Muybridge, Marey and Bullet-time

Overview

The pioneering photographic work of Muybridge and Marey during the second half of the 19 the century laid the foundations of moving picture technology, and what was to become the cinema. Their work is most significant because it allowed humans to see motion beyond the limits of normal human vision. Principally interested in scientific applications for their work, Muybridge and Marey inspired each other to greater heights.

One hundred years later, in 1999, the movie The Matrix brought into popular awareness the photographic technique previously called time slicing and/or flo-mo, which then became known as bullet-time. The spectacle of simultaneous time/vision distortion has become both an icon, and cliché, of modern visual culture.
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Effects from The Matrix

The Matrix – Bullet Time Effect - Unleashed
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Lacan's Mirror Stage of Self Awareness

Overview

Jacques Lacan was a French psychoanalyst who updated the theories of Sigmund Freud. Lacan is most famous in media studies for his description of the "mirror" phase of human development, in which babies become aware   of being distinct entities from their surroundings. While Lacan probably meant to use the term "mirror" as a metaphor, his idea has been extended by many who use "mirror" as a way to refer to all of the means of reproduction of images of ourselves. This is particularly interesting given the now commonplace use of digital cameras, photo manipulation software, and web publishing.

Primary Reading
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The place of Lacan in Psychoanalysis
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McLuhan's The Extensions of Man

Overview

Marshall McLuhan was an academic who changed the way popular culture considered mass media. His theories were very controversial when first released in the 1960s, and became part of the pop cultural phenomenon of that decade. His work now seems to have accurately predicted now common features of digital media.

His 1964 book "Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man" proposed that all technology is an extension of human capability, including language itself. By putting physical devices, thoughts, and expressions into one category, McLuhan redefined them all as "media" and also as "extensions of man". His most famous and possibly most misunderstood quote is "the medium is the message".

Primary Reading
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Post Humanism

Overview

The term "posthuman" is used to describe the human being who has become enabled, dependant, or taken over by various "non-normal" additions. Katherine Hayles is the scholar whose name is most often associated with the term "posthuman".

Notions of the technology invaded or dependant human being are common in science fiction, especially cyberpunk. For many scholars, the idea of the cyborg is a metaphor for reconsidering current society. Many consider that the use of digital communications and virtual environments, often referred to as "infomatics", qualifies modernised people as "posthuman".  For others, it is clear that we are already literally, physically dependant upon technology.

Reading
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Farren, Anne and Hutchison, Andrew. 2004. Cyborgs, New Technology and the Body: The Changing Nature of Garment. Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture, Vol 8, No 4.
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An essay on how Hayles' notions interact with those of Lacan and other French theorists .

Hiebert, Ted. 2005. The Lacanian Conspiracy. CTheory.

Affordance and Interface Design

Overview

Affordance is the term used by the areas of cognitive psychology and product/ industrial design to describe how an environment communicates and provides the capacity for a user to interact with that environment.

Donald Norman and Brenda Laurel are two writers/researchers with very different backgrounds who both became well known during the 1990s for their direct and persuasive criticism of the way computers and computer software/experiences are designed. They have both argued for a human focused approach to the craft of Human Computer Interaction (HCI). They both make the point that understanding how to best design interactive experiences using digital technology can only be accomplished by the careful study of pre-existing human factors, both biological and cultural.

Primary Reading
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More
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The Cyborg and the Gaze
Overview

Donna Haraway's essay " A Cyborg Manifesto" is famous in the scholarly world. She uses the term "cyborg" as a metaphor for an analysis of the way in which (changing) technology and society impact on human lives. She approaches the cyborg from a feminist perspective that invests the term with post gender potentialities.

Laura Mulvey's 1975 essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" similarly identifies how society and technology work together to identify/represent/position individuals. While her controversial work was specifically about the objectification of women in movies by "male gaze", it brings to our attention the exact mechanisms by which an emotional perspective is created by the use of visual media, which can be called "The Gaze".

Haraway’s and Mulvey’s approaches provide the opportunity to look at the way media objects are consciously and unconsciously constructed and understood, both by the creators and the consumers/readers from a feminist perspective.

Primary Reading

Kunzru, Hari. You Are Cyborg. Wired Magazine Issue 5.02, Feb 1997.
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Simulation and Reality

Overview

Jean Baudrillard is a French theorist who has become something of a pop culture figure, at least among those who study the workings of the modern media landscape.   He is most famous for his views of how mass communications media, especially television, have created an unreal image of the larger world which millions of westernised people live in, thinking it real. This has given currency to the common science-fiction theme of people living, unaware, in artificial realities to overcome some terrible reality of their circumstances. These simulations often are "Hyper-real", or "spectacular", being more than the real version.

Baudrillard can be seen as similar to Marshal McLuhan, in that many of his ideas are incomprehensible to most people, and some of these ideas have been misunderstood or simplified and then used as inspiration/justification for artworks/ideas. For example, the movie the Matrix, where the central character Neo is reading a copy Simulacra and Simulation by Baudrillard just before he begins his journey of discovery. Is this intended as a joke by the film's creators, or is it intended to give the movie more "intellectual" credibility?

The notions about copies of originals replacing original taken by popular understanding from "Simulacra and Simulation" (if not actually intended by Baudrillard himself), seem to have extra significance in the digital 1990s, and then into the current century, where bio and nano-tech threaten to make the copying of reality itself possible.

The major value of a superficial understanding of Baudrillard's work is that modernised humans already experience much of their lives through media channels, and as such are removed from the physical realities that would otherwise have occurred in order to have that knowledge or experience. Since these channels are subject to control by technological, economic and political forces, it can be said that we may already be in a kind of "virtual"   "alternative" reality.

