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Foreword

Ever since its opening, Museum of Contemporary Art Shanghai has been dedicated to the establishment of a unique
identity. Whether the focus is on large-scale international exhibitions or thematic exhibitions of Chinese contemporary
art, we always hope that we can approach a diversity of art from an angle that is different from traditional art museums.
Last spring, the photography and multimedia exhibition curated by Wenny Teo and Ella Liao, two young curators at our
museum, was very well received among the audience and critics. This year, teamed up with Diana Freundl and Pierre
Cornette de Saint Cyr, two new members of our curatorial department, they bring forth Remote / Control, an interactive
multimedia exhibition that explores the boundaries of science and art, and encourages the audience to approach
artworks in a new interactive way.

Through the theme of this exhibition, we see that in a digital era, the interactive multimedia environment has become
a reality in our life. The artists present in their works various existing phenomena, especially the interactions between
the controller and the controlled. Remote / Control is a small-scale international exhibition, featuring artists from Italy,
France, America, Germany, the Netherlands, Britain, Belgium and China. Through the use of computers, sensors, LED
screens, projectors and other digital equipment, the artists lead the viewers into their artistic space, revealing the
subtle changes between the real world we live in and the virtual world that can be remotely controlled.

Art is a mirror that reflects the lives of human beings. What seems real in the mirror becomes a void existence as we
reach out to touch it. For a very long time, artists have been playing with the concept of reality and virtual reality in
life. Nowadays, the development of science and technology allows us to physically explore the fascinating interactions
between the real and the virtual, with the help of digital equipment.

To encourage creativity is the mission of the Museum of Contemporary Art Shanghai. We aim to provide a platform for
innovative ideas and young creative talents, so as to open a window for international dialogues. For the first exhibition
in 2007, our young curators have invited young artists to set up a refreshing show at a young museum. We would like
to express our sincere gratitude towards Fabrica, Shanghai Arts and Crafts Vocational College, Island 6 Art Center,
TECO and China HP. Thank you all for your generous sponsorship of Remote / Control. We hope that with the support
of the public, the Museum of Contemporary Art Shanghai will have an even brighter future.

Samuel Kung
Museum of Contemporary Art, Shanghai
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“Remote/Control Interactive and Multimedia Art” Curatorial Statement
Ella Liao

More and more artists are employing multimedia and interactive techniques in their art pieces, no matter what kind
of materials they used before, or are good at using. These artworks have changed the way people consume art.
Moreover, like the emergence of Minimal and Conceptual art, they have helped the art world overcome yet another
crisis. After 1980s, the new scientific revolution based on information technology has livened up urban culture and
fundamentally changed people’s life style and attitude. Traditional easel painting and sculpture both have very long
histories and extremely diverse styles. It has become increasingly hard for the artists to create something new within
the frame, and traditional media are therefore facing a difficult dilemma. After Duchamp, art has not only existed on
the visual level, but also on the conceptual level. When conceptual art pieces are exhibited in museums, what we see
is not the expected consensus but an unpleasant disagreement between audience and artists. With the development
of science and technology, interactive and multimedia art was born at a most appropriate time. It has changed the way
people perceive art, rendering the museum a completely new space for experiencing art, raising once again essential
questions such as “What is art?” and "What is the boundary between art and science?” Art and science, two sides of
the same coin, have once again spun into a dazzling light.

