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e are pleased to present Peter d"Agostino:
Interactivity and Intervention, 19781999 55

part of the Bronx Celebrates, a continuing series of
exhibitions which fearures arnses with Bronx roos.
This exhibition is also offered as part of the
gallery's ongoing examination of artists whose
work incorporares new rechnologies as a medium
for creating art. Peter d’Agosting: Interactivity and
Intervention, 19781999, organized by guest
curator Robert Atkins, provides a survey of
d"Agostino's work, highlighting five seminal
installations creared over the past rwenty-one
years. Referencing a range of sources from video
games to mass media—the Internet, relevision and
video—d Agostine's installations are richly lavered
and both utilize and critique those electronic
means we have become so dependent upon o
know the world, This survey includes a new work,
@VEsv Vivs, shown here for the first time,
@VesvVivs draws its content from the broad
expanse of Italian culture—history, philosophy,
liverarure—and is played our against the specific,
the immigration of d’Agostino’s family from a
small village near Maples to a new community in
the Bronx, It is an examination of identity which is
at onge global and personal.

It has been a pleasure to work with Perer
d'Agostine whose approach o all aspects of the

project has been hands-on. We are pleased to have
had the opportunity to present this exhibnion to
our audience and for this, we are very grateful to
Robert Atkins for having brought this work to our
attention, We would also like to thank Robert
Atkins for his exceptional job in organizing this
survey and for his essay which follows the threads
of d*Agostine’s carcer from the exploration of
interacrive television to the possibilities of the
Ineernet.

1 would also like to thank the gallery staff, interns
and volunteers for their part in realizing this
project, particularly Mary Ann Siano for her help
with the development work for this exhibition,
Ada Pilar Cruz for her work with the education
programs for the public schools, and Denise
Mediavilla for her work as a designer and
registrar. | would also like to thank the gallery's
Board of Truseecs for their supporr and particu-
larly for their encouragement 1o explore new
media in all aspects of the gallery work—from
presenting exhibitions to long-distance education
collaborations. The board's enthusiasm has made
these programs possible.

Susan Hoelrzel
Direcror, Lehman College Art Gallery



The Work

T T " Proposal for QUBE (1978) was created as a responsea to the first commercial
ilnios i Meaing Sak depioymen! of an inleractive elevision servce, Time Warner's QUBE. Tho
i nsiallanon compnses a video monitor playing d' Agosting's discussion of his
fe lastens original proposal and two cubes: a black one displaying “Quotes to QUBE" and a
white one with “Quotes from QUBE.” The former presents QUBE's inflated claims
for ils “prodwct” and the latter raises issues abouwl meaningful inferactivity and thea
neceEssihy al éO-WiY COMMUmnICRDon Sysisms

TransmissionS: In the WELL [1985-90] is an idiesyncratic history of a century of
madern elecommunicalions and & cautionary tale of technological faillure,
Urganized in five segments—In the Beginning Was the 5 Dews ex Moching, Porable,
Generations, and Eclogues=the Transmission5 videodisc evokes the achievements of
electronic-gra forebears, Thomas Edison, Nikola Tesla and Gughelmo Marconi, and
represents a mythic technological “fall” from grace in both the death of an Italian
boy who fell in a well and the fatal explosion of the Shuttle Challenger.

TRACES [1991-95) marks the 50th anniversary of the onset of the Atomic
Age, ¥ Agosting's viewpoint is that of an American born between the secrei
atomic bomb Lest at Trinity Site, New Mexico, and the bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasakl, during the summer of 1945 On websile and video
it presents images from the annual peace ceremonies in Hiroshima, historical
fospmge and commentany aboul the bomb, didactic matenial about radiation,
and {1-.-1|.H|.l‘~'.|||'|:,:--5 o oyies

VR/RY: a Recreational Vehicle in Virtual Reality (1993-94) was orginally
created as an interactive, virual environment at the Bandl Centre in Canada
O a drve In a recreational vehicle (BV), 1'|'|r|:_||,||.-||‘| 3 wirfual rn;'._||||;'r (VR theme
park, WR/RY explores the displacement and disembodiment of a culiure that
contlates video games and the compulenzation of the Guli War. It inconporates
utopdan wisions and dystopic nightmanes, along with fmages and sounds of the
immersive environment self—a head mowunted display, data glove, and

i fII'T'I|H]|:L'I'-:|.'.,I.'|'II.'l"-.||l"I| O EC RN,

EVESY. VIus ( 199%6-99) examines the iy paradases of cultural sdentity and ifs
metaphors, leomic images of Mownt Vesuvius and Pompel are juxtaposed with places
in the [talian-American community in the Bronx where 3 Agostino was raised,
Complemented by & web componeat—including a “live” camera trained on Moun
Etna and other velcanoes in the region—the work proposes the necessity of moving
beyond chauvinistic motions of ethnocentrism towards a “creative ethnicin”




Interactivity
and Intervention:
Peter d’Agostino’s
Art of Ideas

Robert Atkins

Ithough Peter d"Agosting has regularly exhibited his work throughout the eighoies

and nineties, this is the first survey of a sizable number of his video- and media-art
installations. | have selecred the five works—see work on the facing page—for their the-
matic resonance. Seeing d'Agostinog's new work-in-progress, @Vesu.Vivs, a meditation on
his upbringing in the Bronx and his Italian ethnicity, provides both the special pleasure of
discovery and comprises part of the gallery’s on-going Brony Celebrares seres.

This essay is organized in rather unconventional fasleon, 1 have described the work on

the facing page in order to free the reader just as a list of characters and their relationships
unburdened the readers of 19th century novels. Bear in mind that these are simply facrual
descriprions, akin to describing rthe Momna Lisa as ®a small, bust-lengrh porteair in oil of a
smiling woman in front of a landscape.”™ The essay that follows s a compendium of
thoughts about specific aspects of d"Agosting's modws operandr and themes. My intentions
are to make the artist’s complex and thougheful work accessible to gallery-goers and
readers, and o make connections berween individual works. (Incisive commentary by other
writers also appears in the catalog alongside images of each work.) This approach reflects
d'Agostino’s own richly associanive method of analogy and metaphor forcing viewers o
make a variery of connections from sometimes fragmentary sets of ideas and images.



Il the works in this exhibinon are responses to

new telecommunications and media-
technologics, They employ many of our new
technological formars and capabilitics—including
interactive videodise, virtual reality, and the
Internet—while critically analyzing their implica-
rioms, They simultancously explore public maters
such as the role of the mass media in the construc-
tion of social reality, the fallowt of the atomic age,
and the de-humanization of the smart-bombing of
the Gulf War, from a perspective thar is both
ethical and idiosyncratic. TRACES was inspired
not only by existential concerns but by a reading
of Roland Barthes' and by the facr thar d"Agosting
was born in July, 1945, The rexture of d'Agostino’s
output is dense: In his art, more tends to be more,

This exhibition, in its entirety, can also be “read”
as an installation piece, rather than five discrete,
single works. In the digital age, a videotape can be
reformarted for different kinds of ourput: project-
ed on a wall or stored on a videodise, viewed on a
computer screen or on a video-monitor. YRRY: a
Recreational Vehicle in Virtual Reality, for instance,
is projected on a gallery wall ar the Lehman
College Ar Gallery, rather than experienced
through a YR headser and gloves. To do so would
have necessitated the acquisition of extraordinarily
expensive hardware and the hiring of a full-time
techmician to assist visitors, D" Agostino, however,
took this into account while making the piece; we
see images of the headser and viewers experiencing
the work as reminders of other wavs rthe piece
might be viewed and preseneed.

In a larger sense, every time d"Agosting shows his
waork, it is re-tailored, or “re-contextualized™ (his
term), For the new exhibition space. He regards a

videotape or videodise as a “database of informa-
tion™ and each installation work as a site-specific
project designed expressly for a particular exhibi-
rion site. “1 am rrving ro *survey” not fixed works
bt what [rheorist] Umberto Eco has termed open
works, that is texts open to many interpretations,
including my own and those of viewers who will

complere the works.™" To do this may involve a
change of format, as in showing VR/RV without
a virtual reality headset, or subtler alterations of
his video-data. To cite just one example of the
latter in the current show, he has used a short
video passage of a home movie from the video
“database™ of TRACES and transferred it to a
loop thar plays on a video monitor set in the
gallery between two large video-projections of
TRACES and @Vesw,Viws. It underlines the
autobiographical meaning in both works of the
Philadelphia-based artise returning home—in a
variety of senses—to New York.

