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ers, with each audience member choreo-
graphing her own unique articulation of 
this interplay (Fig. 6).

Two alterations of the performance 
imagery: one a network accident, this 
one by design. It occurs to me that they 
are not all that far apart. . . .

Mediatization, Delay and 
the Conviction of Liveness
From the very beginning of telematic 
artwork, the rupturing of audience/user 
immersion has been a defining aesthetic 
element because of the inherent latency 
in any telematic configuration [13]. La-
tency (or delay) is a consequence of long-
distance transmission of electronic signals 
and their return, reflecting the fast but 
ultimately finite speed of data transfer. 
In a telematic performance, when view-
ers see two iterations of performers that 
are not in sync, they see latency made 
manifest. Every time audience members 
witnessed the frame within the frame at a 
perceptible delay from the performance 
before them, they were offered proof 
that the projected images were live, not 
pre-recorded. In a sense, latency verified 

mance continually reminds viewers that 
the stage-space is only a part of the whole. 
Telematic performance by its very nature 
continually disrupts audience immersion 
in the diegesis of the performance space, 
inviting viewers to reflexively consider 
the mediation in play [11]. There are 
only incomplete and context-specific 
viewpoints, and as a result the work pro-
vokes reflexivity, discouraging uncritical 
consumption of movement, image and 
sound.

Processing . . .
BG: An altogether different kind of 

rupturing occurs 10 minutes into the 
show. Now by design, the dancers trans-
form into streaks of color on screen. We 
are manipulating the video feeds us- 
ing Jitter software [12]. Like a proto- 
expressionist, our Jitter designer adds 
color and special effects, splashing paint-
like digitalia onto to the projected im-
ages. The audience sees dancers’ bodies 
outlined in white, turned electric blue 
and then saturated in a sea of saffron 
orange. Movements are shifted in time, 
repeated and reversed. The dancer im-
ages resize to gigantic proportions, then 
disappear in a burst of stars. Each effect 
brings a new surprise. Viewers shift their 
gazes between live and projected danc-

California stage, their bodies in neo- 
classical form, angular, fast and percus-
sive, in contrast to the “wet” Santa Cruz-
ians, melting, shaping the space in round 
figures, allowing stillness to settle in  
(Fig. 5). . . .

Disrupting Immersion
In showing remote performers on a 
screen, a telematic work such as Lubri-
cious Transfer connects the immediate 
space (the stage on which the screen sits) 
with a distant one (that which is shown on 
the screen). The audience member sees 
both within and beyond the border of the 
screen and so becomes aware of discon-
tinuous space—that he is in one space 
and not in the other. This effect brings to 
consciousness the constructed nature of 
the work: When our viewers considered 
their position relative to the work in this 
manner, they became aware of the consti-
tutive processes in play that affected what 
they perceived. Where a single-site work 
may invite an audience member to “lose 
herself” in the performance, dislocated 
from the present-time experience of sit-
ting in a darkened theater, our perfor-

Fig. 4. Lubricious Transfer, live telematic performance, 2005. Reaching across the network: California ensemble (stage), New York ensemble 
(screens) with Jitter media effect, 2005. (© Ben Munisteri and Edward C. Warburton. Photo: Jim MacKenzie. © University of California 
Regents.)
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the live and the mediatized. However, 
our telematic experiments have in no 
way erased the line between the live and 
mediatized altogether. Live choreogra-
phy necessarily involves embodied risk-
taking, while, as Dixon argues, “recorded 
media is firmly contained within its own 
frame and however shocking or affecting 
its imagery, can never break out of that 
frame and personally confront us. Most 
live performance never actually does this, 
but it always can; there is a potential for 
the performer to see you, or speak to 
you, and break out of the stage frame 
to confront you directly” [16]. Where 
every showing of a film looks very much 
the same, no two live performances 
are exactly alike—the live is inherently 
ephemeral. It is the potential for direct 
interaction and, equally, the ubiquity of 
accidents, chance ruptures and the resul-
tant improvisations that invite a height-
ened kind of involvement from audience 
members and performers alike—to react 
spontaneously, imaginatively, ever “wide-
awake” [17].