Traditional art pieces are always alienated from their viewers at museums, with a distance that is holy and inviolable.
What museums provide is pure visual experience. The viewers are treated either as voyeurs or criminals, constantly
under surveillance. They are not allowed to speak “too loudly” or get “too close”, let alone touch the art pieces.
Museums have become a field of Behaviorism . The artworks are in a dominant position, whereas the viewers become
the passive receivers of opinions and exterior stimulations, their power of re-creation completely ignored. Multimedia
and interactive artists, on the other hand, utilize various machines and programmes to set up scenes within the
museum space. As soon as the viewers step in, they fall into a pre-planned environment. No matter what kind of
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actions they take, they are always within the artists’ expectation. The artists force the viewers into the contexts
they create, allowing them to obtain different sensual experiences. From the outside, it seems that the viewers are
controlling the buttons, the switches and the sensors, creating random audio, visual and sensual reactions, but all
these reactions are in fact within the artists’ control. They have predicted all possibilities and the viewers have
become part of their works that is essential to the completion. The viewers are absent during the creating process,
whilst the artists are absent during the completing process - the distant relationship between the artists and the
viewers is an important characteristics of interactive art.

Art history is not only the history of art, but also the history of human beings reflected in artworks. Remote control is
the theme of the exhibition. It touches upon the nature of multimedia and interactive art, and indicates at the same
time the complicated relationships among individuals in a contemporary society. To control is to be controlled, to
imprison is to be imprisoned, and to enslave is to be enslaved. Various machines and computer programmes are installed
in our daily life: mobiles, emails, instant messengers, burglar alarms, monitors, enabling some to control the others.
We indulge in the success of the post-industrial revolution characterized by the computer revolution, happily playing
both the master and the slave. Norbert Wiener compared human brains and computers in his book Cybernetics; or
Control and Communication In the Animal and the Machine® , emphasizing that it is not about who is in control, but
about mutual influence and improvement. Weiner's control theory has changed the definition of computers. Computers
not only process data and information, but also carry out deduction under instructions. They are calculators of
sentences, as well as numbers. As Weiner says, they are in fact “thinking machines”.

Remote / Control is an investigation of the presence of technology in contemporary art today. It gives us an



AR s — ARl R L, R HR T R, R AIGE, D5k A8 A IEAETT AR, 22T SR R 28 R 5
MUARHIFET, SR%e LA F A0 T mRER0 R A 10, BRIk & ARG R Fe by, 0 I T il A AR BB , ol i B8 5 i
Eo XELFRIE SR BRI EBRIKE, B2 5B, BEEERBRK, & LMY, B2 i 00 H R0
WE BT RIEERSL, SRR, O BEEDE SR . TR SR X AL 50T % fe4 5 Ak i rp
FHAMAR, ERGERAE, WX LRI IR BSOS )5, ST A8 P A 8218 T IEAE DT MM A, SR EDR B
kT A B, ZARKB AR LU A files —Fhen 2 5 Tk,

FENRZRERER OURIE) FA CEZ R KA B s, XS R &S LB I GUER, e e sE
L RURBL A T B R BT AINERADE RBRIR, 5 EE TLANIL, M00E T A NLE B R B R R R I R
LRIER, ENREZEMN LR P B RARE, QA MBS, &R R BT RIS EOR, AR RS2 A
KANEWGE, HERER - DERNMER., XE/MUEGEFEE R K ALOIIE T, BAMENR A BRI 8
gﬂ;;ﬁ;ﬁé WA BEAXAVES 2 EMERERE AT ERKOFAN TGRSt 5, BRI £ 2R 5AE M /4 55 11 1) (T 8 s
FEPRR

FEREH QOMATIL & — TR AR REITILR B LA e, R EAANE A% AR, A4S, i, W
BEE, AR RIS LR — A G Rt GRS BE R AN, 40 A il S0, iB st JRREEAL

opportunity to re-examine the machines we are familiar with and reminds us to maintain the dignity and humanity in
a world of technology, so as not to walk too far away in a path of cold indifference.