D" Agostino first exhibited Proposal for QUBE

in 1978, As one of his early, marure works, it
suggests thar his interests in mass media, new
rechnologies and multiple viewpoints had already
crystallized.” Teaching in Dayron, Ohio,
d*Agosting happened to be on hand foor the debr
of the first “interactive™ cable relevision syvstem,
Time Warner's QUBE, in Columbus, Ohio.
Subscribers to QUBE received a box to attach to
the TV with five “response™ buttons for, in
QUBE-speak, “ralking back to their television
sets,” QUBE programming included not just pay-
per-view movies bur original programs such as
“How Do You Like Your Eges?™ for which the
five burtons stood for scrambled, peached, sunny-
side-up, soft-boiled, and hard-boiled,

Proposal for QUBE belongs to a series of videos
from the seventies and early eighties highly eritical
of relevision-industry practices and consumerist
ideology including Richard Serra’s Television
Delivers People (1973) and Chip Lords ABSCAM
{Framed) (1981). D"Agostno’s proposal to QUBE
was to produce a videotape determined in its binal
form, that is edited, on the basis of QUBE sub-
scribers” interactive responses, Accepred by QUBE
management and scheduled for cablecasy, the
initial work was bumped from the schedule and
never re-inserted. MNor was d"Agosting ever provid-
ed with an explanarion.’

Proposal for QUBE also reflects the emergence of



the now-familiar multi-media installation format.
D' Agosting’s method of creating physical installa-
tions incorporating video imagery augmented
with texts, images and objects, rather than simply
producing single-channel tapes for screenings, was
typical of the late seventies.” Such an approach
allows for the use of disparate elements and
associarions, which suggest the non-linearicy and
simultaneity of the CD-ROM. As an installation,
Proposal for QUBE playfully roys with the con-
cept of the modern gallery space as an idealized
white cube, remote from the real world, an inrer-
pretation which was frequently invoked at the

time as another assault on late-modernist purity.

D’Agostino’s examination of interactive technolo-
gy itself has also been prescient. He has interrogar-
ed interactive technologies in works including
TransmissionS, which in irs incarnarion ar the
Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1990 utilized
touch-screen technology that enabled viewers to
access the work in non-linear fashion, and in
VR/RV, shown at the Banff Centre for the Arts in
Canada with virrual realicy hardware in 1994,
Contrary to popular opinion, interactivity did not
arrive in the past decade with ATM machines and
America Online.

Whar is interacriviry? Irs srarus as a buzzword of
the nineties in connection with everything from
electronic shopping to new art forms, obscures
rather than clarifics its nature. Commercial, mar-
keting considerations are largely responsible for
this obfuscarion; we are targered by adverrisers as
participants in an ever expanding carnival of con-
sumerism based on new products. But ordering a
book online is only incrementally different from
ordering a book over the phone; the telecommuni-
cations revolution began no larer than the inven-
tion of the telephone a century ago. Nor do
mouse-clicking or burton-pushing represent the
nature of interactivity, only a mechanical means of
doing so. As d"Agostino observed about QUBE, it
“seems to be presenring its unique apparatus—the

computerized console—as its content.™’

Interactivity is less a matter of ordering a stimu-
lating book from Amazon.com, than of reading ir.
Interacrivity is inrimarely allied in d’Agosrino’s
mind with the creation of meaning. To explain

his thinking, he employs the notion of the inter-
vention. In an essay called Interventions of the
Present: Three Interactive Videodiscs, 1981-9(¢
he offers a dictionary definition of intervene as
“to come between as an influencing foree; to
come in, to madify, settle, or hinder some action,
argument, etc.™ He then goes on to suggest that
“arr, like life, is an interactive experience. Like
handprints on the walls of the caves of our prehis-
toric imagination, marks, images, and sounds all
potentially intervene from the past to the present

LT

and from the present to the past.

Historical continuity is a constant leit motif of
d’Agostino’s work. TransmissionS, for instance,
embeds a tale of contemporary technological
failure—the fatal inability of Italian authorities

to free a boy trapped in a deep well, reinforced by
images of the explosion of the Shuttle Challenger
—in a series of episodes about the development
of the camera obscura, rhe rrans-Arlanric wireless
transmission, and the reception of radio waves
attributed to the origin of the universe over 15
billion years ago. (Talk abour raking a long view!)
Such schematic summaries can make d’Agosting’s
experimental, montage-like works seem far more
linear than they actually are. In fact, the boy-in-
the-well story is presented as a parable: the audio
from authoritarive sounding media descriptions is
juxtaposed with the thoughtful commentary of
Iralian media-critic Adriano Apra, who is seen on
screen, talking ar length. Apra rells us thar there
was nothing to see or hear from the full-time, live
television coverage of the rragedy raking place
200" underground, so it “let me dream.”

(D" Apostino repears his interview with Apra
twice in the videodisc—once as a disembodied
voice heard over TV “snow”—reinforcing its
dreamy, otherworldly quality.) The mid-1980s
event IJE'".:H.I“L' d I'.:uriUUH fﬂl‘}ﬂ'l’ﬂ' Fasda on Wh:'iﬂl"l
Italians projected.their anxieties about the



economy, as if ltalian resolve and efficacy itself
were at stake.

When d'Agostino presented the work ar the
Philadelphia Museum in 1990, his installation,

In the WELL, was “contextualized” by the muse-
um’s famous room-size installation-work by
Marcel Duchamp, Etants Donnés (1946-66),
which can only be viewed through a glass peep-
hole in the wooden door thar separates arowork
and viewer. For his installarion, d’Agostino had a
eylindrical structure reminiscent of a well con-
structed in the museum space. Three methods of
accessing the work were installed facing our
toward viewers and contiguous with the struc-
ture’s wall: an interactive, touch screen linked to a
“dara base” of the entire work; a monitor playing
the interview with Apra; and a literal “peephole™
revealing three video images of peepholes—one in
a Roman garden opening onto St. Perer's,
Duchamp’s peephole, and an eve—the boy's?—
which gazes back ar the voveuristic viewer.
Additionally, circular images of the boy in the
well, his family and the rescue attempts, were
projected onto the gallery’s ceiling. An imaginary
corridor joined d’Agostino’s work with Duchamp's
work; it was delineated by wonderfully absurd
references ro Duchamp on the TransmissionS video
in the form of artist Beatrice Wood recounting her
long-ago meeting with Duchamp and swallowing
a live fly during their initial conversation. Yet
again, “marks, images and sounds...intervene
from the past to the present and from the present
to the past.”

To intervene, then, is not just a process, but
d’Agostino’s world view, his modus operandi, his
artistic method, As an artist who also studied
visual anthropology, he presents varied kinds of
mmformanon or data in his works: media accounts
of events recorded from television news, the
interpretation of analysts and critics, footage of
contemporary happenings and everyday life and
locales, culturally-specific music and sounds, as
well as, in the cases of TransmissionS, TRACES

and @VEesu.Vius, seemingly personal material
such as his family's home movies from the fifties.

TRACES, for instance, presents riveting imagery
from documentary footage of the bombing of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, unforgettable commen-
tary from ]. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the
“fathers™ of the a-bomb (*I remember lines from
the Hindu scripture: Now I am become death, the
destroyer of worlds™), d’Agostino’s tapes of the
annual, commemorarive peace ceremonies at
Hiroshima, and the sound of Buddhist chanting
and drumming, to name only some of the
elements. (I’Agostino has also creared an online
database of mostly factual supporting material
ranging from testimonials of Hiroshima survivors
and information abour radiation effects, to links
to relevant non-profit organizations’ sites.) The
work, however, is anvthing but a conventional
documentary. Images of water—suggesting the
flow and passage of time—abound. The video
begins with floaring paper lanterns, a rirual
clement of the annual peace ceremonies in
Hiroshima, includes images of a life jacket on a
ferry boat in Nagasaki, and concludes with leis
floating on the water above the submerged US5
Arizona in Pearl Harbor. TRACES suggests that
each of us must come to terms with such complex
events—no simple matter. Interestingly, even the
autobiographical material, the blurry foorage of
home movies, is less personal than generic.
Unlabelled it stands in for the shared experiences
of viewers who grew up in the pre-home-video

fiftics and sixties.

The critical detachment that underlies d’Agostino’s
“open texts” is shared by the grear German play-
wright of the early 20th century, Bertolt Brecht.
The modernist plavwright artempred o bend the
naturalistic theater conventions of his day in order
to promote social change. To undermine whar he
regarded as the overly seductive effects of a the-
ater based on catharsis and the emotional involve-
ment of audiences with acrors, he employed his
verfremdungseffekt or alienating effects:"



A character might speak directly to the audience
or slides of escalaring food prices mighr be flashed
on stage. Such effects were intended to open
minds by disrupting familiar narratives in order to
“free sociallv-conditioned phenomena from that
stamp of familiarity which protects them against
our grasp today.” I's difficule to imagine a berter

description of d'Agostine's intentions, as well.

