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HORIZONTAL 
HOLD
Victoriaville blurs the line betw een sound and 
vision, logic and impulse

BY ANDREW JONES

F or its eighth year, the Festi­
val Internationale M usique 
A ctuelle de V ictoriaville is 
out to deconstruct more than just 

the boundaries betw een m usical 
styles.

The stunning, eclectic  program 
accom plishes that easily  enough. 
T here’s everything from the griot 
tales o f  Foday M usa Suso, the

hardcore -attitude o f  John Zorn's 
trio Sian, the subtle pan-African  
orchestrations o f  T revor W atts 
M oiré M usic Orchestra, and the 
breathtaking jazz architecture o f  
M arilyn Crispell.

But this year, the festival organ­
izers are planning to explore other 
m edia. Just ask interactive video  
artist Don Ritter. A professorat the
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department o f  design art at C oncor­
dia, Ritter is fascinated by human 
interface design, or the study' o f  ■ 
com m unication between people and 
m achines. Ritter feels the act o f  
creating and performing m usic with 
high technology can the bridge the 
gap betw een human im pulse and 
electronic logic.

“ I'm  not a m usician,” says Ritter 
over tea in his Old Montreal loft. 
“I’ve alw ays been envious o f  the 
spontaneity that they can have, and 
the way they interact with the media. 
M y background is in painting and 
sculpture, and those m edium s work  
differently. I do som ething in my  
studio alone, and then it gets d is­
played.

“ M usicians d on ’t work that w ay, 
esp ecia lly  im provisers. T hey do  
som ething the sam e m om ent the 
audience hears it. The spontaneity  
o f  the w hole creative art is show n. 
W ith visual m edia, the audience  
d oesn ’t see the creative act, they see  
the remnants. I decided I d idn’t 
w ant to talk to m y paintbrush  
through my hand; I wanted to talk to 
it through m usic. T hat’s human  
interface design .”

A nd that’s where G eorge L ew is  
com es in. Ritter met the C hicago- 
bom  trombonist, im proviser, and 
Anthony Braxton discip le in M IT ’s 
m edia lab, where, along with R ich­
ard Teitlebaum and Robert D ick, 
they developed “hyperinstruments,” 
new  tools for m anipulating and 
hum anizing electronic and e le c ­
troacoustic m usic.

Ritter’s program, w hich he calls  
Orpheus, is an “expert” software 
system — a com puter term m eaning  
the computer has a certain am ount 
o f  intelligence in evaluating data 
and making decisions based on what 
it receives. In this case, Orpheus 
evalu ates and e lec tron ica lly  re­
sponds to L ew is’ im provised trom­
bone by suggesting bizarre dada 
and surrealist im ages from a bank 
w hich have been fed through a 
digitizer into Ritter’s computer.

The interactive system  a llow s for 
differences in pitch, velocity , and 
timbre, and reacts accordingly. The 
resulting panoply o f  sound and 
vision  is arresting, funny, and ulti­
m ately visionary.

“Electronic m edia, especia lly  TV  
and video, is m ainly being used for 
docum entary purposes,” says Rit-

ter, “not for artistic ones. But these 
tools have incredible potential.” 
Festival International Musique 
Actuelle de Victoriaville Oct. 4-8. 
(819) 752-7912



New  
Technologies: 
Perils and 
Pleasures
M I C K I  M C G E E

New electronic technologies— like toys under a 

Christmas tree— seduce and delight. From pocket 

ca lc u la to rs  to pacem ake rs , the y  p rom ise  us 

improved health, longer lives, tim e and money 

saved from quotidian concerns, enhanced enter­

ta in m e n t va lue  and even the  p o s s ib ility  o f a 

democratized media. While many welcome these 

innovations w ith  ingenuous glee, others remain 

skep tica l— all too aware of how d isappoin ting 

day-old Christmas presents can be.

Between th is  dichotomy of naive enthusiasts 

and s tub bo rn  ske p tics  are num erous a r tis ts  

who've begun exploring new technologies, while 

remaining well aware that technology can't substi­

tute for ideas or vision. The pleasures and prob­

lems of a technologically sophisticated art prac­

tice wete exemplified in the recent Large Screen 

Computer and Video Image Projection series pre­

sented by the Experimental Intermedia Foundation.

