Digital_poetry_performance@the_couch_of_the_world

Prefatory remark: Although it has been part of my research and practice for many years, I’m not so familiar with taking a critical and evaluative stance regarding new media poetry performance. This is my first piece of writing directed specifically on the subject, and instead of turning to any pre-existing theories I’m opting to use observation and a subjective perspective to approach the topic. Note: video footage in the following clips are taken by either myself or by Luc Dall’armellina. I do hope to hear your feedback and suggestions about which directions to take afterwards… 

In order to have something concrete—if ephemeral—to organize my ideas around, I will focus on an event I participated in about six weeks ago at the International Festival of E-Poetry in Paris. I use the event as a springboard because it is a contemporary moment which was diverse and fairly encompassing, largely indicative of what types of performance strategies are used by digital poets. After that I will highlight a few other performances that happened in Paris in order to round-out a reasonable spectrum of what is happening in the field at present.

The subject is multidimensional and the recent event has drawn some attention. An observation common to reviews of the shows in Paris is that digital poets are following in the traditions of performance poetry—which is something various critics, such as Loss Glazier, André Vallias, and myself have previously remarked. Scott Rettberg—whose 30 second cellphone captures of various performances can be found on YouTube—comments in a blog entry on Grand Text Auto, “The E-Poetry scene is much more performance-oriented than other venues for electronic writing, and some of the performances were much more video art or performance…than they were electronic writing as it is usually understood.” (http://retts.net/2007/05/27/e-poetry-2007-paris-cellfone-video-documentary-extravaganza/). Simon Biggs also remarked that, “Much of the work…remained rooted within the performance poetry tradition” (http://www.turbulence.org/blog/archives/004315.html). So this is a group of digital writers who do not practice to typical ends in comparison to other net artists, and since most are not really part of any other poetry communities, this emphasis on performance is probably the strongest link between analog and digital scenes. 

In advance of you seeing some of the work, I wanted to comment on what it means that this group of e-Poets makes performance central. These poets articulate and emphasize the ongoing relation to the voice and body in a way that it is not in online forms of "electronic literature"—but is by performance poets. This concern, directed back to the body, makes us less concerned with the "work of literature" than the writers of digital literature. This is a distinct artistic strategy, an openness that would almost have to include analog elements, and “flesh meets” in clubs or theatres in order to be successful. Once again it is body and space that expands expressivity. Digital poets are generally preparing work for screens, even pages: Conversion into a performance setting is not a matter of simply projecting something that onto a wall, although certainly that can be and is done. The stage with big screen and desk with small screen have different implications, often cinematic, sometimes interactive. The screen is multiple placed, a site of reading and performance.

So, I wanted to share my perspective on one evening in the history of the genre and then offer a rough scheme in the form of a typology of digital poetry performance strategies at present. The event, billed as a night of digital poetry performance, was held at The Divan du Monde night club, near Pigalle and Montmartre, a two-story room with raised stage and proscenium arch, decorated a bit like a futuristic cave, with sophisticated audio and projection equipment and busy, mostly helpful, engineers. A lot of performers on the bill: 11 different acts; too many! On the positive side the show was well-publicized and several hundred people attended. 

The first performer, Clemente Padín (a prolific mail artist, visual poet, and performer), in fact did an analog performance (usisng no computers or multimedia), using his voice to make sounds, form phrases, making use of the space of his stage, and posting letters on the wall which were manipulated during the performance. Padín had an interactive section during which he asked audience members for various pieces of clothing, which he arranged into shape on the floor. A poetry reading without electronics, and nice invocation from an important figure, serving as a tribute to spoken word, with the mantra, “poesia es uno/poetry is one…code and language,” and a homage to John Cage (4:55 of video). It is possibly telling that Padín, an accomplished videopoet and Flash operator chooses not to use a computer (though possibly due to tech constraints imposed by traveling?). Nonetheless, clear choices are made to show that a poet can use space, movement, chance, encounter, and interactivity without technology—which is true, even if one can always appreciate the confrontation when the poet opts to include media. 

Lucio Agra and Paulo Hartmann did a set of live music with projected animations and Agra’s live tri-lingual vocalizations. Both artists are strong musicians, and pre-processed vocal recordings meshed well with what was happening onstage. It was a VJ style performance, with live sound, some improvisation and pre-programmed visuals made with Powerpoint, in which Agra has become a wildly proficient programmer. (13:34-14:13 of video)
In Lawrence Upton’s set, the projected imagery is visual poems accompanied by live sound poems that receive additional sonic processing by his collaborator John Drever. In this instance, sound over-embellished the words, which became a wash of sound, textured to the point where one word became indistinguishable from another. The connection between voice and projection was not direct, often completely disconnected. Although a kind of trance state can be achieved in such an experience of text, people were also able to talk through the noise, so not everyone was able to latch onto the content. (2:35-3:10) 

