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Is it possible to create a reproducible and tangible digital narrative, without losing the power of the live and ephemeral body?

In my thesis I study the boundary between the live body of the user as a performer and its digital representation in a narrative context.  The exquisite box is an open narrative system that creates a reproducible digital narrative fed in real time by the previous recorded performance of the user. 
Acknowledgments

To all the faculty, staff and students at ITP.   Throughout these two memorable years, I have shared, and hope will always share, happy madness. I am thankful to my thesis group and advisor, Nancy Hechinger, who critiqued and supported my project over the course of the semester (Spring 2007). 

I am especially thankful to my parents.

Table of Contents

Research Paper: the experience of designing a thesis project…..…………………………1 


Version 1: where it started……...…………………………………………………1


Interactive non linear narrative installation………………………………………3


Who is the storyteller?...………………………..…………………………………4


Version 2: transition.………...…..…………………………..……………………5


Version 3: conclusion.……..……..…….…………………………………………7

The exquisite box: project description……………………………………………………8 


Thesis statement……...……………………………………………………………8


Overview………….………………………….……………………………………8


Rationale………………………………………..…………………………………9


Goals………………………………………………………..……………………10


Aspirations…………………………….…………………………………………10


Audience…………….……………………………………………………………11


Environment Scenario……………………………………………………………11


Core Features...………………………………….………………………………11


Media and technology……………………………………………………………13


Criteria for success.….………………………..…………………………………14

Project Development……………………………………………………………………..15


Prototype form and structure………………...………………………………..…15



Building the box………………………..………………………………...15



Display……………………………………..………………………….…17


Content……..………...…………….….…………………………………………18


Functionality.………...…………….….…………………………………………21


Instructions………………………………………………………………………23


User testing………………………………………………………………………25

Future plans and development of the concept……………………….……………….…..27


Shapes.………...…………….….………………………………….….…………27


Tablet………………………………………………………………….…………27


Lighting………………………………………………………..…………………28

Audio input.………...…………….….………………………..…………………28


Performance…………………………………………………………...…………29


Scripts……………………..………………………………………..……………29

Conclusion…………………….…………………………………………………………30

Bibliography………………………………………………………………………..……32

Appendix: Sketches of Artist’s Reviewed………………………………….……………33

Why do we need to tell stories? It is a way by which the mind uses fantasy to structure the chaos of the original experience. Complex and unpredictable, the vivid experience always lacks what fiction can provide: a closed time, a hierarchy of the events, the value of people, effects and causes, the connections under the actions.” [Vargas Llosa 1980]

Research Paper – the experience of designing a thesis project 

The first month and a half I worked on my research paper was an exploration of ideas and techniques about narrative, representation, performance and invention. I changed ideas along the way. In this paper, I will first present my initial idea and its research. Then I will give the reasons why I drastically reworked it. Throughout, I will focus on my thesis project as a ‘work in progress.’  When I began, I read about artists such as Marina Abramovic, Mona Hatoum and Kiki Smith among others, theatre plays by Samuel Beckett and Carlos Gorostiza, and stories by Jorge Luis Borges and Truman Capote. As I was drawn to the challenge of creating a space where experience, of the creator and of the performer, would become the central element.  This paper traces that journey.
Version 1: where it started

Last year, I began working with physical computing and interactivity. In most of my projects, I examined the relationship between virtual and physical space. For my thesis, I wanted to create an installation extending the virtual story –the story in the screen- into the real and tangible world. A digital character would perform reproducible images triggered by ‘controlled randomness’
 and live actions of the audience. My objective with this work was to find a middle point between the reproducible actions (those that can be photographed or shot- that is, the representation of the body-) and the ones that are live and unique, which create an interdependent non-linear narrative installation.

The installation would be approximately one square meter and it would be mounted a meter from the floor. A video is projected onto a multi-layered surface, which is also the fourth wall of the box. This surface has different planes and different shapes appear depending on what is projected on to it. The video projection is a virtual story that is directly related to the physical space. Through sensors hidden in physical objects, the video is affected. The video projection, the surface where it is projected and the physical objects attached to this surface all depend on each other. 

The video is recorded material. The story is about a woman who lives in a small closed room from which she can’t escape. She sleeps, eats, draws, walks, lies, goes to the bathroom…  Each of these actions is the core theme of different events. The sequence of events will never be the same. It will depend on a computer random number generator. Simultaneously, when the user interacts with the physical objects connected to the video, the character will interrupt her mechanical and regular actions by adopting a new behavior. This new behavior could be aggressive, desperate, anxious… Here is an example, if the user opens a small basket and a couple of apples fall down from it in the virtual space, the character could eat them desperately, could get mad and close the basket or could put the apples in another place. Each of these events could happen depending on the feed from the computer random number generator. 

Another form of interaction is the phone. The user could call the character. When he calls a specific number, a digital phone rings and she answers it or throws the telephone away or lets the answering machine pick it up.
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All scenes are shot from the same angle. The camera is still, no movement. It is a general take that captures the whole ‘stage.’ The set design is vague and with few elements (a cardboard box, a paper bag, a cardboard answering machine and telephone…). There is only one small light on stage creating big contrasts. The scene is more expressionist than realistic. The objects would be asymmetric and surrealistic.