Founded in 1968 by a group of musicians, film ­

m akers and dancers  in c lu d in g  Trisha B row n, 

Elaine Summers, Phil Corner and Phill Niblock, the 

Experimental Intermedia Foundation has continued 

to provide an unpretentious space in a downtown 

Manhattan loft for intermedia experiments.

Recently, EIF acquired a new Sony 1041 Video 

Projector. Like all new products, the p ro jec to r 

promises us something new: in this case, the pro­

jector claims to free the video image from the con­

fines of TV screen and allow video, like film, to be 

projected in a darkened room. Sony's new product 

delivers w ith  an astonishing ly clear, sharp and 

defined projected image. Several artists experi­

mented w ith the projector in E.I.F.'s performance 

series last March.

Among the most successfu l of these experi­

ments was Don Ritter's collaboration w ith  musi­

Don Ritter Ducks Against Glass, 1989

c ians George Lew is, R ichard T e itlebaum  and 

Wadada Leo Smith. Ritter, who came to New York 

by way of Toronto and MIT's Center for Advanced 

Media Studies and Media Lab, devised a software 

system fo r his Amiga com puters tha t reads the 

tones and in te rva ls  produced by any m us ica l 

instrument and then calls up specific video frames, 

sequences and effects. Put simply, a keyboard, a 

trombone, or any instrument connected by a MIDI 

cable to the computer can control the instanta­

neous recall of any stored video frame. W hile this 

sound/light extravaganza may sound like a sophisti­

cated version of '60s light shows, Ritter's images, 

coupled w ith  tremendous trombone and trum pet 

performances from Lewis and Smith, resulted in a 

captivating, acoustically-controlled animation. Dali- 

esque digitized computer animation of Medusan 

arms squirm ing from  eye sockets suggested a 

nightmarish vision of bio-technology out of control. 

Ritter's grotesque animated imagery suggested that 

technology may often fail in the service of human 

needs. Paradoxically, his event offered an example 

of the pleasures of hi-tech innovation.

P h ill N ib lo ck 's  co lla b o ra tio n  w ith  d a n c e r/ 

choreographer Muna Tseng extended N iblock's 

concerns w ith  storytelling and posed questions

about technology and labor. While a video-monitor 

played back Tseng telling stories from her child­

hood, her hands danced on a closed c ircu it pro­

jected video image. Niblock's high contrast, nearly 

a b s tra c t s lide  im ages, and 16mm fo o ta g e  of 

Chinese peasant farmers at w ork w ere counter­

point to Tseng's "finger dance" and storytelling. 

The sheer duration of the ir perform ance altered 

the reading of Niblock's film: w hat might have been 

mistaken for exquisite National Geographic travel­

og footage w as transform ed into an exhaustive 

record of manual labor. Labor-intensive peasant 

life lost any trace of charm as men and women 

thatched roofs by hand, irrigated canals w ith only 

buckets, planted garlic clove by clove, rolled and 

cut noodles, picked soybeans pod by pod, washed 

laundry at a river's edge and laid bricks one by 

one. N iblock's duration aesthetic became some­

th ing of an endurance te s t w ith  an in te res ting  

re su lt: the  d if f ic u lty  of s im p ly  w a tch in g  such 

exhaustive physical labor forestalled any fantasy 

of agrarian paradise. Since there is no going back 

to the  co lon ia l fan tasy of Edenic peasant life , 

N iblock intimates a question: w hat technologies 

are appropriate? W hat kinds of compromises must 

be made between industrial (and now postindustri -

2 0  High Performance Winter 1989



al) techno log ies fo r humans to  m aintain any 

sense of global ecology? Niblock and Tseng's col­

labo ra tion  pointed tow a rd  c r it ic a lly  im po rtan t 

questions, how ever in d irec tly  these questions 

were posed.