Just as interactivity is a key buzzword of the early
nineties, virtuality is emerging as the buzeword of
choice for the turn of the 21st century. The virtual
is most simply defined as the non-matenal equiva-
lent of the actual, physical world, A virtual chart
room on a website may be nothing more than the
equivalent of a face-to-face conversation at a party
or coffee house—if you can imagine a conversa-
tion with someone vou've never met whose body
language and expressions you'll never see. Ina
more complex sense, it suggests the possibility of
a furure in which digiral reality complements, or
even replaces, many familiar activities of the
physical world.

Along with many other technologically-enabled
phenomena, ‘virtuality’ has ramifications which
d*Agostino has long been pondering. In Proposal
for QUBE he quotes then Warner Cable chairman
Gustave M. Hauser extolling the virtues of QUBE:
“What we have here is an electronic superhigh-
way. You name it—we can do it.”"* Hauser’s use
of such up-to-dare sounding terminology in 1978
is startling. And yet another reminder that techno-
logical and social change are usually long in the
making; the boundaries of the present are relative
and tend to stretch back further than we think.

D' Agostino first used a website in connection with
TRACES. Although I have mentioned his use of
the TRACES site as a vehicle for presenting sup-
porting, informational material, the site actually
functions in more complex fashion. One part of it,
called Installation offers a “slide show” of photos
that complement the show’s video component
with images such as the LIFE magazine cover for
July 30, 1945, the day after d’Agostino was born.

The picture, for a story called “Playing with
Shadows™ depicts a child abour to step on his
own shadow. This feel-good image retrospectively
takes on an ominous significance vis-i-vis the
bombs that were dropped on Japan and even the
magazine’s name. (D’Agostino has also used
details from the LIFE magazine cover-image as
large-scale, digital prints mounted on the walls of
previous exhibition venues. Three of the nine
prints are in the Lehman installation. )

If the TRACES website is another way of provid-
ing viewers with addirional interventions, VR/RV
is different: It places virtuality at the center of
d’Agostino’s thematic concerns. The development
of Virtual Reality Markup Language (VRML)—
the means of programming or creating virtual
environments—may eventually be regarded as a
landmark advance of the carly nineties. But
despite the relentless hype, its potential currently
remains largely unexplored outside of the enter-
tainment and video game industries.

Virtual reality formats can range from a simple,
computer-screen variant by which viewers might
navigate through a simulared architectural {or
gallery) space using rthe up-and-down keys on
their keyboards, to the immersive form, which
atrempes to simulate complex sensations through
the use of a digital headset and gloves. Not
surprisingly it is the latter version to which
d*Agostino was drawn. Its very existence posits
an alternative reality as dramatic as scuba diving
might seem to the uninitiared. (Nonetheless, this
extraordinarily expensive technology can only be
experienced in limited doses; after 15 minutes
some people suffer from headaches, dizziness or
other symptoms of disoriention.) If a future of
virtual reality awairs us, will it provide a host of
situations or locales to be experienced from the
comfort of our living rooms? And what are the
implications of such programmed experiences?
VR/RV asserts that these possibilities ought to be
considered now.

D’ Agostino’s title suggests his attitude toward this



new technology, The BY (recreational vehicle) can
allude to both recreation, in the form of entertain-
ment-industry appropriation of new technological
formats (often developed by the military) for
trivial purposes, and the recreational vehicle, a
democratic, even working class means of travelling
whose owners can hardly be considered part of
the technocratc elite. By contrase, two of the four
“destinations™ (referred to as East, West, Mud-East
and Far-East) that “driver-viewers™ of the RV can
choose are Hiroshima and Kuwait City (via
Baghdad), on which atomic and “smart™ bombs
were respectively dropped. Throughour the Gulf
War, CNN viewers frequently saw potential
rargets imaged on computer screens that uncanmily
resembled video games and actwally employved
pame technology. In the digieal age, the military-
industrial complex of the fiftics might well be
replaced by the military-entertainment stare.

The picture of virual reality thar d"Agosting
offers is not a precry one. It is bleak and generic—
a schemanic, graphic rendering of our visually
textured world, In contrast, the video imagery that
ceeasionally appears seems richly nuanced, It
cames in two forms; as imagery thae can be inter-
actively accessed on billboards and on a small
“dashboard™ screen that seems like a navigational
device. Both include color and black and whire
footage of motoring through the natural splendors
of the Rockies, and the burning oilficlds and
devastation caused by “smart bombing™ i Irag.
The dashboard footage also refers to McLuhan's
interventions-like nation of television as a rear-
view window. As d"Agostino pur it, we move
“forward in the vehicle while looking back ar the
past...some of the sounds and images |pictured)|
intermingle events from the past, present and into
the future, ™"

[¥Agostine's pancrama of future, virtual states is
unsettling, while VRV collaged sound is appeal-
ing. albeit disconcertingly jumpy. The sound track
contains fragments of audio, reminiscent of the
station-hopping familiar to anvone who's taken a

L1

long-distance drive, We hear the sounds

of kids plaving, news, police and ambulance
sirens, the folk song 500 Mifes, and snarches of
John Colrane and Jimmy Hendrix, Buddhist and
Mative American chants, and the Islamic call o
prayer. The audio track shouldn' be considered
background; the central idea of the work 15
invoked in it=—linguist George Lakofis observa-
tin that “Intelligence is natural and it has to do
with the body and the way we're embodied, ™™

In other words, namure—ourselves included—isn't
likely to soon be replaced by technology, that is
artificial intelligence. Just as the French govern-
ment’s recent creation of a tourist-accessible
facsimile of the fragile paleclithic, painted caves
of Lascaux is only a simulation, so, too, is virtual
reality. Are we to be the spectators of our own lives?

Agency and responsibility are also sub-texts of
d"Agostine's most recent work, @Vesu.Vius. The
sitvation this work confronts is, again, ethical:
How do we treat others who are unlike us? The
urgency of the problem is clear: Whether embod-
ied in “ethnic cleansing™ in the former Yugoslavia
or in current debares in the United Stares {and
elsewhere) abour immigration and citizenship—
what might be termed multi-culruralism—ethnic
and racial differences divide and endanger us.
Instead of cherishing such differences, they have
been exploited to spectacular effect by dema-
gogues who have made the 20th century notable
for an unprecedented number of refugees as
products of intra-national conflicts. As the 21s
century rapidly approaches, the numbers have
only grown larger.

O his website for @VesuVivs, d"Agostino
makes a connection berween this inhumanicy and
technology. He has written: *As we approach the
twenty-first century, technological changes
threaten to accelerate the eradication of cultural
difference.. @Vise. Vivs moves bevond chauvinis-
tic notions of ethnocentrism, toward a “crearive
cthmiciry,” with the realization char *Edhnicity is
made of a community that is cultural and
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psychological, not necessarily geographic’,
Anybody who is part of a geographically dis-
persed, online community—of Zen Buddhists,
breast cancer sufferers, romaro growers, gay men,
or body surfers—instinctively understands that
{s)he belongs to a (sub)culture that provides mean-
ing to his or her life. Qur identities are not just

fluid but multiple.

In @Vesu.Vius, d’Agostino examines his own,
Italian-American ethnicity. His parents (and three
of his six siblings) were born in a small town near
Maples and Vesuvins. He was brought up in an
Italian-American neighborhood in the Bronx,
where some family members remain. Mount
Vesuvius is a resonant symbol for Southern
Italians—and Western Europeans in general. It is
perhaps the most written about, the most accul-
turated feature of the natural landscape in Western
history. The oldest extant eve-witness account of a
narural disaster is Pliny the Younger's description
of the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD, which
buried Pompeii and Herculaneum. Bur ir wasn’t
merely the proximity of literate socictics to this
remarkable phenomenon that has historically
inspired such inreresr, it was the awe-inspiring
phenomenon itself: A mountain that periodically
spewed out its molten interior in a destructive and
Hellish discharge that could not be anticipared.

As with TRACES, @VEsu.Vius is presented in a
three-part installation: Projected video on the
gallery wall, video on a wall-mounred “plasma
screen”™ and a website augmented by live-video
cameras trained on volcanoes in the region of
Mounr Etna, the acrive volcano in Sicily. (Sicily and
Naples were frequently joined throughout history;
and often conrtrolled by outsiders.) Where the
“web cam™ offers live images of the volcanoes, the
projected video loops offer footage of Vesuvius and
Pompeii, in a variety of forms ranging from snip-
pets of a black-and-white documentary of the
1944 eruption to contempaorary footage of tour
guides leading visitors around the much-visited

archeological site. Images of ancient corpses pre-
served by lava are startlingly reminiscent of mod-
ern bodies seen in footage of Hiroshima, projected
on a nearby gallery wall. On his website,
d’Agostino makes the connection explicit by quot-
ing a recent magazine-essay: “Unlike most of civi-
lization’s turning points, which arrive on cat’s feet
and insinuate themselves gradually into people’s
consciousness, the atomic bomb was history
announcing itself like Vesuvius.™™

On a the plasma screen d’Agostino presents every-
day images of the Bronx, including a now unused
marquee of the Loew’s Paradise movie thearter, and
the thriving Arrhur Avenue produce marker. Ar
the market, he verbally spars with a grocer who
says “Non se Napolitano™ (“You're not
Meapolitan.”), What does it mean to go home
again? Every adult must consider this question.