Interactive non linear narrative installation 

I would create an “interactive non-linear narrative installation.” What do I mean by this? What is narrative? What is linear narrative? What is non-linear narrative? What is interactivity? Where does the spectator fall? What do I mean by installation? To give a better understanding of this statement, I will approach it by breaking it apart. 

Porter Abbott distinguishes between story as “the event or sequence of events”, narrative discourse as “how the story is conveyed”, and narrative as “the representation of an event or a series of events."
 If we consider a narrative as a series of events, we can then talk about a fixed sequence of events or a flexible one. Unlike the fixed sequence of the traditional narrative, interactivity is based upon the relative freedom of the user to intervene that sequence or its order. There is no such thing as a continuous interactive narrative. The passive spectator of cinema is now being invited to take action live -- intercepting, invading and affecting the narrative.

As I mentioned before, in my work, the user’s interaction would directly affect the character’s actions reviewing the definitions of time, duration, space in narrative structures, and what it means to be a spectator. All of these concepts are interrelated. In traditional cinema, the story occurs on the screen and the spectator remains in his seat. The physical space is not related and doesn’t affect the projected virtual space. In traditional theatre a similar relationship occurs, the stage replacing the screen. Live actors create a diegetic story on stage. The diegesis of a narrative is its entire created world, the story. Any narrative includes a diegesis. The suspension of disbelief that we all feel before entering into a fictional world entails an acceptance of a story’s diegesis. In cinema, we consider the spectator as someone completely external from the diegesis. We can’t even say that is extra-diegetic. In my thesis, the digital story is interrupted and invaded by the physical world. The video projection affects the physical space and the other way round. I argue that the user is part of the diegesis, is a character within the story. The real and the virtual world belong to the same diegesis. This leads me to the concept of hypertext. According to an early definition, Ted Nelson defines hypertext as “…non sequential writing--text that branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interactive screen.”
 

Lorelei Pepi, an animation filmmaker and time-based media artist, in an essay named “The spatial narrative: animation and art installation” wrote: 

No matter how many times one may observe this film, it will always run the same sequence of events. Any change of representation or perception of the film will be achieved only by the individual Spectator. The general Spectator will say that the ideal cinematic experience is the ability to “disappear” into the film’s world, the screen melting away as the film becomes combined with the Spectator’s unconscious, opening to what is tantamount to a waking dream. When a Spectator is required to consciously interact with media in order to have a complete delivery of information, that Spectator becomes an active User with agency, and the illusionistic space of the waking dream disappears. The cinematic moment becomes “exterior” to the individual Spectator… Unconscious immersion does not occur because of the conscious and overt activity that is limited to the literal screen interaction… The Spectator’s actions evolve a relationship with the physical presence of the narrative and the building as Narrator.
 

Pepi describes precisely the differences between experiencing a linear narrative from experiencing an interactive non-linear one. The user is no longer looking for the climax of a story, rather he focuses on the action and reaction, in immediate feedback. 
Who is the storyteller?

I would neutralize the storyteller by breaking with the idea that there is only one narrator at a given time. The order and rhythm of how the narrative would emerge depends on three simultaneous things: a limited number of short movies written by me, the order in which the movies will be played, which in turn would depend on a computer random number generator (controlled randomness), finally the rhythm (and order as well) will be affected by the user interactions. The ‘storyteller’ has become a complex series of connections between the computer, the user and me. I would write the script keeping in mind all the possible stories that could be created. Each sequence would be governed by a specific action (sleeping, eating, running, crying…). The order of these actions will be controlled by computer software. The software will respond to the ‘interaction’ and to the ‘non interaction’. Each time the user interacts; the software will randomly play a movie in a limited of select ones. 

Version 2: Transition
After doing research and developing the idea I started creating the piece. I worked with an actress and shot some scenes. I quickly realized I was not going in the right direction. The elements were there but it was not to my liking. My main interest and goal are still the same. I want to create a reproducible and tangible digital narrative, without losing the power of the live and ephemeral body. What differs from my initial idea is that now the user’s live body is the one, which will perform and be recorded, creating a narrative in real time. 


What I didn’t like about my initial idea was the experience of the user. He was just using his hands to interact and didn’t give any new content to the story. The interaction was very limited and restricted. The story was already shot, the whole system was practically closed and the user was too passive. 


As I re-conceptualize the piece, first, I want the user to have a physical experience with his entire body. The interface is at the scale of the human body in order to let the user physically immerse himself in a new experience. The second reason I abandoned my initial idea is because I want to create a more dynamic and empty system where the user could be more creative by feeding an ‘open narrative’. In the current version, there is a history and experience of interactivity. By history I mean that the user’s performance, which is ephemeral, will be saved and reproduced several times as a memory and as a tape record. 