Jeorg Piringer gave one of the more spectacular performances of the entire event, because he has written programs that achieve unique effects and is confident onstage. [show clip, my clip; also 7:23-8:23 on Luc’s] He performed five short pieces in which the projected visuals respond in real time to voice and sounds created onstage by Piringer. You can see it is sonic visual popcorn. These shorter blasts of expression were captivating and the audience responded excitedly to it because it was like rock (as in rock&roll) artistry (kind of what you might expect in the club where we were). Piringer extends the sounds he is able to make visually, creating sonic and visual rhythms with language, bringing up-to-date historical sound poetry experiments in the tradition of Bob Cobbing, Henri Chopin, Richard Kostelanetz, et al. 
Wilton Azevedo, accompanied by multiple vocalists and stage theatrics, used non-generative techniques and achieved entirely different aesthetic results than Piringer. Azevedo “vj’d” through one of his hypermedia productions while mixing a soundtrack and reading while his collaborator and co-author Brenda Mars dramatically read, with plenty of movement (including setting fire to one of her poems). Near the end of the set I joined them, adding chanting and sounds. [show cellphone clip if Internet is available; or, write Rettberg to get a copy] 

Philippe Castellin, a doctor of linguistics and semiology and early practitioner of digital poetry, began by projecting a video of himself giving a monologue; naturally, he also added some impromptu commentary. This part of his presentation was a bit odd but funny, a doubled type of authorship in performance where the author negotiates his own larger than life artifact. Castellin also showed a projection of a hypermedia work (image and text) that seemed to include random elements. He read along with it. This presentation, in which the narrative became caught in loops, was interesting as a representation of an encounter with the program, to some degree, but also very basic. In his stage routine Castellin seemed to be mocking convention of performance, although I am not certain such was intended. 

The performance by Hortense Gauthier and Philippe Boisnard blended prerecorded sounds, live vocals and stage performance, and live video mixed montage-style with language. [show my clip]. The overall effect was that a textual experience was being generated in the moment. The narrative, produced with great sophistication, was an intense confrontation with the subjectivity of body, particularly as a result of exposure to advertising (and other cultural realities) which Gauthier reclaimed by removing her clothes at the end of the piece. 

Loss Pequeño Glazier’s set featured three dancers, whose performance involved reacting (in movement) to projective (random) text that Glazier activated standing at the side of the stage. The words, projected and read, were no accompanied by other sounds. The set was long, too long considering it was very late in the evening and program. Disconnections between author, content, and presentation became apparent, in a slightly nice way, in a way they may not have in a different setting or under other circumstances (if the set were shorter, if the digital interface varied a bit more). After being overstimulated with sound and image for three hours already, this seemed quite passive and dull, when it was supposed to be dynamic. 

Sandy Baldwin’s too brief performance involved interacting with Alan Sondheim (who was in Brookly) in the online game “Second Life” (an interactive 3D game environment that transpires in real time). Baldwin and Sondheim have created avatars, who interact with each other on the screen before the audience. A soundtrack featuring the voice of Azure Carter, accompanied by Sondheim on tabla, is also a component. Gradually, text begins to scroll up the screen. This type of poesis is reminiscent of texts I’ve encountered MOOs and other virtual buildings (like Laurie Anderson’s Puppet Motel), but is much more dynamic and spectacular and is most likely indicative of virtual poetry adventures we can expect in the future.

Finally, the team of Jay David Bolter, Karen Head, and Maria Engberg staged a brief presentation of a hypertext in which various layers were reached by “rubbing off” text on the screen (with mouse). Each read certain parts of the text that one of them was navigating before the eyes of the audience. The group explained that the work is normally encountered in an installation setting, and, as the last act, they were politely brief. In another setting, perhaps the audience could have been involved somehow, like asked what moves to make in navigating the text. 
Leaving this event, at which I also performed, I was struck by the number of collaborations presented. Generally speaking, they were varied, and in comparison to many of the performances at the first E-poetry festival in 2001, they were much more sophisticated. Many, if not most, of the remaining performances featured videographic works, and hypertext or interactive animations made using all sorts of approaches (including a narrative about/reasoning behind destroying a webpage, courtesy of Eugenio Tiselli). Several artists, like Maria Mencia, invited audience members onstage to interact with hypermedia texts, the movements of which were projected to audience. There were just a few other significant variations in technique and presentation that I’ll show now.

