the cross-reference of different behawiors that
arise from showing in different setings
Many tirnes my work dernves from an existing special effect. Sometimes t's more

histoncally motivated, occasionally it comes from the research of aninterface. | have no
problem saying that rmy work s effectist” But participaton transforms special effects into
what | call 'special causes and effects” Through participation special effects become
something that s mare dialogical. somethung that 1s more of an exchange

PL: What is your background? How did you decide to make art?

RLH: My farmly in Mexico ran mghitclubs and discotheques, where artists and musicians
would hang out, ke José Luis Cuevas or Pérez Prado We moved 1o Spain when | was
twelve and then | went 1o University in Canada when T was seventeen. | studied chemistry S8 i3
and ant hustory in Montreal and. with some friends, started a group called PoMo CoMo
doing expenmental radio and technological performances. For about four years we loureg
several cimes with up 10 twelve people and tny budgets. From that group | ended up
working only wath Will Bauer, a compaoser engineer with whom | sull collaborate. We first
developed mteractive installations and then started the Relatonal Arefutecture senes
While our work 1s no longer tme-based, we sull view the pieces as being closer 1o the
perforrming arts than the visual arts

For me it is a pnonty 1o create group expenences rather than to generate collectable
obyects We emphasize artwork that 15 connective of social, in contrast 1o a lot of electronic
art which features indwidual interfaces for solitary paricipation. In 1988, Linterviewed
Robert Lepage. the Canadian theatre director, about the impact of technology on the ars
He sand, “computers can communicate very efficiently. but they can’t engage n
commumon. | think he used the word commurnon not in s FE:llgr[}uﬁ connotations but
more as the acknowledgement of the human comphaity that can't be shared with
computers | find this idea very interesing. not because i1 sounds ke an apology for
humanism, which s in a welkdeserved cnsis, but because | think commumcation as a
concept in art s overrated and corporate. What's more atiractive 15 people n'bqeting and
shanng an expenence, —a simple pleasure that composer Fredenc Rzewsk calls ‘toming

[

together

He Posawomg Fege Relgional
ver 3 sy, Austn, 1997
Phwates Jowergy Mahie

Archigri

Lozada, Priamo. * Rafael Lozano-Hemmer — intreview by", Felix: A Journal of Media Arts and Communication — Risk / Riesgo, vol. 2, no. 3, 2003, p. 19.



Joerg Mohr

R Posanong Fear
Retatonal Archwieciure 3.
Graz, Austrs, 1997

Displaced Emperars, Relabonal Archwechiue 2
Linz, Austria, 1997 PL: | would now like to focus on your production process. Could you tell us about the

composition of your production team? What is the differance between working with
new media as opposed to more traditional supports?

RLH: The production team vanes frorm piece to piece, but it usually includes my long-
standing collaborator Will Bauer and proegrammer Conroy Badger. Sometimes we work
with writers, photographers, choreographers, architects, composers or whatever 1s
required. For my piece at the Havana Bienmal, which is an automated question-generator,
we had several people working on linguistics, for example. Even when | am working on a
project alone | still feel itis a collaboration because | am always aware that tools that | use
are already encoded with the ‘personality” of its programmer,/designer. One can say the
same thing about language and ideas, as these anse from
an uncontrollable social context. Creation 15 always a fluid
dialog. The mode of cooperative conception that works for
- my production team is one derved from the performing
ans: there is a director, actors, composers, and 5o on,
everyone knows their role and is credited and paid
iDesearia accordingly.
Jerarauicamente? | work with technology because it is impossible not 1o
Technology is one of the inewitable languages of
globalization. | ke calling it a language because this
conveys two attnbutes that are significant. Firstly, that
technology is inseparable from contemporary identity, —
there is no such thing as “what we were like before
technology™— and secondly that it 15 not something that has
been invented or engineered. but rather that it has evolved
through constantly changing social, economic, physical and political forces. | think artists
use technology explicitly as a way to understand and criticize from within some of the
paradoxes of our culture. How can “media” culture actually result in disintermediation?
How can a condition of plagelessness become situated as multkplace? How come
telematics may actually remarginalize the periphery?

On the other hand, there is a tendency for "technologically correct” an, like cntic Lorne
Falk says, where artists, museurns and gallenes adopt technology not 1o create nesw
experiences specific to the new media, but rather to leverage and validate ther current
grab-bag of metaculiure. Many years ago. | wrote an essay for Leonardo magazine
(Vol 29, No.1, 1996) called "Perverting Technological Correctness” where | outlined
some strategies artists deploy to corrupt the inevitability of corporate technologies
Amaong them, lincluded the simulation of technology itself, the use of pain and
embodiment, ephemeral intervention, misuse of technology. non-digital approaches to
virtuality and resistance to what | call the “effect” effect

Anyhow, | grew up on four hours of television a day. For me painting is new medial m

Footnote:

1. Some myths perpetuated by the TC [ Technological Correctmess | mclude than techinoliogy 5. 1) prossding a
1ruly ghobal cubture: {2 introducing creatrve possibilities. {3} 10 be trusted with the management of resources
bath natural” and “human. and (4] erachcanng diecnmination on the basis of gender, race of class
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