The project consists of two interconnected parts located in the same space. One is for the user to perform and the other one is for the user to see its isolated performance in a narrative context.  When I say ‘perform’ I am talking about the user having a physical experience. Guided by a voice coming out of a speaker, the user will have a present, complex and unpredictable experience. He will follow the instructions without knowing their meaning, just living the chaos of the original experience. Then he will be able to see what he had just experience in a narrative context with a closed time, a hierarchy of the events, effects and causes, the connections under the actions. 

Who is the storyteller? I am the storyteller and so is the user. The story created is the result of the combination between an empty system and the user’s actions that complete the narrative. 

I want the user to work within a frame. I was inspired by the work of Marina Abramovic. She creates installations where she gives instructions to the audience. ‘Shoes for Departure’ is an installation where 5 or 6 pairs of very heavy stone shoes are on the floor of a gallery all facing the same direction. She gives these instructions:
Instructions for the public:

   > Enter the shoes with bare feet

   > Eyes closed

   > Motionless

   > Depart 

Abramovic talks about the instructions. “From early childhood I received instructions from my mother, which I found in notes lying on the kitchen table like, “Learn 10 sentences in French,” “Take the milk from the fridge,” “Eat a slice of bread,” “Dress warm,” etc. There were always instructions that followed me through life. I think the instructions were obviously a way of having clear rules with which to face life.”
 Instructions make you be able to focus easier giving you a frame. “I love the idea of recipes and instructions because they are very restrictive. Only the ingredients that I suggest will give precisely that particular kind of result.”

People tend to follow instructions (in art pieces) without being responsible for their actions. They take an active role as performers entering this new space as a stage. Say you are alone with someone in a room and the instructions for the public were: “hug the person next to you”. You follow the instructions by hugging a stranger. You have a physical experience. If there were no instructions given, you and the stranger would probably be walking around the room without even looking at each other. 

Here is a good example of what I am talking about in the words of Abramovic. “… it means giving up the protection of simply being the audience and to be transformed into experimenters. It is all about transformation to reach a higher level of consciousness.”

Version 3: Conclusion March 27

Working with physical computing and interactivity, I explore the relationship between virtual and physical space. In my thesis I study the boundary between the live body of the user as a performer and its digital representation in a narrative context.  

The exquisite box: project description

Thesis statement

Is it possible to create a reproducible and tangible digital narrative, without losing the power of the live and ephemeral body?

The exquisite box is an open narrative system that creates a reproducible digital narrative fed in real time by the previous recorded performance of the user. 

Overview

I have always been interested in storytelling, in being able to share with others the way I re/construct images in my mind. The Peruvian writer, Mario Vargas Llosa, in a 1980 essay called “Las Mentiras Verdaderas” (“The True Lies”) asked: “Why does a man need to tell stories to others and to himself?” The answer he gave sticks in my mind: "It is a way by which the mind uses fantasy to structure the chaos of the original experience. Complex and unpredictable, the vivid experience always lacks what fiction can provide: a closed time, a hierarchy of the events, the value of people, effects and causes, the connections under the actions."  I strongly agree that to understand who I am I must come out of myself and use my memory and my imagination to create those fictions that make, out of whom I really am, something paradoxically, at the same time similar to and different from, me.  I cannot help remembering Vargas’ conclusion: “fiction is the complete man, in his truth and in his lies.”


For the past five years as an artist, I have been telling stories in one way or another. I wrote scripts, directed short films, illuminated scenes, worked with actors and performed. Though I cannot say I am a performing artist, whenever I try to be, I am fascinated by the power of the live-ness of the whole scene, the ephemeral and the irreproducible moment. At the same time, contradicting myself, the ephemeral and the irreproducible are the reasons for my frustrated career as a performer. Our bodies cannot reproduce an action with the precision that a computer, tape or film does. And a computer, of course, would never have the power of the unique live action.


Irreproducibility, ephemerality, reproducibility, and representation: these elements are the seeds of my inspiration. I will create a live narrative guided by these elements.   


Last year working with physical computing and interactivity, most of my projects, explored the relationship between virtual and physical space. For my thesis, I will explore the boundary between the live body of the user as a performer and its digital representation in a narrative context. The way I will develop this idea is through an installation in which the user will perform within a very proscribed framework and his actions will be automatically digitalized to form part of a narrative of which he is unaware. My objective is to find a middle point between the reproducible actions (those that can be photographed or shot- that is, the representation of the body) and the ones that are live and unique and which create an interdependent non-linear live narrative installation. 
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Rationale


Is it possible to create a reproducible and tangible digital narrative, without losing the power of the live and ephemeral?

 
Ephemeral is something that lasts for a markedly brief time; and the inevitability of its ending or dying makes it irreproducible. These concepts have an affinity in other fields. Heraclitus, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, is recognized by his acknowledgment of the universality of change and development through internal contradictions. He is famous for expressing the notion that no man can cross the same river twice: “We both step and do not step in the same rivers. We are and are not.” On the other hand, when talking about reproducibility and representation, I am referring to what Walter Benjamin calls ‘technical reproduction.’ “… technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach for the original itself. Above all, it enables the original to meet the beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph record. … Making many reproductions substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the object reproduced...”
 