In one of the video's most poignant shots,
d’Agostino holds his camera on a “no entrance™
sign posted at one part of the ongoing excavations
at Pompeii. The past is both sealed off to us and
vet—based on the contemporary looking lifestyles
and layout of ancient Pompeii—seems close at
hand. Ir is a relling reminder thar the we must
simultancously accomodate the past and acknowl-
edge a complex present. D’ Agostino suggests thart
reconciliation is a vital, creative acr,

Robert Atkins is a New York-based art historian,
writer and media producer interested in the
relationship of art and technology. He is the
founding editor of TalkBack! A Forum for Critical
Discourse, the first American online journal about
online art.
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In Empire of Signs, Barthes wrote (and d"Agostino
reproduces in TRACES): “Such traces (the word
suits the haiku, a faint gash inscribed upon rime)
establish whar we have been able to call the “vision
without commentary”.”

From an email interview wirh rhe author conducred
on December 16, 1998,

Ibid.

This process of crystallization took place in the late
seventies, not only with Proposal for QUBE, but
with the concurrent ALPHA, TRANS, CHUNG
(1976-78) and Comings and Goings (1977-79),

The history of arrisrs working with mainseream
television is, in part, a chronicle of bad faith:

Other artists have been treated similarly. Antonio
Munradas, for example, was commissioned to creare
a behind-the-scenes look at television production for
Spanish relevision, which ir neither aired, nor
offered an explanation for refusing to do so.

From a strictly formal viewpoint, his work should
be seen alongside those of other pioneering video-
installation-makers including the Ant Farm
Collective, Juan Downey, Frank Gilletre, Bruce
MNauman, and Nam June Paik.

Peter d"Agostino, TeleGuide: Including Proposal for
CUUBE, NF5 Press, San Francisco, 1980, p 15.
“Interventions of the Present: Three Interactive
Videodises, 1981-90," in Hhonimating Video, Hall
and Fifer (cds), Aperture Press, New York, 1990,
Ibid.

Thid.

For a fuller discussion of the connections between
Breche and d’Agostino see my *Brechrian Dialecrics
Applied,” in Peter d’Agostino, Comings and Goings,
MNFS Press, San Francisco, 1982, pp 62-69,
TeleGuide, op. cit., p 15.

From an email interview with the author, conducted
on December 14, 1994,

Lakoff, co-author of Metaphors We Live By,
believes that artificial intelligence is oxymoronic,
From an email interview berween d'Agosting and
the author, December 21, 19935,

Richard Gambino, Blood of My Blood: The
Dilesma of the Italian Americans, Guernica Press,
New York, 1996,

Gierard Parshall, *Shockwave,” US News and World
Report, July 31, 1995, p. 45,
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Proposal for QUBE Peter d’Agostino

“It's those blank TV and movie screens that interest me most. When they're turned off, there'’s never a trace—
no evidence of what has transpired. Their effects on consciousness is only a matter of literary speculation.”

Proposal for QUBE was presented as part of a series of one-person exhibitions, titled “Six in Ohio” at Ohio State
University's Sullivant Gallery, October 20-November 11, 1978,

Designed as a video installation piece, the videotape incorporated in the work was scheduled to be cablecast on
QUBE pricr to the exhibition. QUBE, as you may know by now, is the first commercial application of two-way “interac-
tive" cable-TV technology. Located in Columbus, Ohio, home of college football's Buckeyes and Woody Hayes, tha
team’s former controversial coach, this city is also a major consumer test-market for products and surveys.

The “interactive” system available to QUBE subscribers takes the form of a console attached to the television set that
enables the home viewer to “participate” in selected programs by pushing one of five “response” buttons. (In a recent
pragram titled "How Do You Like Your EQgs™ the five buttons stood for scrambled, poached, sunny-side up, soft-boiled,
and hard-boiled.) Once activated, the console feeds a central computer and the results of the home response are
flashed on the screen. (Here forly-eight percent of the homes had pressed the scrambled button.) This is how viewers
are “talking back to their television sets.”

For my gallery exhibition, two cubicles were built: one, a viewing space for the continuous video playback. Adjacent to
it was an exhibition space for two sets of panels displaying “Quotes to” and “Quotes from”™ QUEBE. The guotations “from
QUBE" had appeared in the national press and ware primarily responsible tor generating a highly utopian attitude con-
cerning “two-way” cable in Columbus; the quotations “to QUBE" were an attempt on my part to create a dialogue rais-
ing some of the obvious questions concerning this kind of system and its possible application.

Proposal for QUBE was conceived as a theoretical model of two-way communication based on a dialogue. The
response mechanism in the form of the dialectic employed in "Quotes to” and “from” QUBE was extended into the con-
tent of the videotape and the method in which it was to be cablecast.

Quotes from QUBE Quotes to QUEBE

“...the name QUBE doesn't stand
for anything, but was chosen
because it rhymes with “tube” and

“It is generally believed that mod-
ern communication systems must
inevitably destroy all local cultures.

because it suggests “something
that is distinctive and futuristic
without being scary.™

“We're bambambam. You jump
around. You bounce. You play
QUBE.™

This is because these systems
have largely been used for the ben-
efit of the center and not as two-
way streets. Today, unchecked
mass communication bullies and
shouts humanity into silence and
passivity. Artists everywhere are
losing their local audiences, put
out of countenance by the tireless
electronic systems manipulated by
the center.™




The tape comains five segments ranging from theorati-
cal concems 1o everyday events and are in the lorm of:
a texl, & newspapes, a pholograph, a film, and a video
perormance, Ater sampling a portion of each of the five
segrents, the homs audignee would, By the ConSensus
of thair response, daterming the sequencing of the tape
and sea the results of this process. (Five sagmaents-1
through S-would yield 120 possible variations for editing
the final tape.) Asida from the appareni novelty of pro-
ducing a widectape edited by a public opénion pol, |
wanted to confront two central issues relative 1o com-

A problem relative to this attibude is expressed in QUBE's
policy fowards public access: *Our local shows in efiect
is publc access, but we organize it~ Redefining access
on these lenms, m fact, Bmits public paricipation,

This pré-packaging of madia access provided by QUBE
with its “néwspeak™ tarmindlogy Such as “Qubit” and
"*Cebsumer” raminds me of a scenario from Ray
Bradbury's novel Fahvenhell 451 which concarns a
futuristic two-way TV system: “Thay mailed ma my part
this moming. | sent in some box-tops. They write tha

munication and information systems—namely, leedback
and deology,

“Feedback” wsing Norbar Waendrs delinion, 15 "a
mthod of contralling & System By reinserting into i the
resulls of its past parffarmance.a learmang procass with
the ability o change the genesal method and patiarm of
perormance.™

The present methods employed by QUBE hmits feed-
back to the mere illusion of participation. As In
McLuhan's The Medium 5 ihe Massage, paricapation s
delingd solely by the fermal properties of the medium-
rathar than ils conlent; “The mosas: form of the TV
image demands paricipation and imvahaement,” while
“Litaracy in contraist condarrad the power of detachmaent
and non-imobamant.” Applying MecLubhanasqua jargon
in statemants such as “We are antering tha ara of par-
ticipatory as opposed 1o passive television™ QUBE
seems 1o be presenting its unique apparatus-the com-
puterized console-as its contend. “What we have here is
an algctronsg supiihighway. You name i-we can do i1

14

script with one part missing. s a new idea” "And then
they go on with the play untdl he says, ‘Do you agree to
that, Helen? and | say. ‘| sure do’ Ism't that fun, Guy”

Don't send in any bDox-lops. Active parlicipabion is
assential, Howsver, sach madia of mathod has is own
idectogical implications,

The apparatus itself creatas the first level of meaning.
Additional information e ‘Helen's responsa’ can be wir-
tually meaningless. Demyslification is the first step.
What iz two-way cable TVY How i 0 being pro-
grarmimed?

