“Very Nervous System” (“How and Why & comments on the documentation”)

In the series of installations that fall under the general title ‘Very Nervous System’, I use
video cameras, image processors, computers, synthesizers and a sound system to create a space in
which the movements of one’s body create sound and/or music. It has been primarily presented
as an installation in galleries but has also been installed in public outdoor spaces, and has been
used in a number of performances.

I created the work for many reasons, but perhaps the most pervasive reason was a simple
impulse towards contrariness. The computer as a medium is strongly biased. And so my impulse
while using the computer was to work solidly against these biases. Because the computer is
purely logical, the language of interaction should strive to be intuitive. Because the computer
removes you from your body, the body should be strongly engaged. Because the computer’s
activity takes place on the tiny playing fields of integrated circuits, the encounter with the
computer should take place in human-scaled physical space. Because the computer is objective
and disinterested, the experience should be intimate.

The active ingredient of the work is its interface. The interface is unusual because it is
invisible and very diffuse, occupying a large volume of space, whereas most interfaces are
focussed and definite. Though diffuse, the interface is vital and strongly textured through time
and space. The interface becomes a zone of experience, of multi-dimensional encounter. The
language of encounter is initially unclear, but evolves as one explores and experiences.

The installation is a complex but quick feedback loop. The feedback is not simply ‘negative’
or ‘positive’, inhibitory or reinforcing; the loop is subject to constant transformation as the
elements, human and computer, change in response to each other. The two interpenetrate, until
the notion of control is lost and the relationship becomes encounter and involvement.

The diffuse, parallel nature of the interaction and the intensity of the interactive feedback
loop can produce a state that is almost shamanistic. The self expands (and loses itself) to fill
the installation environment, and by implication the world. After 15 minutes in the
installation people often feel an afterimage of the experience, feeling directly involved in the
random actions of the street.

This unexpected sense of almost spiritual encounter informed a lot of the initial development
of the installation but is only one aspect of the work. I often feel that it is necessary to work
against the momentum of this experience and particularly its lesser manifestations (senses of
power and affirmation, or even ‘neat’ness) because they can overwhelm and mask underlying
aspects of the work that are as important. By adding other sculptural and visual elements to
the installation (i.e. “(Perception is) The Master of Space”), I have begun to focus the attention
of the interactor away from the excitement, making the interactive relationship more visible.

The installation could be described as a sort of instrument that you play with your body but
that implies a level of control which I am not particularly interested in. I am interested in
creating a complex and resonant relationship between the interactor and the system.

The videotape documentation starts with two examples of myself informally exploring two
different programs for the installation. Then there is some documentation of a large version
that I realized in Japan. (Steisis3cEnt®®8). Then there is some tape of the “(Perception is)
The Master of Space” version, followed by tape of an experiment using the camera zoomed in on
my face, and then two examples of collaborations, one with a dancer Leslie-Ann Coles, the
other with video artist Paul Garrin.

(The installation tends to look most impressive on video when the person in the space
appears to have complete control over the system, this does not correspond to the best
experience for the interactor. Ideally, the response of the system is not entirely predictable but
does make an elusive sort of sense. It must remain capable of surprises, though the fact that
there is a strong interaction will always be clear)
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