The irreproducible and ephemeral actions and presence of the user will create a reproducible and tangible narrative. The rationale is the tension that emerges due to the simultaneity of the live body and its representation.

Goals

> Create a reproducible and tangible digital narrative, without losing the power of the live and ephemeral body.

> Create a unique space interconnecting the live and the reproduced body.



> Create a space where the user can have a physical experience using his entire body as a tool for performance. When the user takes distance from it, he may have a more intellectual reflection by looking at his previous experience from outside. 


> Create an open narrative system fed by the user, in opposition to a traditional closed linear narrative.


> Obtain something from the user creating a history of interactivity (memory). 


> Gain a strong knowledge in a specific technology (Max/MSP Jitter / cameras.)

> Build a modular and strong wooden box for imagination.

Aspirations

> I want my work to be in an art gallery / museum. 


> I want the user to have both a mental and physical journey while performing in the box. 

Audience 


The audience for my work is people of all ages with interest in putting themselves in a new situation where they can perform.

Environment scenario

The piece could be located in any gallery space, a museum, a show or other places interested in art. It is not a site-specific project. It could also be located in public spaces as an experiment to see people’s reactions. The time it will take someone to experience the work is subjective, but it will probably last between ten and fifteen minutes experience. 

Core features

The installation consists of two parts located in the same space. One part is for the user to perform a specific circumstance, and the other one is for the display of the recorded performances. 


The user’s performance feeds an open narrative system that creates a reproducible tangible narrative. 
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Part 1: performance


A square white wooden box (measuring 115 x 96 x 105cm) is the performing space. A camera records video and a microphone audio uploading it into Max/MSP Jitter. One light (next to the camera) illuminates the box.

The Flow

1 > Empty box.

   >The light is off.

   > A lit white push button blinks inside of the box. 

   > A voice on an audio speaker inside of the box invites people in by saying ‘come in, come in.’
2 > A user enters the box and presses the blinking button.

3 > The blinking button turns off and the two lights turn on.

4 > A voice from the audio speaker gives instructions (Max/MSP Jitter starts recording audio and video).

5 > The user, guided by the instructions, performs. 

(The instructions are prerecorded audio files, delivered a computer random number generator, one of two audio files will play. The duration is specific (three minutes approximately.))

6 > The user exits the box.

7 > The box resets –back to #1–  (Max/MSP Jitter stops recording and plays the movie).

Part 2: display

The display is a separate part of the work located in a different part of the gallery. A wooden vertical frame is the surface for projection. Each recorded scene has a specific spot within the context of the screen, creating a meaningful narrative. The recorded images will be displayed on different parts of the surface while scenes happen simultaneously; but in order to have an order and a clearer narrative, the audio runs in sequence. If someone is on a box that is moving and the person inside is screaming, we will listen to the sound coming out from that spot. Then we will hear the reaction to that scream coming out of the box next to it. 

Simple black and white graphics will be on the background giving the general context (#3).

Context #1: box

Context #2: relationships between boxes in the display

Context #3: relationship between all the boxes and the background
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                 user performing in the box                                                      user watching the display 

Media and technology proposed
> I will record video with a miniDv camera connected to Max/MSP Jitter.

> Max/MSP Jitter will record and reorganize to display.

> Arduino will connect the lit push button to Max/MSP jitter through serial communication.

> Two microphones will be located inside of the box and will go into Max/MSP Jitter.

> Stereo out: There will be two audio signals coming out of the computer. One is connected to an audio car speaker that goes on top of the box giving instructions to the user. The other one is for the audio of the display. 

> The box is constructed with white fiberboard panels (MDF). In the interest of modularity the architecture of the box is achieved through using custom fabricated Aluminum channels. The result is an easily collapsible project structure that can readily be assembled in any location. 

Criteria for success

I would feel successful if the user intuitively gets into the box and follows the instructions enjoying the physical experience. I want to write a terrific script. The instructions have to be inspiring and the audio in the display has to be really neat. 



What most interests me is the user’s experience. First, by following the instructions in the box without really knowing what does that mean. Secondly, by watching their isolated experience in a narrative context creating a bigger story.
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Project Development

Prototype form and structure


The installation consists of two parts located in the same space. One part is for the user to perform a specific circumstance, and the other one is for the display of the recorded performances. 

Building the box

Why a box? People keep asking me that question and it is time to answer it. I have several reasons for choosing a box as the space for performance. To begin with, I have an obsession with boxes. Secondly, I want a space where the body is constrained. The box is a frame giving the user a limited space where a limited number of circumstances may be created. It also gives the camera a fixed point of focus. I want to create a space for imagination. This is directly related to my memories of being a kid and hiding in small spaces. To get into the box you need to bend down and step in. You can see legs walking around and they have to lean down to see you. I want a simple and plane shape: a square white wooden box (measuring 115 x 96 x 105cm.) A light (next to the camera) illuminates the box.