Hu Jieming's interactive installation, “Altitude Zero”, consists of fifteen monitors camouflaged as cabin windows. On
the screen, the half above the sea level shows the city in a distance and the half below shows the sea water. What the
work captures is the scene at altitude zero, as if the ship is sinking into the bottom of the ocean. As soon as the infra-
red sensor detects the approach of the viewer, the calm ocean on the screens starts to change. One sees abandoned
materials from daily life, either clashing against the cabin windows or drifting away. These abandoned materials come
from the bottom of urban life. They used to be inseparable from us, but are now being destroyed, losing their value
and dignity. Also gone with these materials are the traditions and cultures that we used to value. Such is the price
we pay for urbanization and civilization. The artists are looking for a compromise between these dead abandoned
materials and eternity. If art represents eternity, then these abandoned materials are exactly where reality bleeds
into it. In the ‘cabin’, one feels the anxiety of being in a sinking ship and the pressure of the ocean waves. The work
correspondingly instills us with a desperate and sinking feeling.

Created when the artist was living in Paris, Gong Yan's video installation “Double City" radiates feminine warmth
and sensitivity. On a white wall, she painted with ink the inside structure and decorations of her room in Paris.
Through the little holes drilled in the wall, the viewers can see images on the hidden computer screens. These images
form the views Gong Yan sees from her home in Shanghai. The double-frequencied video creates a most simple three-
dimensional visual effect, shortening on purpose the distance between the two cities, as if they overlap in the same
space. The little holes are windows to the heart of the artist who lives far away from home: Outside the windows are
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extremely realistic images of an imagined homeland. As we walk into the installation space, we enter the personal life
and the inner world of the artist, and thus can empathize with the artist's alienated feelings as she travels spiritually
between the two cities.

Du Zhenjun's interactive piece, “Disturbance”, requires the participation of the viewers with their mobile phones.
On the screen, people are doing all kinds of things, reading, smoking, and strolling... A board in front of the screen
informs the audience that they can dial a free number to harass the people on the screen. As a viewer dials the
number, the phone starts to ring and the people on the screen start to look for their mobiles all over the place. A chaos
then begins: random objects fall down, roofs of houses collapse, a cow starts running, the chicken flies away and the
dog jumps around... This highly entertaining piece satisfies the viewers's mischievous psychology. Mobile phones may
well become weapons that cause chaos. They can control people’'s mood and provoke conflicts between individuals.
Like a new organ developed during human evolution, this ground-breaking invention has extended our senses and
abilities. The artist has fully explored this ability, allowing the viewers in the real world to control the individuals in a
virtual space. We are therefore very surprised to find out that the remote control has been inside our pocket all along.
Accompanying this invention, our view of the world has undergone many subtle changes. So has our understanding of
morality, spirituality and memories.

Du Zhenjun’s other piece, “Fountain”, is a tribute to Marcel Duchamp, the father of contemporary art. The monitor is
placed on its back, presenting to the audience a toilet bowl. When a viewer approaches, a spurt of water flows into the
bowl. When the viewer withdraws, the toilet flushes all by itself. By using the computer and the sensor, the piece has
imitated the scene of a male going to the toilet, creating in the public an embarrassment and a sexual disorientation
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for the female audience. With his usual playful spirit and sense of humour, the artist is challenging the audience’s daily
habits and attitudes.

Developments in the history of science have been influencing the development of art history. Anatomy and
scenography, for example, gave birth to traditional painting and sculpture, whereas photography started a whole
new era of images. But what kind of inspiration will computer and communication technologies bring to the art
world today? "Remote / Control" interactive and multimedia art exhibition has posed a challenge to the old aesthetic
experiences by redefining the traditional museum space and exploring new artistic languages and narrative
structures. In a sense, the show is a benign readjustment of the audience's viewing habits. Art and science, the two
sides of the same coin, defines each other rhetorically. Each possessing a range of distinct characteristics, they attract
one another and bear witness to our effort in understanding and exceeding ourselves. Together they contribute to the
irreversible development of the human history.

(i Behavioristic psychology emphasizes the outward behavioral aspects of human beings and animals, and dismisses the inward experiential aspects
and introspective procedures. Employing an objective methodology, it denies the effects of inheritance and instincts. Its founder, John B. Watson, is
an advocate of environmental determinism and the “omnipotent effects” of education.