Similarly, Anne Tardos' computer graphics and 

music intimated— but never quite articulated— a 

set of important concerns. Her computer graphics 

and sound sequences evidenced a passion fo r 

Atari graphics and sound software, and a not yet 

quite realized vision. Her Human Geography II sug­

gested an interest in the bio-morphic: architectural 

images of spiral staircases were juxtaposed with 

anatom ical draw ings of an a lim entary canal; a 

pitchfork suggested the digits of the human hand; 

images of the brain were perhaps intended to in ti­

mate some relationship between computer tech ­

nology and the brain. But the links remained tenu­

ous as Tardos relied on simple juxtaposition in her 

images. She might have exploited the real time sit­

uation to produce a text soundtrack (rather than 

e lec tro n ic  m usic) to  a rticu la te  her concerns. 

Interspersed, but seemingly unconnected w ith her 

im ages, w as a sound pe rfo rm ance  by poe t 

Jackson Mac Low and musician friends that relied 

on low-tech items: the human voice, the flute, the 

bass and simple amplification. A bonafide collabo­

ration between Tardos and Mac Low (or another 

sound-text poet) might explore the subtleties of the 

interface between human and the technological 

that seems so much a part of Tardo's vision.

When I set out to consider these collaborations 

I asked myself a question: why organize a series of 

performances around a new piece of hardware? 

Why bring together artists simply to experiment 

w ith a new technology? W hat would distinguish 

this series of events from a trade show demonstra­

tion? Now the answer seems clear: out of these 

experim ents arises a set o f c r it ic a l questions 

about technology, aesthetics and human needs. 

These co lla b o ra tio n s  have on ly  begun the 

work— intimating the questions and occasionally- 

implying answers. Much remains to be done, polit­

ical and aesthetically, if we are to build a future 

where technology works in the service of human 

needs and visions, rather than at our expense.
■ ■ ■
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Interactive Art links Artist, 
Audience, and Computer

SIGGRAPH '90 Show Daily

▲
"After Pica m o ," Lillian 

Schwartz, 1986

★ By Gregory Patrick Garvey

Current happenings in interactive 
art and artificial reality are the 
subjects o f the panel “Interactive 
Art and Artificial Reality, * chaired 
by Gregory Garvey from 9:00 a.m. 
to 10:30 a.m. today in the Dallas 
Convention Center. See page 38 in 
this Show Daily for more informa­
tion on the panel. Session location 
information is available at the on­
site registration desk in the Con­
vention Center.

In 1961, years before she met 
John Lennon, a rtis t Yoko 
Ono exhibited a work enti­
tled “Painting to Hammer a 
Nail In," a painting into which the

viewer was encouraged to pound a 
nail. With such simple technology, 
Yoko Ono created a type of interac­
tive art that didn't require an ex­
planation, training, documenta­
tion, or even electricity. It failed 
only with inhibited users or a lack 
of nail«

As time went on, other artists 
inspired by interactive a r t experi­
mented with interactive computer 
graphics system s and  even a t ­
tempted the first computer-con­
trolled environm ental in s ta lla ­
tions. Today, the term s “artificial 
reality" and “virtual reality" com­
pete for attention, suggesting com­
pletely synthesized virtual worlds 
with which users can intuitively 
and immediately interact. Fans of

Yoko Ono’s work m ight now be 
able to pick up a virtual hammer 
and pound a virtual nail, accompa­
nied by a virtual sound.

For works of art that attem pt to 
create a broader degree of interac­
tivity than letting a user grab a 
hammer and slam a nail, the com­
puter is a necessity. Therefore, for 
most artists, the computer repre­
sents what might be described as 
the medium of choice for interac­
tively controlling sound, graphics, 
video, light, and music.

Today's interactive works of a rt 
can range from artist Myron Krue­
ger's “Videoplace," with which the 
user can paint his or her own live, 
moving images (with multicolored 
shapes) in real time, to artist Don

R itte rs  use of the musical input of 
a live musician to regulate the dis­
play of digitized images.

Krueger, who designed and built 
com puter-controlled in teractive 
environments more than 20 years 
ago, defines computer a rt in terms 
of interactivity. T h e  term ‘com­
puter a r t’," he states, “suggests a 
unique m edium  defined by the  
computer. If  such a distinct a rt 
form e x is ts , i t  should express 
unique qualities of the computer in 
the work it is used to create. The 
most novel capability the computer 
affords a rtis ts  is the ability to cre- 
ate work th a t responds to the peo-
Gregory Patrick Garvey is an instructor in 
computer graphics at the New England 
School of Art and Design Boston*.