The box is constructed with white fiberboard panels (MDF). In the interest of modularity the architecture of the box is achieved through using custom fabricated Aluminum channels. The result is an easily collapsible project structure that can readily be assembled in any location. Preston Noon was my technical advisor.  
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working with wood and aluminum
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empty box
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modular box
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aluminum channels
[image: image14.jpg]



me in the box on the ITP floor

As soon as I located the box on the ITP floor, students intuitively got in. It was as if we were playing. I began working in it and more than one got in to chat. It creates an intimate private space in a public one, as a small home. People liked its shape and simplicity. 

I am illuminating the box with one spot light just on top of the camera so the shadows are made behind the person and the camera can’t see them. 

Display

[image: image33.wmf]The display is in the same room as the box but on the opposite side. The user may watch the display before or after experiencing the box. At first I wanted the user to perform, without knowing about the display, and then see himself in a narrative context as an immediate feedback. After testing my piece with several people, I realized that they get really excited both ways: knowing the results and then performing, or performing and then seeing the results. The benefit of allowing the user to see the display first helps them to better understand the piece. It makes them more creative and trustful in the box. After some thought on this subject, I decided to locate the display on the opposite side of the room in order to let chance make this decision. 


The display is a video projected onto a white surface with a wooden frame. 

Content

[image: image34.png]


‘The exquisite box’ is an open narrative system and a tool for performance and storytelling. It can be fed by different narratives by changing the instructions in the box and editing the results in Max/MSP Jitter. 

For my thesis I explored the relationships between characters in space. Character A could be next to character B or on top of him, or two boxes away. I started working with four characters. This means that when the user enters the box, one of four possible audio tracks starts playing. In the figure we can see that if the audio C starts playing, the recorded performance of that user will be displayed in the reserved spot for that character. Each of the four audio tracks has a specific story for a character and they are all interrelated. The action of one character triggers the action of the next one and so on, creating a story. There are three experiments. Each experiment has its particular organization of boxes in space creating different shapes as a whole structure and different relationships between characters. 

[image: image15.png]



experiment #1 with Carolina Pino
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experiment #2                                                                experiment #3

In these three figures, Carolina Pino is the performer. She is interpreting each of the four characters but a different user would interpret each character. 

[image: image35.jpg]After some user testing, I realized that too many things were happening at the same time. It was hard to focus the viewer’s attention, so that he could understand the story. That led me to a three-character story: character A (user), character B (user) and character C (the system). The system moves the two other characters around six boxes exposing them to different circumstances. In the beginning of the story characters A and B are together, they communicate sending imaginary notes to each other. B sends a note to A, then when they are about to communicate, the system separates them by moving them around other boxes where they react to different situations (cold, objects in the box…). They end one on top of the other and A finds the note that she/he was once sent and she/he sends a note to B. They end togther. (The instructions given to the users are on page 23.)


This is a simple story, a test to prove my concept. The isolated experiences of the user in the box are now part of a bigger narrative. 
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display with Megan McMurray and Eric Beug
Functionality
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technical diagram
The Flow

1 > Empty box.

   > The light is off.

   > A lit white push button blinks inside of the box. 

   > A voice on an audio speaker inside of the box invites people in by saying ‘come in, come in.’
2 > A user enters the box and presses the blinking button.

3 > The blinking button turns off and the two lights turn on.

4 > A voice from the audio speaker gives instructions (Max/MSP Jitter starts recording audio and video).

5 > The user, guided by the instructions, performs. 

(The instructions are prerecorded audio files, delivered a computer random number generator, one of two audio files will play. The duration is specific (three minutes approximately.))

6 > The user exits the box.

7 > The box resets –back to #1–  (Max/MSP Jitter stops recording and plays the movie).
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                                                 Max/MSP Jitter 
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Max/MSP Jitter 

Instructions

[image: image36..pict]
I wrote the instructions. I edited and recorded them with Chloe Ramras (right figure), she is the voice that comes out of the speaker.  She is a performance artist, dancer and singer. The instructions for character A are synchronized with the ones of character B, taking into consideration the time that takes the users to listen and interpret them. When the user enters the box, no matter which character he plays, the ‘welcome’ is always the same. 
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Hi. Welcome to the exquisite box. Please follow my instructions. I will refer to the five walls as right wall, left, top, bottom and back wall. Please stay within the limits of the box. After I count to three we will start recording. One, two, three.

Then two possible scenes could be played. The following instruction is for character A.

[image: image37.jpg]


Go to sleep. Sleep deeply. While dreaming you knock on the floor as if it was the door of a palace. Go back into a deep sleep. A sound wakes you up. Immediately you find a note on the floor. You are surprised. Read it very carefully. React to it. You are very dizzy. You lost the letter. Try to find it. 

The instruction for character B matches with the previous instruction.

[image: image38.jpg]experiment #1 experiment #2 experiment #3



Go to sleep. You wake up, rap you eyes and stretch. Go through your morning routine. You hear a noise coming from the right wall. Go to the wall and listen. You get really excited about what you here. Grab a piece of paper and a pencil and now elegantly write a note. Send it by sleeping it under the right wall. Wait anxiously for a reply. Knock on the right wall several times for a response. More. More. You are very dizzy. Looking around the space you find the note you just wrote. 