(3) Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics; or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1948. Cybernetics
is a theory that investigates communication and control in animals and machines. Representing a new trend in science development, it is an
interdisciplinary study that connects the fields of control systems, communication technologies, electrical network theory, mathematics, logic
modeling, linguistics, neuroscience and biology.
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“Remote/Control Interactive and Multimedia Art” Curatorial Statement
Wenny Teo

“Art is a game between all people of all periods.” -Marcel Duchamp

In the lexicon of art, you have been given many names. As soon as you enter the sanctified space of the museum, you
are known as the voyeuristic viewer, the awe-struck beholder, a phantom spectator, the receptive audience, or even
the alienating public. This terminology not only predicates the visual, the import of which cannot easily be ignored in
any discourse on art, but also relates to an assumptive passivity; the plaint receptivity of ‘merely looking’ at art objects.
Technological and ideological developments to social and cultural systems necessarily precede the ways in which art
is practiced, apprehended, displayed and processed, and this has afforded us a new identity. We have evolved from the
passive, wandering eye of the viewer into the empowered user and active participant, a fully-embodied and sensorially-
engaged agent of the creative enterprise. Today's multi-medial spectator demands to be engaged by and in the artwork.
The panoply of lived experience digitalized and interactive media affords is unerringly seductive; computers, LED
screens, sensors, projectors all become galvanized by our presence and receptive to our manipulation, and as we boldly
navigate the intricate and fantastic topographies of the technological aesthetic, it becomes possible to believe that we,
as user and participant, are indeed in control.

What we have come to anticipate from the museum space is not to merely observe the art object from a reverent
distance, but to interact with it, interfere with it and manipulate it. We not only want to experience the object, but also
want the experience of ourselves and others in relation to it. The eminent critic Michael Fried sparked an ongoing debate
in the late 1960s with his attack on the ‘theatricality’ of what he termed the ‘Literalist’ artwork of his time. Dialectically
opposed to the Modernist tenets of autonomy, self-presence and medium-specificity, ‘theatricality’ meant being overtly
‘concerned with the actual circumstances in which the beholder encounters Literalist work'. " The Literalist work of art
was incomplete because it was situated, and not a situation in itself. It required the presence of the beholder in order
to be complete, and the beholder in turn, would experience the curious sensation of being confronted by the awkward
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presence of what is almost like another person, thus making the beholder too aware of the entire system of apprehending
artworks. The ‘Literalist art’ Fried referred to is now widely known as Minimalism, a movement that was crucial to
readdressing the relationship between the work of art and he or she who apprehended it, for it is not enocugh to view a
Minimalist artwork, rather, to encounter a Minimalist artwork is to experience it and be aware of that experience.

Arguably, it was this ‘theatrical’ trend that would form the schism between ‘post’ and ‘modern’ art. It heralded a change
in the practice of art appreciation, drawing attention to the ambivalent subjectivity and anxiety of the art encounter, and
also the phenomenological emphasis on the relationship between the perceiving subject and what is perceived, as it is
perceived; a sensory and bodily experience and engagement rather than a premising of the visual properties of a given
medium. Today, the term ‘visual arts’ has become somewhat reductive. Our lived experience with works of art is at once
sensory, psychological, haptic and tactile, furthered through technological advancement. The notion of the artist as an
individual who bestows upon us, the mere viewer, a personal vision or expression of selfhood has less and less bearing
on artistic discourses today, particularly in the case of interactive or technologically complex works that usually require
many technically skilled persons in a collaborative, rather than the inspiration of a sole individual. It would seem that
while the artist is dead, we in turn have been electro-shocked into life.