Unplanned network artifacts in Lubri-
cious Transfer served as signals for a kind 
of audience participation. When the 16-ft 
image on screen started rolling like an 
old Zenith, audience members were af-
forded a kind of permission to actively 
“make do” [18], to rationalize and jus-
tify the event as if it were occurring by 
design. Similarly, performers were re-
quired to participate in nontraditional 
ways. Without knowing in advance if and 
when the network connection would be 
dropped, for example, our performers 
had to anticipate the unexpected and 
then react accordingly. In turn, audience 
members took pleasure in catching per-
formers improvising, in part because, in 
such moments, the liveness of the event 
was authenticated.

We came to believe that the audience’s 
conviction of liveness in the telematic 
performance space is absolutely critical. 
Without it, the screen projections could 
be assumed to be canned, the remote, 
no more than theatrical artifice. When 
improvised events verify liveness in such 
a performance, they fulfill the telematic 
promise. At such moments, the circuit is 
completed and conducting: The proper-
ties of liveness influence the audience 
and can in turn be felt on stage by the 
performers, informing the performance 
in progress. In this way, telematic per-
formance is not only interactive but also 
emergent.

Jester in the Router . . .
ECW: I haven’t been completely 

forthcoming about my first encounter 
with telematic performance. As I said, 

ture that suggests the merging of the live 
with the projected dancers. As if entering 
the digitized realm, our live dancers dis-
appear into the screen and the projector 
is turned off. The screen image winks out 
of existence. Connection . . . terminated. 
The performance is at its end, and as the 
audiences on both coasts applaud, the 
bicoastal ovation bounces from coast to 
coast as a kind of a roar coming through 
my headsets. I take a deep breath and 
think back to the first telematic perfor-
mance I witnessed. . . .

Liveness: The Imaginative 
Audience, The Spontane-
ous Performer
Does it in fact matter whether the pro-
jected images an audience sees in a tele-
matic performance correspond to live 
remote performers? As suggested at this 
article’s outset, the issues surrounding 
such a performance’s liveness are thorny 
ones. Steve Dixon’s 2007 volume ably 
chronicles these concerns in a section 
entitled “The Liveness Problem” [14]. 
He points to Philip Auslander’s theories 
arguing against “the reductive binary op-
position of the live and the mediatized” 
[15]. In light of the inclusion of media 
in live performances such as Lubricious 
Transfer, Auslander argues that in the 
digital era “there may be no ‘clear-cut on-
tological distinctions between live forms 
and mediatized ones.’”

Our experience intermixing live per-
formance on a proscenium stage with 
remote choreography argues against the 
“reductive binary opposition” Auslander 
derides, which draws a hard line between 

the liveness of the event, authenticating 
the real-time (and imperfect) suturing of 
the proximate with the remote.

Where latency is an intrinsic aspect of 
telematic performance, digital manipula-
tion of the (delayed) images is a matter of 
deliberate aesthetic design. Like latency 
(when visible), the digital transformation 
of projected images of remote dancers 
invited our audience members to actively 
construct the artwork unfolding before 
them. Digital manipulation blatantly al-
ters the otherwise naturalized form of 
the dancers, defamiliarizing the accepted 
correspondence between the camera im-
age and the real. In presenting the sur-
real images of, say, a dancer who appears 
to be surrounded by fire, the work signals 
the viewer to consider the artist who ma-
nipulates the images in real time, and 
viewers are again beckoned to become 
conscious of the constitutive process of 
the performance, the mediatization of 
the live.