While most texts use standard input techniques like mouse and keyboard, Aya Karpinska has re-engineered the Wii gaming controller to have power over the interactive content of her poems, and also dramatically created a poem whose projected results were created by a sensor placed inside her childhood doll, which she shook vigorously onstage. [show my video] In X’s work, remote sensors also played a role in the appearance of text. These examples provide evidence of how performance art, or performance poetry, has become, at least to some, an digitally interactive possibility. 
John Cayley’s stage was a largely empty auditorium, in which symposium attendees were instructed to download and activate one of four files, in four languages, of an animated text (based on a translation of a poem by Walter Benjamin) Cayley had installed on a server in London. All the work, with the exception of necessary action by audience in the place, is done in advance; Cayley’s pre-programming was very sophisticated, involving preparation of files activated by connection to a server, and the presentation contains significant random elements. A specific performance of the electronic text is detached and dislocated, or certainly particular to the moment; it could never be experienced the same way twice. [show vid] Cayley never formally took the stage but rather involved himself in various explanatory conversations during the hour his show was running. He was there in body to coordinate remotely produced work that depends on what the author/performer does with technology but not necessarily where s/he is.

As I mentioned, many beautiful video works were shown, some with interactive elements. Often the author often adding additional staged elements as part of the performance: Ambroise Barras stood on a table holding a monitor that displayed various text while his multilayered video was showing; Talan Memmott’s performance blended dramatic physical acting (which included reading phrases written on scraps of paper randomly picked out of his pocket and other skit-like gestures) with a highly crafted projection combining sound, image, video, and text.
These samples indicate of the conditions and of production at present. Digital writers have become technologists, and have found other creative technologists to work with. Frankly speaking, it is probably true that more programming knowledge—collectively or individually—will lead to more unique and profound results, although it is also true that aesthetically remarkable works have been made using out of the box programs as well.
Challenges/Conclusions
Before finishing, I did want to sketch a GENERAL TYPOLOGY of digital poetry performance strategies, based on performances at this year’s e-poetry festival, and make some final comments that might be useful to the overall conversation about performance we’re having this week. The following types of stage performances, all containing varying degrees of dramatic of performative gestures, can be identified:
-analog performance, without computers or projections of any kind;
-part live (sound and vocal), part pre-programmed (sound and imagery), images/animations/videos projected to screen;
-generative live sound mixing with pre-programmed or randomized projected images;
-generative projected visuals that respond to sound and voice (live) input;

-author (or audience) interaction with projected hypertext or hypermedia object, live (potentially multivocal);

-video projection with additional impromptu text and action on stage;
-performers on stage interact with projected (potentially random) text, with live reading;
-real-time video and video mixing with live sound and vocals;
-projection of onscreen interaction transpiring in virtual environment; and, 

-remote programs activated in an installation setting
These are the main conventions of new media performance. Some of them could be read as unabashedly derivative, when invention is in order; in my own view the works are often aesthetically pleasing, but there is also certainly room for further exploration and expanded practices. 
For example, in some, though not nearly a majority, of the e-poetry performances, we see authors gesturing toward dramatic and interactive ideals, but mainly the shows are to be watched for enjoyment, provocation, transformation, or inspiration. Because moments of transcendence within technology are elusive and fleeting, if extant at all—one can ask for more, or want to be more involved with the output somehow. Can we consider performance, even "the screen" with all its multiple locations as the site of transcendence, as an aesthetic end? I hope so. Transcendence as community and communion as it were. But how do we do it on the screen? 

How did Harry Smith do it!? I see the potential in chaos, and see fear of chaos as a fear of lack of meaning or loss of control, ideals tied to notions of reading and authorship that do not apply in electronic space. Someone should try giving everyone in the audience at a poetry reading a wii controller to determine the output of the text. 

Obviously, a poetry reading with a sound system and projected videos and images obviously differs than a solemn reading with a poet’s voice at a podium; it is not easy to do well, and there are plenty of critics. Simon Biggs is frank with critical impressions:

Flash animations illustrating word play rarely manages to add anything significant to the oeuvre and certainly such works do not propose any significant shift in how a digital poetics practice might evolve. Many works presented thus failed to transcend being illustrated poems. 

Among works he liked, Biggs praises Jeorg Piringer's performance, in which his voice activating textual visual elements via digital projection, for being, “Simple in presentation and concept…relied on the capabilities of the performer and the cleverness of the code used to create the work.” Nevertheless, Biggs points out that despite being “pure in its intent and concern with language” Piringer is only perpetuating something that has already been done (e.g., Golan Levin, Zach Lieberman, Jaap Blonk, and Joan La Barbara’s Messa di Voce).

We may be at a point where the stage is no longer a place where an artist can break new ground, no matter what media is employed. A new type of inevitability of influence is perhaps underfoot. From the era of Happenings, Fluxus, Factory/Velvet Underground, David Antin, etc., until now (considering everything from elaborate Laurie Anderson productions to Coco Fusco, Edwin Torres, et al.), what has not yet been done?

Poets experimenting with new media performance, barely a decade old, while perhaps pushing few real boundaries, are determined to take their art to the stage and are face many difficulties and challenges in doing so. 