Although Proposal for QUBE was scheduled for cable-
casting on Oclober 13,1578, it was canciled, | was told,
due b0 “spocial programming” on the station. On
Movamber 22, after walting a month, | sand a latter 10
QUBE requasting a new date for my program. As wa
approach the begnning of March, 1878, I'm still waiting

for a “responsa”



Postsen

Is January, 1580, I'm sitting hane in my Studio in Yelow
Springs, Ohia, looking inlo & gray winter sky and reflect-
ing on My past axpearience with QUBE. Some things have
changed since the preceding comements. QILBE has
wndargone some parsonnal changes, including a new
program director. | akso read of a recent collaborative pro-
ject with WGEH, Bosion, and of SoHo Talevision's fouwr-
week sares of artisis'programming on  QUBE.

On the other hand, my “theoratical modal™ for teo-way
cable was expanded and later shown at the Long Beach
Musewmn. My present concams have shitted somewhat o

certain practical aspects of two-way cable fransmission.

Additional research inio the development of a “practical
model” has led me o the follgwing information reganding
a community-based two-way cable system. The
project was underlaken by Mew York University and
three neighborhood communication cenfers (NCC) n
Reading. Pennsylvania, with a grant from the Natonal
Science Foundation, NS premise was 1o “demonsinabe
the potential kor commamecation technology to reinforce
community consciousness™ Componants of the
project included: two-way interactive capabality, public
initiated programs from neighborhood facilites, and an
amphasis on sanving distinct sub-grougs within the pop-
ulation—in this case. senor citipens. Afler the initial
expenmental period, a non-prodit corporation, Berks
Community TV (BCTY) was formed to assuma respon-
sability fior the system. Reports indicata it is still opera-
bonal and growing.

The Reading experiment is cleary a model lor sening
sormd imporiant community nagds, While at QUBE, can
the recent atlempls in gxperirmental ars programming
bead the way for more commamaly invohamen? Somd
sarious guestions remain.

“Wea can be pracise. Tha taciors ara in the animal and'or
tha machine the factors are communicaton andor
contred both inwohea the message. And what is the
miessaga? ™ Stay tuned?

[ Te

i. Part of my staisment for he catalog: “Six in Ohio” Ohio
Stabe Linkvemity, Gallary of Fine Af, 1978
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“Can't Sand the Show? TV Gadget Lots Viewsrs Fule”
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Constructing Visions: The Boy in the WELL

Peter d'Agosting’s installation concerns a
boy, Alfreda Eno, who fell into
a well in Italy over a decade ago at the
deepest point of an economic
depression. The more the growing number of
people gathering outside the
well tried to rescue him, the desper he fell.
There are other “children in
a well® stories one could cite since the
advent of live press coverage,
like the accident of Jessica MeClintock,
or the death of anather girl in Los Angeles
during the earliest days of
local television coverage after
WWIL, The idea of a child falling
into a well appears to
have deep
psychological resonance.
something symbolic, beyond
the individual fate of the child,
appears to be
at stake in attracting
a massive and live
presence of the media and the
widest
concern and sympathy in the public
imagination. The tragic outcome of the
rescue attempt in Italy was widely
regarded as a symbalic point in the life of a
country, helpless at an
economic nadir—nothing could get worse,
Things could only get
better, and, as we know, they did.
D'Agosting’s installation s organized around
2 large cylinder—the well—to
wihich there is no access. Around the
column, four different apparatuses
for controlling vision—ironically of what 15 1n

essence invisible—are
arranged. Only two apparatuses can be seen
immediately by the wisitor:

a video monitor “broadcasts” an
interview with Adriano Apra, an ltalian film
producer and intellectual, who interprets the

story of the boy in the well, Apra's
interview is interwoven with @ montage of
transmission
towers, which relay the story, murmuring
partly intelligible sounds in
several languages about the boy in the well.

The montage of towers and
senders, a circa three minute
loop, moves in and out of static
and “snow,”
or the grain of empty
transmission itself,

The other apparatus, above
the monitor on the ceiling, is
a round video projection
showing a much shorter
eycle of still images of the boy and of his
family and other personages at
the well head. The circle of projection closes
into a digitized still
photo of the boy to the point that it appears
as moving chaos, that is, as
if the grain of the photo, the halftones of the
press image or the pixels
of the computer had decayed into the pure
noise and snow of transmission

itself.

The visitor who peers around the huge
cylinder or "well” discovers another
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Margaret Morse

apparatus on either side: the peephole was
the most popular "interface” in
the installation in Philadelphia, and the
woyeuristic apparatus of the
male gaze also has the longest Western
history. In the video at the
peephole, we find an overlay of three
different other peephole evenis:
first, an image through the well known
historical peephaole in the gate of the

Firanesi garden
in Rome, revealing a view of 5t. Peter's;
second,

the peephole of Marcel
Duchamp’s secret,

Etants Donnéds (1946-86), on view
in another part of the
Philadelphia Museum. And, the

third and last event
is an eyve that seems
to look back at the
spectator/Peeping Tom.
The eye
seemed to me to be the gaze of the boy in
the well, but it could be any
eye, including the spectator's. The image of
the eye betrays the intention
of the installation not to see, so much as to
see this apparatus for
constructing and contralling visien.

The other “interface” is a touchcreen, the
next most engaging to visitors,
judging from their interaction with it. The
sCreen is programmed to
play 64 chapters in the TransmissionS
database according to where and
how the wvisitor touches it: in the center or

on the edges and with quick
hits or with one touch, In this way, the touch
mode corresponds to the
feedback mode of the images: rapid touch
or quick hits get quick chapters;
one touch plays a chapter to the end
and quits.
D'Agosting regards touch
here as a metaphor so, the differentiation
of touches and effects as ways
of entering a scene serves to make touch
itself apparent as a means of
transmission and event
construction.
Uitimately, none of the
sophisticated technology used to
attempt his
rescue and to disseminate
information at the scene of the
boy in the well
could save him. His story is
itself the only residue of the
accident, a story which
restores an irremediable and meaningless
event into a tragic
and human fate. By turning contemporary
media technology around onto
itself, this installation does not attempt to
reveal the reality of either
the event or the technology. It rather honors
the work of the imaginary in
confrontation with loss in a contingent and
human construction.

Margaret Morse & o professor of critical theary and
edectronic culture af the University of Colifornia, Santo
Cruz. She has publised ot oriticism on @ vonely of genres
focusing on vides, instaliztions and wintual environments



TransmissionS: In the WELL



First Encounters:

Intersections of Meaning

and Medium in

Peter d’Agostino’s Installations

Dravid Tafles

AI'. interactive installation raises the challenge of configuring an encounter and
anticipating the polential range of experience it embodies. It foregrounds the pathways
--,:'l-.'.lr'::,lll:-.;_ LhE peeg eplion of evenls and intensifies the desire 1o recuperate those evenls
as part of a tofal configuration that has no final shape, D' Agosting’s work probes Lhe
parameters of thal exchange. Each installaiion operates on 4 melalevel deconsimucting
meaning in light of the medium used to stitch logether events, Each work reconstructs
he VIEWer as a partkcipant in the _'_lr-.'a.‘.l:._ll-:': ol LEwal meaning Thie Viewer parruicipant

self-directs his or her attention in the process of making connections



In TRACES, exhibited in 1995, d'Agostino begins
the process of deconstructing an historc vision
by resurrecting it with tangential fragments
edited and tightly reconstructed within a gallery
installation. Using two monitors, each facing out
from opposite sides of a V-shaped wall formed by
Shoji, Japanese sivie olding screens, TRACES
connects bwo unrelated series of events that took
place in July and August of 1945: the develop-
ment and implementation of the atomic bomb,
and the birth of the artist. Bridging trans-Pacific
perspectives, the double monitor installation
compresses fifty years of the anists experience
living under the nuclear umbrella. Life and death
cycles—rom the devastation and rebirth of
Hiroshima to the scarred and declining neighbor-
hoods of the artist’s birthplace in East Harlem,
provide a footprint of the artist's life under the
umbrella formed by the memories and references
that define his existence

The first monitor projects a recurring mantra of
Buddhist chanting and floating lanterns recorded
during the annual peace ceremonies in
Hirashima. The loop on the second monitor
reveals: father of the bomb Oppenheimer
expressing his regret, quoting from the Bhagavad
Gita; a view from the Enola Gay of the dropping
af the bomb on Hiroshima; an annual die-in,
staged every year on the anniversary of the bomb
in modemn Hiroshima; excerpts of a recent tour of
Nagasaki Harbor; images of (loating wreaths and
inscribed names at the Arizona Memorial at Pearl
Harbor: and a series of shotls capluring the New
york neighborhood where d'Agostino grew up.
The sound of the chanting [rom one momitor
overlaps with that coming from the other in the
ambiance of the installation. The chanting on the
electronic screen mixes with the other sounds,

the conversations, exclamations, chants, and any
other spontaneous performance that may Lake
place in the surrounding space

TRACES forms a siring that brings together
discreet lives building an intertextual moment,

a metonymic database, breaking through the
barriers that separate Hiroshima from The Bronx,
Mapoli, and New York. Capturing the half century,
TRACES represents the associations that form on
the other side. The viewer looks inwand at
fragmenis of memory scavenged from a collec-
tive history and a personal reminiscence.