Ed Tannenbaum's “ Recollections" Is an interactive 
video environment in which the viewer sees himsetf 

as a mirrored silhouette or outline on a video projection 
screen. Any movement that the user makes Is 

M recorded on-screen as a sequence of colors. Photo
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^  “ Orph#ci* System Manu," (pertiai view) 
Don Ritter, 1990

photographic realism are both the 
outcome of a fundamental dialog 
betw een a r t i s t  and m a c h in e -  
made possible by the abstract na­
ture of the digital representation of 
inform ation  and  concepts. This 
digital representation engenders 
interactivity, regardless of wheth­
er the goal is an  interactive instal­
lation or a static  p rin t

For the paintbox artist, there­
fore, the ability to cut, copy, dupli­
cate, and p aste—that is, the ability 
to compose with potentially unlim­
ited visual materials, to save work 
a t whatever stage of completion, 
and to experiment without fear of 
losing previous work—is, in itself, 
a fter all, inherently  interactive 
and part of a new epoch of image- 
making.

A ctiv e  P a r t ic ip a n t
The inherent interactivity of the 

digital domain transforms the pas­
sive viewer into an active partici­
pant in the creation of a work of 
art. Even with hyper media perfor­
mances, in which the emphasis is 
on a  passive audience's observa-, 
tion of the performer/artist’s abili­
ty to combine computer graphics, 
video, and sound, the interactivity 
between the performer and his or 
her “hyper instrument" is palpable 
and heightens the aesthetic quali­
ty of the live performance.

How much does the all-purpose, 
symbol-manipulating computer ac­
tually influence the way in which 
a r t  is both created  and experi­
enced? T im othy Binkley of the 
School of Visual Arts (New York) 
argues in his article "Medium or 
Tool?" in the February 1989 is­
sue of Computer Graphics World 
tha t the computer is neither a 
m edium , nor merely a tool. 
“The computer's job," he says, 
“is to help the artist work or 
th in k  through the design 
process without the need to 
commit to paper laborious 
experimentations by trial 
and error." More than a 

passive tool, the com­
puter can even be 

seen as an active, in­
telligent assistant, whose 

essence is interactivity, “a tra it no 
medium exhibits." In other words, 
the computer is a conceptual em­
bodiment of a  virtual hyper reali­
ty-

Yoko Ono’s work of nearly 30 
years ago set a standard for the 
success of in te rac tive  art: The 
work should require little or no ex­
planation or training, and it re­
quires the active user to complete 
the piece. In today's world, phe­
nomena such as Nintendo adven­
ture games and electronic bulletin 
boards suggest the emergence of 
an in teractive and user-directed 
a r t th a t respects and elevates the 
active participant to a position of 
pa rity  w ith  the  a rtfu l designer 
whose creative presence lurks be­
hind a virtual, if not artificial and 
surreal, world.it

“ Orpheus System Menu," (full view)
Don Ritter, 1990 ►

through which the creative act is 
channeled into the work of art. Not 
because it can think, but because it 
can be told how to calculate in a 
logical fashion, the computer can 
also be used for a rt research and 
analysis. In other words, comput­
ers ran be made to accommodate 
th e  e n tire  b read th  o f a r t is t ic  
thought"

Does the  pervasiveness and  
seeming inevitability of interacti­
v ity  devaluate the work of the 
more traditional paintbox comput­
er graphic a r tis t who is content to 
restrict interactivity to manipulat­
ing a mouse and a keyboard in or­
der to make a static work? I be­
lieve th a t paintbox graphics and 
the virtual realities created with

“ Vkieop lace—Body Surfing," Myron 
Krueger, 1990

”Videoplaca—Two-Way Teleconferencing and ► 
Shared Artificial Reality," Myron Krueger, 1990

Interactive Art. cont from p. 13 
pie who encounter this work. The 
quintessence of interactive art is 
an artificial reality in which the 
laws of cause and effect are com­
posed by the artis t"

In like manner, artist Ritter, in 
describing his work, captures the 
synergy that results from the in­
te rac tio n  betw een hum an and 
computer. T h e  use of computers 
and video as fine art media," he 
says, “m ake availab le  a broad 
range of unexplored perceptions. 
My current work explores this po­
tential using interactive computer 
graphics and video systems for live 
performance that are “played" like 
a musical instrument. This config­
uration allows the playing of visu­

al imagery through the hum an in­
terface of a musical instrum ent 
The images become synchronized 
with the music itself in real time."