Both characters perform the following instructions.
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It is very cold in the box. It gets colder. The wind blows very hard. Try to get to the other side of the box against the wind.

(perfomer: Carolina Pino)
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A swarm of flies are flying all around you in the box. They get into your ears and all over your body. Then all of the flies land calmly on the bottom of the box. 

(perfomer: Zach Layton)

[image: image41.jpg]There is a small red ball on the center of the box. Pick it up. Play with it. The ball starts getting bigger and bigger until it takes up the whole box. Move around sharing the space with the ball. 

(perfomer: Guy Lee)
[image: image42.jpg]Water is leaking from the top of the box. Catch the water. The box is now half full of water. The water is getting higher and higher until it is completely full. Swim around. All of the water disappears from the box. 

(perfomer: Me)
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Try to take up the entire space of the box. Now, try to be as small as possible. 

(perfomer: Tom Jenkins)
[image: image44.jpg]There are a lot of people in the box but you don’t want to be seen. Say hello and quickly hide again. Oh no! They saw you. Find another hiding spot. You are safe. 

(perfomer: Zach Layton)
The following two instructions are for the final two scenes of the story. The first one is for character A and the second one for character B. 

[image: image45.jpg]Lie down in exhaustion. Under your head you find the note. Kiss it desperately. Stand up as if you wanted to go somewhere. You bump your head on the top of the box. Look up, you become extremely excited. Grab a paper and pencil. Elegantly write a note. Send it by slipping it through the back wall ceiling. Fall in love with the top of the box. 

(perfomer: Me)
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Lie down in exhaustion. Relax and sleep. Under your head you find a note. Read it. Kiss it desperately. Fall in love with the bottom of the box. 

(perfomer: Tom Jenkins)
The final instruction is the same for both. 

Thank you. Now you can exit the box. 

User testing


The user testing was the more enjoyable part of the project. People responded as I hoped. The box itself attracted them. Even before setting up the instructions, more than one person got into it. 


The first experiences in the box happened on a night when ten of us (ITP students) met for ‘improvisation theatre exercises’. One, two or three people got into the box and the rest gave instructions creating lots of bizarre and unexpected stories. 
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Tikva Morowati, Christian Croft, Rob Faludi, Michael del Gaudio and me


After writing a detailed script I did some user testing with the instructions. The majority responded energetically and accurately to every instruction. After performing, most of them were tired and happy. When they saw themselves in the display they were amazed. Some user’s asked me if I could give them the video of their performances.

[image: image47.jpg]“Being inside of the box was a really interesting experience. Feels kind of crazy but is fun to act out all the things. It makes a big difference to know that is part of a narrative. That the things that happen inside of the box are not isolated, that they are actually connected to a bigger world…”

–Eric Beug
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“I felt I was in movement class again and that I was a little kid.” –Megan McMurray 

[image: image49.jpg]“I didn’t know what to expect. It was sort of fun to take orders again. It was definitely like a child experience. When I saw the display I thought it was very funny, cute and charming.”  – Tom Jenkins

Future plans and development of the concept


This is as far as I developed this piece for my thesis. I plan to continue working on it using some of these strategies:


1 > Shapes 


2 > Tablet


3 > Lighting


4 > Audio Input


5 > Performance


6 > Scripts

1 > Shapes 


Three boxes located one next to each other. A square one where a standard body wouldn’t fit standing up, a rectangular one where you can only fit lying down, and another rectangle for a standing position. 

2 > Tablet
[image: image50.jpg]
Before entering each box, there is a square wooden tablet with push buttons. Next to each one there is some basic information of each scene: number of people that will perform in the box, the theme and the duration. The user chooses a scene and enters the box. 
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3 > Lighting

Each scene has a specific lighting that creates a particular atmosphere to match a theme. Around the box there are four directional lights. The walls of the box have holes that light will pass through. Each scene has a different illumination. When the user presses the button, the lights for that chosen scene turn on. When the user finishes performing, they turn off.
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4 > Audio Input


Two small microphones are on the right and left wall of the box. The instructions will ask the user to speak. 

Example 1: You can’t find the note. Look around. While looking around say: where is the note?

Example. 2: Stare angrily at the floor. Say angrily the first three words that come to your mind. 

Example 3: All the flies are gone. You feel released. You hear something. A fly is still in the box. While trying to find it, talk to it. 

Example 4: Think about a scene. Think about a circumstance like those you have been performing. For example, the one with the flies, the one with the water... Your instructions will be performed by another person. Be simple and clear. Your instructions should be thirty seconds long. Think about it. In half a minute I will cue you and we will record your voice. Think. (After thirty seconds.) At the count of three we will record your voice for thirty seconds. One, two, three. 


By performing the instructions, the users create their own stories. The effect is cumulative, the person in the box performs a set of instructions, then invents a set of instructions, and makes sense of how they are enacted…The instruction the person gives will be influenced by his performance of the initial script.