On the precipice of the new information matrix,
TRACES docs not exist simply in a given
gallery environment. It has a parallel portal

on the web which links to Green Peace’s anti-
nuclear campaigns and 1o other related sites,
many of them in Japan. Figurative ties bind

the electronic links. The birth of a child, the
cataclysmic dawn of the atomic age, anticipates
the concurrent construction ol new ties and

the rupture of others, The birth, a latent
explosion, and the bomb, a foreboding creation,
fragment linear history into a realm of
possibilities and disappointments thal co-exist
along multiple pathways



Al the tum of the century, uncertainty became
probability. Freud relnvented psychology by
defining and charting the unconscious. Physics
went from explaining empirical absolutes 1o
dwelling on statistical projections that lie beyond
the senses. Al the conclusion of that same
century, probability has the opportunity to sow
uncertainty in the scheme of events embodied

by a text.

TRACES freezes the phantoms. Capturing
momenis from childhood processad through fifty
years of life goes beyond language, beyond

unravelling memories. Memaories, the forgotien
figures, like the quark particles, an invisible but
integral part of nature, forge the unseen strings

between parallel events rendering meaning in the

synaptic associations. Rescuing those associa-
tions from oblivion, TRACES moves from shad-
ows to photographs to fragments of sound. The
overlapping simultaneity jolns the different peo-
ple living their different lives in distant places.

Fifty years come and go, another cycle begins.
With the contemplative reéspite past, other hyper-
theoretical projects seck (o recuperate a simple
vision from the blinding light of the atomic age.
D'Agosting's STRING CYCLES, a project begun
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in 1989, a project perpetually in progress, works
with enduring storyvielling traditions. In STRING
CYCLES, those traditions temporarily reside in
the media of the moment. Most recently on
CD-ROM, its recorded passages explore the
Process of narmation. Master S-ll:r!l'j"[lf'“f;'rﬂ reCant
sclect anecdotes, fables, myths. ¥ Agosting
weaves the fragmenis of those different narra
tors, who come from different cultural perspec-
tives, Into the unlversal maniras of our common
experience. When captured and rendered, the
gpoken word inscribes its own dimensions.

In 1987, in a gallery housing d"Agostino's
installation DOUBLE YOU fand X,¥.Z), a man,
a narrator of sorts, sat down in the middle of the
room and began chanting. His live performance
accompanied the images and sounds coming
from the four monitors situated on a zig-zag,
“W" shaped center panel, along the front wall
During this spectacle, an individual stationed at
the touchscreen off o the side continued her
exploration and control of two of those monitors
The other people in the room avolded the
chanter, who occupled the focal cemter of the
installation. The lemporary spatial anomaly
altered the overall spectacle. The installation
accommodated,

For those who entered into the environment,
d"Agosting’s DOUBLE YOU (and X, Y,Z), as

wll as his more recent installation TransmissionS:
In the WELL provided a navigable platform for
groups ol individuals 1o negotiate an intellec-
tually charged time and space. Surrounding the
electronic monitors, the architectural configura-
tion of the installation layout compounded the
meaning woven into the array of images and
surfaces. Sound helped lure the attention of the



Casual rC_;‘il_'u,'r.:l'.-:'lr The d £51gn of the _':"I'I._'.‘Ftl,'ai
exterior and electronic interior directed the
expenence and maximized the encounters indi
viduals had not only with the screen but with

each other

Al the center of such a provocalive interactive
environment, the visitor lo DOUBLE YOU fand
X, ¥.Z) engages and celebrates the birth of the
artist’s first daughter in 1981, moving through
her early childhood acquisition of language.®
Altermately, the individual who comes upon
Transmission5: In the WELL encounters the dark
side, the 1981 media spectacle of an Italian
child’s falled rescue from a well Into which he
had fallen, In TransmissionS: In the WELL, a tower-
ing cylinder capped with a celing projection of
the lost boy houses a peephole on one side and a
touchecreen on the other. Cunosity impels a
closer examination of the electronic portals, At
the same time, the scale of the ominous lower
counters that attraction. Negotiating the effects of
those respective lorces, the viewer looks through
the peephole, plays with the interactive screen
Each site opens up on a web of meéaning wWoven
across the inscribed events and their posthumous
examination. Like any complex Lext, thosa inter
sections depend on the level of spectator engage
menl, processes of identification dependent on
parenting experience, nationality, intellectual

curiosity, 1o name a few

In an installation, the artist imprints strong
interactive forces by designing and constructing
the highways along which the viewer-participants
navigale thelr passage. Each pathway embodies
its owen conflicts, stones, and connections with
histore and F!-en:-u'-l'l.":l Evenis. The lalent oonneds-

tioms remain active, as does the volcano, Mount

Vesuvius, Ephemeral boundaries buffer the ideas
and visions [rom the din of today’s surrounding
information and commaodity based sysiems
Sustaining those boundanes, the recorded moke
menis programmed into these installations imply
a hxed rational, and controlled illusion of ran
domness. In the end, each encounter transcends

the captured expenence

* i DOUBLE YOU famd X, V2] the stages of childhood devel

oomen] parmibel the gencsls of theonslical pinsics. The Boar

il SERUCILRE O Ehe Wioli CORmpdE
belicved (o cawse all Eberactions &
slrang and weak [Bided. The Viewsr-Darlicsin] reConsimucs
the process of discovery, capturing ihe bimh of a child

Igil Biriki, her firsd Bhgisdic sleps | A
ing into grammar (strong forces/ semences), and learmdng 1o
singg song akforce/songs]. The tilke DOUALE YOU fend
X, Y.Z) comes from a childnen’s song that concludes with
"o | lcnerw ey ABC'S next Hme wont youl Sing wilth me

wiards], her coim

David Tafler is Head of the Communicatior
Depariment af Muhlenberg College in AllentonT
Pennsylvania, He has wrilten extensively on

irifergcive medid and new lechnologres



VR/RV: a Recreational Vehicle in Virtual Reality

On a drive in a recreational vehicle (RY) through a virtual reality (VR) theme park, VR/RV explores the displacement
and disembodiment of a technologically determined culiure which co-mingles video sames and computerioed war.

I refer o VR/RY as a form crifical virtuality, The critique inherent in this work s that recent hybrids of VR and
or-line nebworks are crealing hyper-theaters of the absurd, high-tech foroms thal seem analogous to the function and

practicality of the “selil contaned comioris™ of an RV [ a motor home or caravan)

“Your recrealional vehicle has been designed and engineered o provide you with many seli=contained comiorts of home withoul
haamg, o he connected Lo oulside sounces...a6f aperaled within recommended procedures, [if] should pro icle vou with many milies
of wirtually troulile free travel,”™ - BY Owners Manual, Technical Publications 1985, Overland, KS,

In the case of VR/RY, there 15 a reversal of map and territory. The recreational vehicle drives through a computer gen-
eraled landscape—a three dimensional map—aonto which two dimensional video images are projected fonming a new
miediated berritory. Floating within this computer simulated environment, these electronic video billboards are
staging areas for inserting memories of ulopian visions and dystopian nightmares (ncluding the atomic bombing of
Hiroshima and the compulerized ‘smart bombs" of the Persian Gulf War) that are a consequence of 20th Century
technology.

Fefer of ARoshiro



Whereas TRACES retreads analog history, VR/RV constitutes digital memory. VR/RV simulates a recreati
explores the genesis of electronic technology. In its environment, the viewer-participant lies suspended, h
ing of illusion by asking “how do you criticize VR in VR?” His work turns in on itself, questioning proces

Each passing site helps form the connecting tissue, the temporal markers conflating space and time. On
thematically woven together on the map. Hiroshima and the Persian Gulf War replace the mid west hear
The tribal chants of North American indigenous people and the jazz strains of the African-American Phil
intentionally call attention to their own artifice.

When d’Agostino inhibits the seduction of the voyager, distance prevails. The cybervoyager does not becc
VR effects. While William Gibson in his cyberpunk novels charts the implicit terror of VR immersion, d’A
side of cyberspace. Fifty years of memories anchor the passage into any form of metaphysical future.