Primary Reading

Felluga, Dino. Modules on Baudrillard: On Simulation. Introductory Guide to Critical Theory. Purdue University.
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Provenzo, Eugene F. 1991. Video Kids: Making Sense of Nintendo. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
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Avatars, Presence and Immersion

Overview

The term Avatar most originally refers to a physical embodiment of the Hindu god Vishnu. The term was widely adopted during the 1980 and 1990s to describe any visual representation of a user in a virtual environment, especially on computer screens in Internet chat rooms and computer games. The term was also used in Neal Stephenson 's novel Snow Crash (1992) to describe extremely sophisticated virtual reality manifestations of characters.

Presence refers to the overall sense of "being there", and "having agency" that a person has in an environment. The lack of presence in virtual spaces is a common phenomenon, compared to constructed real environments. This issue of the visual representation of the embodiment, and the overall sense of presence, is a major focus in the craft of both games and Virtual Reality systems design. It is largely the need to create compelling interactive experiences that drives new technology developments in this area.

The phrase Immersion commonly occurs in discussions of art, literature, virtual reality and games. The arrival of digital technologies has confused the specific meaning of this term, but it seems to an "ideal" state of engagement or focus, closely connected to "presence". Another recent development is that of "augmented reality", in which aspects of the real and virtual worlds are presented together.

Primary Reading

Davies, Char. Virtual Space. In Penz, François, Radick, Gregory and Howell, Robert (eds.) 2004. Space: In Science, Art and Society. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, pp. 69-104.
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Personal Communications

Overview

The explosion of communication options that occurred during the 1990 has been of enormous impact on person-to-person communications (both one to one, and one to many). The arrival of the Internet, and with it e-mail, websites, blogs, search engines, pod-casting etc has massively increased access to information gathering and dissemination.

The parallel (and converging) technology and techniques of the mobile phone have added to this potential. Since the time when this explosion occurred is still very close, it is reasonable to assume that the evolution of society in response to the Internet/WWW and all pervasive, cheap, mobile messaging, and the specific media uses of them, is yet to plateau.

It is interesting to note that while many writers, thinkers and designers imagined and predicted the broad potential of these systems, none accurately foreshadowed its specific uses or nature.

Vannevar Bush wrote "As We may Think" in 1945, and is often credited as the first person to describe the potential of immediate access to and control of masses of information, though the technology did not exist at the time.

Theodor Nelson described a kind of World Wide Web called "The Xanadu Project", and coined the term "hypertext".

Douglas Engelbart produced "Augmenting Human Intellect: A conceptual Framework" in 1962, and actually demonstrated a working prototype of every aspect of modern computer software and hardware interfaces (including networking) in 1968.

Alan Kay produced what is possibly the first personal computer.

Tim Berners-Lee is credited with creating the World Wide Web in 1991, unaware of the full effect it would have.

The technology we use is dependant upon highly technical methods, and is evolved over time by many people. It is often the case that these technologies are modified, in the nature of their use by people in ways unanticipated by the designers eg: blogs. Another good example is the way mobile phone technology has been "hacked" to other purposes for the organization and dissemination of information.

Primary Reading
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Games, Narrative and Art

Overview

The emergence in the 1990s of computer and video games rendered with sophisticated graphics has brought them to the attention of those who work with the cinema, and with art. Two great scholarly debates continue to rage over games. One is whether or not computer games are a legitimate aesthetic craft. The other is whether or not games can, or should, or need to, communicate a narrative.

These academic debates are irrelevant to the overwhelming majority of people, for who games became a mainstream, adult pastime a long time ago, rivaling TV, movies and books. Whatever the arguments, games are a well-established part of the media landscape. However, the question of how representation, appreciation and narrative work in computer/video games generates questions about how they have worked in the more traditional forms we have long taken for granted.

The success of games, with little or no obvious narrative, has overturned the idea of “narrative” as a dominant structural form, and raises the possibility that "games are the art-form of the 21st century".

Primary Reading
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Castronova, Edward. 2003. On Virtual Economies. Game Studies, Vol 3, Issue 2.

Taylor, Laurie. 2003. When Seams Fall Apart Video Game Space and the Player. in Game Studies, Volume 3, issue 2.

The Newer Technologies – Bio and Nanotech

Overview

In the early 1990s, the term "digital" was new and novel, and its impact on communications and media design has undoubtedly been enormous. However, by the middle of the first decade of the new century, these impacts are already ubiquitous and everyday.  E-mail, Internet, mobile phones, the power of databases, games, movie special effects, workplace productivity tools - these have all become mainstream, commonplace, expected, and default. With digital media now normalized, we are already living in what has been described as the "post-digital" age.

At the same time, popular attention has turned to the potentials and problems of the "newer" new technologies, bio and nano, and global phenomenon such as terrorism, super-epidemics and climate change have developed from distant concerns to everyday realities. With bio and nano technologies predicted to reach a new level of potency in the near future, they become rich ground for both artistic examination/inspiration, and an actual media of production.

Primary Reading
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Nanotechnology Art Gallery. Nanotechnology Now.

Ting Lipton, Shana. 2003. Art Imitates Life-Science: The Bio-Art Movement Finds (Cultures & Grows) Its Wings in France
Symbiotica at the University of Western Australia, "a research laboratory dedicated to the artistic exploration of scientific knowledge in general, and biological technologies in particular."

Skyler, Thomas. Ladyboys: Human Art. Switch Journal, Issue 21
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