5 > Performance


The exquisite box has been developed as an installation piece and as a tool for performance. For my thesis I focused on the installation but I want to comment on the performance piece as well. I now want to do a performance using the piece. Using the technical system and design of the thesis project, I will create a bigger story of the character who gets in the box and then sees himself in many other stories. What in the installation was the ‘user’, in the performance will be a script character having that experience. I hope to develop it so that selected members of the audience will participate as well. 

6 > Scripts


For my thesis I wrote a few short scripts as exercises. They are all prototypes of bigger stories, which I shall develop. I would like to work in collaboration with creative writers and choreographers. 

Conclusion

During these two years at ITP, I explored ways to use technology to create a narrative in which the user could be physically involved. Focusing on the relationship between the live and the represented body, I created Chair drift and The way she moves. (Figures below)

Chair Drift, in collaboration with Karl Channell, is an interactive installation where the representation of the user’s body is part of a virtual scene in real time. The user sits on a chair facing the screen and his silhouette appears in the virtual scene. Through a wireless remote control with three buttons, the user can control the scene he wants to be in: a bathroom, the roof of a building or an island. When installed, the response of the users was vague. They sat down, made some jokes and acted for a bit in response to where their silhouette appeared on the screen. I was expecting more creativity and improvisation. Not only did this not happen, but once the installation was over and everyone was gone, I felt that the user did not create anything for the piece. Even if he had participated more meaningfully, once the show was over, I would still feel empty. To satisfy my expectations for the piece, I should have designed a way to capture the memory of what had happened.   


I had a similar feeling with The way she moves. This is an interactive installation that recognizes movement. A screen stays white unless someone moves in view of a connected camera. If movement is detected, particles appear and fall down in response to this movement. When the virtual particles reach the end of the screen, the path is continued by real sand. The sand accumulates and as time passes there is a physical register of how much movement there was in front of the screen. I am satisfied with the poetry and the concept behind this project.  But once the installation ended, the project was dead. I had lots of compliments, videos and pictures, but that was not enough. I wanted to obtain something tangible from the user, something that I could have after the installation was over. 


With the exquisite box I added new elements, memory and imagination. I am satisfied and pleased to have invented a tool that captures the user’s experience and where I can achieve all my interests: performance, live body, represented body, irreproducibility, reproducibility, story, narrative, joy, playfulness and imaginary scenes where the user (or me as a performer) can physically express himself. 
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Chair drift

(Tom Igoe and Karl Channell)
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The way she moves
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 Appendix: Sketches of Artist’s Reviewed as the Thesis Project Developed

These sketches represent my notes on artists on their work that I found useful in developing my thesis project. 

Mona Hatoum

“Mona Hatoum (b. 1952 in Beirut, Lebanon) is a performance artist of Palestinian origin who moved to London in 1975. In the early 1980's Hatoum began her artistic career with performance pieces, though later she moved from 'live' work to more mechanical installations, involving video, light, and sound. While mostly focusing on confrontational themes such as violence, oppression, and voyeurism, she has often made powerful references to the vulnerability and resistance, of our human bodies.”
 Her piece “Pull, 2005,” was the one of my interest. Pull was a two-hour live work with video. Viewers were invited to pull a braid of hair hanging below a specially constructed video monitor, and then witnessed Hatoum's reaction. When the hair was pulled, the artist's face on the screen registered a feeling of pain or discomfort. An amusing twist to interactivity, Pull is a model for the frustrated, passive television viewer's revenge on technology, an action that has emotional and physical consequences for what's inside the box. It also reinforces the concept of live performance as the humanistic loophole that subverts the omnipresent media. I haven't seen this work live, I first knew about in RoseLee Goldberg's Performance: live art since 1960. There are a few elements that captured my attention. On the first place, the direct relationship between the virtual and the real space. The braid of hair is clearly an extension the digital image. When you pull the hair an immediate reaction of the body occurs. This leads me to my second interest, the concept of live performance.  She talks about the public sphere and the personal sphere. The TV screen and the viewer acted as the public sphere and the artist's face and the body physically behind the screen acted as the personal sphere.

Richard Serra

 Richard Serra (b. 1939) is an American minimalist sculptor and video artist known for working with large-scale assemblies of sheet metal. I first saw his work in Chelsea. After being a while surrounded by his enormous and heavy steel sheets, I started physically rejecting the pieces. I pushed the sheets, hang from them, hide behind them, and I felt that we were tiny flighty vulnerable bodies trying to make sense of the world around us.  