Such a protean apparatus that immerses the voyager in a topology of ideological constructions might never
the prevalent system for venting frustrations and playing out obsessions. This sort of system, however, d
can take charge and appropriate the virtual event. Otherwise, the electronic drug seduces the passive sp

In the end, the installation format enables the media (video) artist to break the constraints. Unfortunatel

The work constitutes the shell of the body, the artist’s perspective, one experience among many but it h

artist acknowledges that other people did live the moments recorded as part of the text, some more direct
then their reaction will contribute to the evolution of the text.

—David Tafler

More in the line of demystification than myth, Peter d’Agostino’s VR/RV: a Recreational Vehicle as Virtual
use of a head-mounted display to give the feeling of being entirely immersed in a realm of images.

These images change according to one’s position in virtual space, revealing a world according to the name
D’Agostino has brought VR down to earth by putting it into the preferred working class means of travel, t
sionally hear a snatch of song. Sometimes we also hear ambient sounds from the “external” virtual worl
revealing a symbolic landscape that corresponds to the four parts of d’Agostino’s virtual world: Philadelp

Here is a symbolic map that underlines the arbitrary nature of direction in virtual reality itself. The direct
tory. The landscape of each direction is composed of crude graphics, as befitting their symbolic status, w
From towers looming in two of the four corners of the world, one can see a panorama laid out something
on the other hand, is composed of buildings that are transparent symbols or wire-Frames under construc
D’Agostino has constructed a virtual space that is a reminder of the weight of history that wishful thinkin

—Margaret Morse
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onal vehicle (RV) travelling through a virtual environment of “utopian hopes and dystopian fears.” VR/RV
overing between reception and illusion. In the midst of that immersion, d’Agostino interrogates the mean-
 as well as content.

1 cybernetic adventure, the voyager travels down a two lane highway of historic memories tied to the sites
land of the United States with the bombed out overseas test sites of American techno-military expeditions.
delphia experience stretch the spirit and bracket the soul. Meanwhile, the Rocky papier-maché Mountains

me Peter Pan, “I'm flying.” A critical border splits the voyager enabling his or her intellect to examine the
gostino establishes the links between the cybernetic horrors that exist on the inside and those that lie out-

supplant the video game. Alas, a value system predicated on achieving highest scores will probably remain
)es have the capacity to compile insights. When recollection becomes a reworkable memory, the voyager
ectator en route to fabricating his or her history and memory.

, the most advanced systems preclude their own distribution. D’Agostino’s installations occupy that edge.
s the capacity to trigger many others. When d’Agostino writes “lI wasn’t there; This isn’t about that,” the
ly than others. “If somebody wants to break through the screen and tell you what the reality was about...”

Reality is an interactive virtual environment that is presented here as video documentation. VR requires the

of the medium, vies with reality itself. The typical means of locomotion in virtual reality is the “fly through.”
e RV. The world is seen past the dashboard and through the windshield of a van, “within” which we occa-
i, from bells and honks to a siren. Most often, however, the sound resembles the scanning of a radio dial,
hia or East, the Rockies or West, Kuwait or Middle East and Hiroshima or Far East.

ons are, of course, cultural, rather than true orientations, that betray a perspective shaped by Western his-
hile billboards in the landscape and the monitor on the dashboard reveal scenes of photographic realism.
like the lands of Oz. One of the lands is a devastated Hiroshima, another the oil fields of Kuwait. The city,
tion. Meanwhile, the chanting of native peoples filters out of the “natural world” of the Rockies beyond.
g about the virtual world would like to leave behind.
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THE @VESU.VIUS INSTALLATION
s composed of images of Mount Vesuvius and its environs near Naples, Ttaly,
juxtaposed with scenes of daily life where 1 grew up in The Bronx
As an Italian American born of Neapolitan parents,
[ begin with Vesuvios as my point of departure for traveling

back and forth through time to physical and virtual places

'he installation includes a website that serves as a critical forum for exploring

many of the paradoxes of natural, cultural and virtual identities.

Issues of identity are drawn from the natural surroundings, cultural histories,
personal memories, and on-line communities. Beyond nature, history, and ethnicity,
EVEsv.Vius also explores metaphors of identity from melting pot and tossed salad

to the use of avatars in cyberspace. The relational concepts that 1 have created

intermingle some of my own recollections and projections

with other sources. Some of these links follow.



NATURAL:

#@VEsv.Vius represents natural forces and the life cycles of birth, destruction and renewal.
When Charles Dickens visited Vesuvius in 1845, he wrote about “the strange and melancholy sensation
of secing the Destroyed and the Destroyer making this quict picture in the sun.”

More recently, in The Volcamo Lover, Susan Sontag describes the mountain as,

“ITIhe mouth of a volcano. Yes, mouth and lava rongue. A body, @ monstrous living body,

both male and fernale. It emits, ejects. It is also an interior, an abyss,”

However, the iconic image of the volcano is based on the first hand account of Pliny, the Younger,
who recorded his direct observations of Vesuvius erupting in 79 Ap. The website includes links to these
documents as well as to live cameras that monitor the volcanoes near Vesuvius bringing these images
of matural splendor and their implied catastrophic threat to the region into the present,

CULTURAL:

Mount Vesuvius is a significant historical symbal, particularly for those who were born in this region
referred to as Mezzogiomo or “the land that time forgot.”™ Those who live in the shadow of Vesuvius were
colonized by a long succession of invaders and are “ever aware that they might at any moment be flung
into obscurity by a calamitous comvolution.” —Unto the Sons, Gay Talese.

@Vesu.Vius brings the past into a living relationship with the present by linking historical and
contemporary sources. The website provides links 1o Neapolitan intellectual history focusing
on the writings of Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), Giambattista Vico (1666-1744),
and Benedetto Croce {1866-1952). These philosophers have provided a rich exploration
of issues ranging from: nature and culture, the dichotomy of the mind and the body
as well as the dialectics of high art and popular art.

Commentaries by the inhabitants of the region and of émigrés and their descendants
who came to America are also included.

On-going dialogues called Tiwo Voleanoes connects the @Vesu. Vius and @ETna websites,
documenting a long term friendship while acknowledging a time when
Naples and Sicily formed the Kingdom of Two Sicilies.

VirTUAL:

As we approach the twenty-first century, technological changes threaten to accelerate the eradication
of cultural difference. In The Virtual Community: homesteading on the virtual frontier, Howard Rheingold
writes that “the social netweorks in diverse societies such as the U.S. and other parts of the world lack the
shared ethnic and historical context that sirongly guides people’s social communication.”
Although the Internet has enormous potential for facilitating a sense of community,
this online virtuality also breeds isolation and alienation.
The philospher, Vico, who is primarily known for his concept of a cyclical history,
was also concerned that the mind was becoming less grounded in the body and that people were less
capable of and defining themselves in humanistic terms. With these concerns, @Vesu. Vius moves
beyond chauvinistic notions of ethnocentrism, towards a "creative ethnicity,"
with the realization that “Ethmicity is made of a community that is

cultural and psychological, not necessarily geographic.”
— Blood of My Blood, Richard Gambina,
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“When you come to a fork in the road take it.” —y. gerra

[talian

“On the 2qth of August, about one in the afternoon. ..
A clowd shot up to a great height.. ot appeared
sometimes bright and sometimes dark and spotted,
according as it was either mare or less impregnared wirh
garth and cinders”"—Pliny the Younger

79 Vesuvio erupts—approx. 2,000 die.

386 5. Agoslino's religious conversion in Milan.
1307-1321 Dante Alighieri’s La Divina Commedia.
1451 Cristofora Colombo born.

150305 da Vinci
paints Mona Liza,
1507 Amerigo
Vespueci's
Mundusz Novasz,
oo Giordano
Bruno burned at
the stake.

1725 Vico's
Serenza Nuowva.,
1776 Fillipo Mazzei's “All men must be equal to each
int law,” translated by Thomas Jefferson,

o1 Garibaldi credited with the Unification of Ttaly.
1892 Mather Cabrini opens her haspital in New York.
1900 & 1901 My parents born in Cervinara.

igz7 Sacco & Vanzelli exccuted.

1945 Dleath of Mussolini.

1945 Open Cirg, Rossellini'’s neo-realist film.

1992 Publication of La Storfa: Five Centuries of the

Iraltan American Experience, h}* Mangione & Maorreale.
wos I am not ftalian, T am Neapolitan,” Sophia Loren.

28

American
"He speaks in your voice, American...”