Interactive art places less emphasis on formal composition in lieu of eliciting modes of behavior from the participant.
The latter's choices, actions and responses are key to interactivity, fostering a dialogic experience that is both multi-
dimensional and interpersonal. However, the question of our actual agency in the 'situatedness’ of an interactive artwork
is fraught with ambivalence. Some critics suggest that the role of the artist in interactive art is not to direct the actions
of the participants but to trace the perimeters of the open-ended context in which these experiences will take place.
However, given that some interactive works are often monologic rather than dialogic, which is to say, a particular action
by the user generates a fixed response rather than an unpredictable outcome, ‘electronic interaction has the danger
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of promoting insteaac_l inter-passive experiences that catalogue all possibilities within a pre-established and restrictive
system of choices.’® Perhaps then, the artist-as-God has returned to haunt the space of the technologically-charged
museum.

Allard van Hoorn's ‘Investigations of the Everyday’ toys with these notions through remote interaction. Continually
filming himself in three different locations (Shanghai, London and San Paolo) throughout the duration of the exhibition,
the artist documents segments of his own life and transmits them to the museum through the Internet, allowing
the participant to choose what they would like to witness from his everyday experiences. The voyeurism inherent
in choosing to watch the artist brushing his teeth, meeting with other artists or walking through the city creates a
sensation of control and plays on the perversity of surveillance, reducing the artist to a puppet to be manipulated at the
click of a mouse. However, the artist chooses which segments of his life to document, in effect controlling from a remote
location what we see. The action of choice is therefore in some sense scripted, and we are in fact inextricably bound up
in the artist's performative narcissism.

The illusion of control and free will that interactive participation deals with is a theme evident in the works of Alexander
Brandt. ‘The Next Second’ is an interactive video installation comprised of 13 screens set up with sensors in such a
way that the participant will encounter each video twice. Each video features a man and a woman arguing or fighting
in various locations, both public and private, and each video has two possible outcomes, so that the participant will
witness two endings to the same scene. In one, the couple reconciles and in the other there is a tragic end. The subtlety
of the interaction, of shifting the narrative through simply walking through the work, is such that the participant might
not even be aware of their role in this highly choreographed and humorous piece but might be instilled with an uncanny
sensation of unwilling participation. Brandt's other work, ‘Brainwashing Machine' is on the other hand much more
physical. The participant sits in a chair contained by a large circular structure, and is asked to push a button that says ‘I
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AGREE’ before being violently spun around inside the structure and bombarded by flashing projected images. With its
connotation of brainwashing and psychological torture, this interactive work is almost punishing, and for the interaction
to take place the participant must first agree to subject themselves to this somewhat extreme physical sensation and
then press the button again to end the experience. Though in control of the action of pressing the button, the participant
agrees to, at least metaphorically, relinquish control of the situation they find themselves in.

Referring again to Fried, ‘theatricality’ is a useful term with regards to the ways in which we contend with art today, for
we cannot underestimate the performativity of interaction, least of all our own. The collective from Fabrica's interactive
work ‘Fabrica, Piacere’ (‘Pleasure to meet you' in Italian) makes the participant only too conscious of their role as active
agents of the artistic process. Through the circuit of the museum, the participant first encounters an altar-like structure
set up with white, ceramic objects, above which is a small screen that functions as a digital mirror. Confronted by
their own live image, the participant might choose to make faces at themselves, fix their hair or stare blankly at this
‘reflection’, only to realize after walking a few steps that their gestures have been projected onto a large-scale wall
slightly out of view, but for everyone to see. The awkwardness of the encounter, the self-recognition, embarrassment or
self-consciousness, and also the narcissistic pleasure and performativity the work fosters, is a subjective experience on a
cinematic scale. Furthermore, it is distinctly interpersonal because the experience is contingent on the presence of other

participants, an ‘audience’, to be receptive to your own image for the image to work, thereby creating a dialogic and
multi-textual experience.

The encounter of a multi-media artwork is inextricable from our daily engagement with the culture of information,
fostered on the ideas of connectivity and communication. Our hunger for the spectacle and our interminable desire to
be entertained manifests itself in the ambivalent flux of our desire for direct action and our desire to be told how to act.
Interactive and video installations put into crises the distance between the work of art and ourselves, creating a dynamic