Samuel Beckett
I saw “Happy Days” in Buenos Aires in 2004. Marilu Marini, a magnificent Argentinean actress, interpreted Winnie. I can still remember the feeling I had while watching the play, and afterwards. The repetitive actions and words and the non-changeable time and space, made the theatre’s atmosphere one lost in emptiness. Her only motivation to talk and express her feelings –hiding them really–, was knowing that Willie was listening to her. She would constantly shout his name to make sure that someone else was witnessing her actions. The cycle of the actions and the lack of change is what interests me about this play. Winnie didn’t have any stimulus from outside, she was reinventing herself over and over again using the few objects she had in her bag as mediums of communication. Comparing my original piece to Beckett’s, I could argue that the way Winnie rediscovered those objects every time, is similar to the different reactions my character will have to the same ‘stimulus.’ Continuing with Samuel Beckett’s influence, another play that I would like to mention, is “Becket Argentinean” by Guillermo Ghio, inspired by “Act Without Words I and II.” There are two characters, a German scientist and an Argentinean homeless man. The Argentinean is the object of study of the scientist, who wears a white overall. 

 “The performances are constructed with gestures and actions without words, and happens on two planes. The scientist, surrounded by his elements of work, observes the Argentinean from a platform just a bit taller that the base of the stage. The Argentinean keeps routines. He sleeps in an enormous waste bag where he keeps his belongings: the thermo, mate and yerba
, a religious image, and empty cans of beer. He repeats mechanical actions: he prays to the Virgin, enters the sleeping bag, rests, wakes up and prepares mate. The scientist subjected him to exaggerated basic tests to study his behavior. With a microphone he tries to capture his sounds and with a bell he captures his attention. The projection of images of the farm and cows is one of the tests where the Argentinean gets emotional. The folkloric music moves him. The German’s conclusion is that “The Argentinean possesses a high level of emotionality” and “the Argentinean suffers from unproductive melancholy. The relationship between the characters is only in the relationship of observer – observed and a tone of  parody dominates. “

I saw this play in Buenos Aires in 2005 by a theatrical group called (H)umoris Dramatis. It has a lot of similarities with my initial idea. Instead of an Argentinean being observed and stimulated by a German scientist, what I am proposing is a digital representation of a woman being observed and stimulated by the audience interactions. The routine and mechanical actions are present in the two plays I quoted and in my piece as well. Beckett’s plays completely differ from mine in relation to dynamic of the actions, the actual physical space where the piece is shown, and the scale. In respect to scale, my character will be approximately the size of our hand. This leads me directly to the idea of experimenting with rats, insects and other small animals. They remain in a box while we do our lives and they respond to our actions and we analyze them. 

Truman Capote

“The repetitive actions and words and the non-changeable time and space, made of the theatre’s atmosphere a lost in emptiness.” I said this while talking about “Happy Days” and I brought it again to comment on “Miriam,” a short story written by Truman Capote in 1945. Mrs. Miller, a woman around her 60s lives an apartment in New York. She remains indoors for a week because of the snow. Days and nights are indistinguishable. She creates an unconscious stimulus with her mind by fantasying with the existence of Miriam, a girl who randomly appears in her apartment. I won’t go more into depth with Capote, still I didn’t want to let this short story pass by without comment, because it represents again this idea of routine and interruptions as external stimuli. 
The three are linear narratives. They have beginning, duration and end. What I am interested in is breaking this apart by giving more strength to the idea of routine and external stimulus. Not only do I not want to have an order of actions, but I want to have a chaotic one, having different possible actions at any given time.

Marina Abramovic 

Marina Abramovic (b. 1946 in Yugolsavia) is a performance artist. Abramovic’s work explores the relationship between the performer and the audience, the limits of the body and the possibilities of the mind. She did several installations of objects where the audience interacts with them. “The experience of the person is what matters.”
 

In my paper I talk about Abramovic’s object’s installations. Now, I am focusing in another work of hers, “The House with the Ocean View.”

“Marina Abramovic's “The House with the Ocean View, 2002,” may well be one of the most important live artworks of the decade… House is a work of pure theatre. Without a single word, and with a minimum of means, Abramovic created a deeply existential drama on the nature of living in the ‘here and now,’ as she refers to the present tense.

For twelve days and nights, and in full view of audiences during gallery hours, Abramovic theatricalized the rituals of daily life: sleeping, drinking, going to the bathroom. She composed a series of slow gestures and deliberate turns that transformed her activities into somber ceremonies: removing clothes, folding each garment, stepping into the shower, opening the faucet. The stage set for this drama took the form of a diagram of domestic essentials; ‘bedroom,’ ‘bathroom,’ and ‘living room’ occupied three cantilevered platforms set six feet off the ground. But the words in the title, house and ocean view, made this simple elevation into an architectural alcazar of the imagination, suggesting a narrative for a structure that was not really there. The cast was entirely unexpected: Random members of the crowd became spontaneous players in the work, taking part in improvised exchanges with the artist. For instance, one man, almost entirely alone in the gallery, stared up at Abramovic, and she down at him, for a quarter of an hour...”

The duration is 12 days long. She is the only one who will witness the entire performance. Each member of the audience will keep in his or her memory a different part of the narrative. Is “House” a linear narrative? I personally think is not. The audience experiences the performance in a specific time in the timeline of the whole. Even though their portions of the story could be linear, it is part of a bigger narrative that remains in hundreds of minds. If we assemble all Abramovic’s witnesses, and each one tells his or her story, the order of events won’t be important. I am sure the order won’t matter. In my piece, I am dealing with the same elements.
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