Yet ano ther com puter a r t is t  
speaks of the interactivity  th a t 
takes place between the artist and 
the computer during the creative 
process itself. L illian Schwartz, 
who began her influential comput­
er work at Bell Labs in 1968 and 
won an  O scar in 1980 and an 
Emmy in 1985 for her computer- 
generated animated films, says in 
the The Computer A rt Book (writ­
ten along with Laurens Schwartz, 
forthcoming from W.W. Norton 
and Co., 0 Computer Creations 
Corp., 1990), “It [the computer] can 
he lp  develop an  a r t i s t ’s eye.

★
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Interaction between people and machines 
gives birth to ‘Orpheus3

PHOTO: Moritz Gaede

Don Ritter

A
s a boy in Edmonton, Don Rit­
ter showed an above-average 
ap titu de for engineering . 
While his friends, snug in their 
pajamas, watched Saturday 
morning cartoons, young Don would 

tear down and reassemble his mother's 
television set.

Soon the inner workings of Mom's 
stereo were dismantled, but the concept 
of stereophonic sound was "boring," 
said the 31-year-old Professor of Design 
Art at Concordia.

Wide range of interests

Over the years, Ritter has turned his 
attention to academic pursuits in Fine 
Arts, Psychology, Engineering and 
Design. He has earned a diploma in 
Electronic Engineering Technology 
from the Northern Alberta Institute of 
Technology in Edm onton, a jo in t 
honours BA in Fine Arts and Psychol­
ogy from the University of Waterloo, 
and an MSc in Visual Studies at the 
Centre for Advanced Visual Studies at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technol­
ogy (MIT), where he graduated in 1988. 
He joined Concordia in 1989.

So what does a visual artist do with an 
exceptional aptitude for engineering 
and physics?

Ritter admitted there was a period in 
his life when he felt "fragmented." The 
one common thread that has held his 
o'-i-v-tv intprpsts toeether his fas-

people and machines. The result is an 
expert software system called Orpheus.

Today, when he is not teaching two 
courses — The Computer as a Design 
Tool and Ind ivid ual Pro jects and 
Design Art — the father of Orpheus is 
found working on his creation in his 
downtown studio, or performing. Or­
pheus allows musicians to "play" im­
ages w ith m usic. To attend  a 
performance is to face a configuration 
of large screens and an improvisational 
musician doing his/her thing. Nearby, 
Orpheus, programmed to respond to 
pitch and volume, displays images 
gen erated  by the m usic. R itte r 's  
memory-stored surrealist images in­
clude fish protruding through breasts 
and a close-up of a mouth dripping 
saliva. A drastic change in the image 
corresponds to a drastic change in 
music.

Daliesque animation

A rev iew er for High Performance 
magazine in 1989 described Orpheus 
this way: "Daliesque digitized com­
puter anim ation of M edusan arms 
squirming from eye sockets suggested 
a nightmarish vision of bio-technology 
out of control. R itte r 's  grotesque 
animated imagery suggests that tech­
nology may often fail in the service of 
human needs. Paradoxically, his event 
offered an example of the pleasure of 
hi-tech innovation."

Ritter's research at the Centre for Ad­
vanced Visual Studies at MIT, where it 
made its debut in 1988 with trombonist 
George Lewis. Since then, Orpheus has 
appeared at such prestigious events as 
the Verona Jazz Festival, the Interna­
tional Festival Musique Actuelle Vic- 
toriaville and New Music America, and 
has been featured in such international 
venues as A Space in Toronto, the Art 
Institute in Chicago and the Alternative 
Museum in New York.

wanted to develop video as a live per­
formance medium. Live performance is 
the creative act, while video is the crea­
tive excrement."

The general response to Orpheus has 
been dichotomous, said Ritter. People 
comment on either the technology or 
the content, but rarely make the connec­
tion in which technology interacts with 
imagery through sound.

"At least I get more than just, 'that's 
nice.' I don't think I would want that."