Over and Out . . .
ECW: Simultaneously, dancers on both 
coasts move into long diagonal forma-
tions onstage that connect together in 
space to create the videographic illusion 
of a never-ending line disappearing into 
the horizon. But the choreography of 
the data is non-linear, more like a circle 
moving from California to New York and 
back again. As the lights fade, the piece 
comes to an end with slow falls, giving 
way to one final leap upstage, away from 
the audience and through the liquid (sil-
ver spandex) screen that has displayed 
the performers on the other coast, a ges-

Fig. 5. Lubricious Transfer, live telematic performance, 2005. Stillness in motion: California 
ensemble still frame in front of live projected image of New York ensemble running on 
screens, with Jitter media effect. (© Ben Munisteri and Edward C. Warburton. Photo: Jim 
MacKenzie. © University of California Regents.)
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to control the telematic environment—
to produce a highly organized and dis-
ciplined live theatrical event with tightly 
scripted movement, music, network and 
visual design—did not need to turn out 
the way we expected. Initially, we related 
to the machine as to a disruptive inter-
locutor on stage, a maniacal jester in the 
router. However, experimentations in 
telematic performance led us to revise 
our conception of technical failure into 
one of machine and embodied intelli-
gence distributed across persons, places 
and technologies; we saw a different kind 
of body electric, in which the embodied 
and the technical intersect, each simul-
taneously ordered and chaotic in their 
own ways.

It could be argued that the aforemen-
tioned jester blows apart the potentially 
exclusive “embrace” among networked 
performers, breaking through the fourth 
wall into the front row and beyond. By 
calling attention to the telematic work as 
a mediated and constructed event, the 
jester in the router takes a flying leap 
into the dark and disconnected space 
between proscenium stage and audience, 
leaving no place or person out of reach 
in the telematic performance space.

at times enmeshed in a miasma of images 
and bodies, but the unintended artifacts 
enriched rather than impoverished the 
work. In our case, a found aesthetic of 
rupture directly addressed some early 
concerns about the apparent similarity 
between live simultaneous dance and 
choreography with pre-recorded video. 
The pre-recorded gives itself away by be-
ing a bit too perfect in comparison to 
the live.

Toward an Aesthetic  
of Technological  
Rupture
Telematic artist Eduardo Kac talks about 
unpredictability in telematic work. He 
“asks rhetorically whether the artists 
who produce [telematic] works in fact 
‘restore the same hierarchy they seem to 
negate by presenting themselves as the 
organizers or creators of the events they 
promote—in other words, as the central 
figure from which meaning irradiates.’ 
Arguing that they do not, Kac explains 
that the telematic artist creates a context 
in which networked telecommunications 
transpire, ‘but without fully controlling 
the flux of signs through it’ ” [20].

We came to believe that our attempt 

I thought the performance was stilted, 
awkward and not at all aesthetically inter-
esting. Here’s what I left out in my origi-
nal description: Inexplicably, I went back 
the next night. This second time, I experi-
enced something wholly different. The 
cascading images drew my eyes involun-
tarily back and forth between video and 
live performers, achieving an abstract 
visuality. I realized that, while we in the 
audience didn’t interact within the usual 
parameters afforded users of interactive 
art—we didn’t push any buttons or trig-
ger effects—we were nevertheless deeply 
involved in the work. I was made aware  
of the transient, idiosyncratic elements of  
each night’s proceedings. By the end  
of this repeat viewing, I found myself in-
trigued and impressed by the spectacle 
of the event: computers, performers and 
images all straining to reach the “other” 
(remote) side, “looped together in a 
new and unsettling connectivity” [19]. 
I felt as if the transfer of information 
broke down the hard boundaries inside 
which artworks sit. These were works that 
seemed to be talking to each other, in a  
necessarily new language, and though  
a member of the audience, I felt more a 
part of it all than ever before.

BG: The irony is that, in the end, what 
we achieved was in spite of—not because 
of—our highly structured score. Some of 
the most satisfying moments of Lubricious 
Transfer were the unplanned ones. Our 
clean, streamlined choreography became 

Fig. 6. Lubricious Transfer, live telematic performance, 2005. Onward (Jittery) and upward: California quartet (stage), New York ensemble 
(screens) with Jitter media effect, 2005. (© Ben Munisteri and Edward C. Warburton. Photo: Jim MacKenzie. © University of California 
Regents.)
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