The language that Don DeLillo refers to in his novel
Underworld is a mix of slangs—from baseball to
advertising slogans— with a special brand of [talian
American from The Bronx. He describes places
familiar to me such as: Arthur Avenue and “the lots,”
—the preferred hang out of our youth. In these lots
we made huts, and discovered all that was important
aboul ourselves and life around us. As new houses

- were built and the
lots disappeared,
we moved Lo
“the mountains."
Then these larger
Spaces were
claimed for other
uses, Our moun-
lains on Morris
Park became the
Albert Einstein College of Medicine, After that we
moved to new hang outs, to Whilte Castle and to the
Loew's Paradise,

The times changed as we rode the subways 1o
Manhattan and back, “from Battery to Holy Bronx.”
Mickey Mantle replaced Joe DiMaggio; Rocky
Marciano retired undefeated, but Muhammad Al
hecame The Greatest; and, in quick SUCCESSI0N Qur
music shifted from Frank Sinatra to Buddy Holly,
Thelonious Monk and Bob Dylan.



#Vesu.Vius

Anthony, My intentions for the @Viesw. Vivs project
have taken a sharper focus. Last year, [ videotaped

my walk to the top of Vesuvius, down to the pits and
valleys of Pompeii, and retraced my steps, through the
streets of Napoli to the L'Accademia di Belli Ari,
whiere | studied over 30 vears ago.

I came to discover the part of my identity that
originated in the nearby town of Cervinara where my
family’s Bronx-Napaolitano dialect had its roots, | saw
the place where my mother and father were born, and
their mothers and fathers before them, | was 20 years

old then, and had moved from my birthplace in East
Harlem to The Brons, moved again and again through
Italian American neighborhoods to be closer to the
paizass and comaras from Cervinara who were getting
ahead. In catching up, we were becoming more
Americanized, yet were, at the same time, trying to
maintain our values as a close-knit family.

Framically, it was my visit to Italy in 1965,

where | sought to become maore [talian, that

pushed me over the edge in the opposite direction.

It was there, that in many ways, | became maore
American. In spite of several months of speaking,
grooming and drewsing like my frends, my fantasy of
being truly Neapolitan, proved 1o be a mere illusion
that was shattered unexpectedly.

Ome day, as | was about o cross a street

tn Napoli, a blind man standing on the corner

put out his arm, indicating that he wanied to be
accommpanied across the street. Without saying a word,
we locked arms and halfway across he asked,

"Se Americano”? "5, [ responded knowing that my
sccent would betray me if 1 claimed otherwise.

“Buan Georno,” we repeated as we parted ways.,

Later that week | learned how the blind man knew
that | wasn’t Italian. “That cologne vou wear,” my
cousin Menita said, “is only used by the Americans,
masily tourists and those who are at the military
base here.” That was anly one of my

identity crises that year. — pda

Excerpt from: o Valcamoes by d' Agostino and Fragola.

@ ETna

Peter, This seems to be the point of departure for our
dialogue. | had the same quest, with similar resulis,
except that | never reconciled myself 1o the split
between my Italian heritage and American identity,
Whereas your work seems to me, heretofore, distine
from any attempt to reconcile your cultural idemtity
with vour discovery, my work, in contrast, has focused
on that dichotomy.

In the summer after my sophomore vear al Columbia,
I traveled from Morthern Ialy to Calabria and Sicily.
In Italy | realized that I, too, was mob Ialian, but neither
did 1 feel totally integrated with American culture. My
reception in Calabria was not open, effusive, and
accepting, as | had envisioned and as yours had been.
Ini Sicily, though, | discovered the connection o my
past, to the lives of my grandparents and “antenan™
that | had secking since childlood.

Moreover, | experienced a deep connection to the
istand that appeased an inchoate longing that had
been instilled in me since childhood as [ listened 1o
miy grandmaothers tales of the iskand, the volcanie
eruptions and flowing tongue of molten lava that
would have destroyed her village had it not been for
the intercession of her beloved St Fgidio, As a child |
had envisioned and felt an affinity with Etna, that the
people call La Montagna, but | was not prepared for
its grandeur that 1 found oddly soothing and threaten-
ing. The mountain, sometimes peaceful with a languid
plume of smoke, others times showering the nighe sky
with sparks, loomed majestic and enchanting. Ten
years ago | returned to Sicily and watched the sun rise
on Mt Etna and | experienced a sense of oneness with
creation and the vastness of the universe that was
comforting rather than frightening.

My pourney was one of exploration and self-renewal.
Within view of its smoky crater | felt a sensation akin
to rapture. By investigating the essential mythic nature
of the volcano, | delved deeper into muyself, For years |
felt apart from mainstream America and separated
from athers who understood this need for connection.
By entering into this dialogue, developing this
website, and becoming cognizant of the potential for
commumnication via the web and e-mail 1 have
emerged with a renewed sense of identity and clarity
of purpose in my work. —afragoela

Anthory Fragola is a professor of Broadeasting amd Cinerna ar the Usiversity of North Carolinag at Greensbom,



Peter d’Agostino

bom July 29, 1945, Mew York, Mew York
lives in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania

Peter d"Agostino is an artist who has been working
in video since 1971 and in interactive hypermedia
for over rwo decades. [V Agostino’s work has been
exhibired internationally in the form of installavions,

performances, telecommunications events and broad-

cast productions. He is professor of Film and Media
Arts, Temple University, Philadelphia.

Educatbon
BEA. School of Vieual Anx, Mew York
Academy of Fine Arts, Naples, lealy

MLA San Frangasgo Stare Unaversioy

Awards and Honors

19497 Bellagio Center, Lake Como, [aly
Rocketeller Foundarion, Artist-in-Residence

American Academy in Rome, Visiting Artist
falsa 19R&)

1996-g7 Falbright Fellow {Braxl)

199 1=94 Pew Fellow in the Arns
The Banff Centre for the Arts,
Avrtist-in-Residence

tg92  Japan Foundation Fellow

L4990 Homorary Award, Prix Ars Electromica,
Linz, Awstria {alss 1985)

pgfe  Mavional Endownseny for the Ams, Fellowship
{alsa 1974, 1977, 1979}
vg# 3-8 Center for Advanced Visual Studies, MIT, Fellow

rgfe Televisaon Laboratory, WNET, Mew York,
Artist-in-Residence

inglividual Exhibitions (Selected)

19T Cultural Space, Brasilia, Brazi

LG5 Universicy Art Museum, Berkeley,
Wearherspoon Am Gallery, UM, Greenshoro,
Rosenberg Gallery, Goucher College

19a4 Banff Centre for the Ares, Canada

19491 Image Forum, Tokyo
Artspace, Auckland, MNew Zealand

rgfe  Specracolor Eleoronic Billboard,
Times Square, Mew York

Studdent Cubrural Cenrer, Belgrade, Yagoslavia

14RE Pacufic Film Archives, Universaty Art Muscusms,
Berkeley, Califomnia

pgfy  Philadelphia Muscum of Amn
(EH. 1 American Academy in Rome, ltaly

Insripare of Morth Amerncan Smdies, Barcelona
Houwstan Center for Photography

198y Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston

1y Franklin Furnace, Mew York

pef:  The Kinchen Center, New York

(L3 Anthology Film Archives, Mew York
Boston Filmides Foundation

gfo Los Angeles Inustute of Contemporary A

1979 Museum of Modern Art, MNew York
Long Beach Muscam of Art, California
Washingren Project for the Ares, DG,
Contemporary Art Center, Cincinnatn

1578 Artists Space, New York
Ohio Seare Universiny, Columbus

1y San Francisco Muscum of Maodemn An

1u7h San Franceco Ant Instiuse

19T %o Langton Sireet, San Francisco

TR Cuay Gallery, San Francisco

Group Exhibitions (Selected)

ppgl  “lmages for the Millenniwm,"Long Iskand
Center for Photography, New York

1GGT “Mew Video,” Schood of Visual Ares,
Rio de Janiro, Brazil,

G “Infosm,” Kwangie Biennale, Korea,
“Mew Lght: The Electronse Cmema | American
Video Art: 1965-1994), National Gallery of Are,
Washington, D.C.

1993 “Angles of Incidence: Video Reflections of
MubiMedis Arvwaorks,” Banff Cenrre for the Arrs,
Canasla
Montage 93! International Festival of the Image,
H.nd'hntn, Mew York

B “Televisions: Channels for Changing TV,”
Long Beach Museum of Amr, Calibormia
= Artists Choose Artise,” Institute of
'C-urﬂlmpurar}' Art, H1||=d-:|;|ﬂ1i.i

B D “Constrochion m Procews,™ Kino Muoteum,
Lodz, Poland
“lneeractions,” Rijksmuseum Twenthe, Enschede,
Huol Larsd
“Contemporary Philadelphia Artrses,”
Philadelphia Museum of Art

ppia “The Techrologscal Imaginaton: Machines in the
Garden of Are,” Minncapolis College of Art and
Design and Interdrrs Gallery

1gRE “Electromie Arts Festival,™ Rennes, France

“Center for Advanced Visual Studics—z0th
Anniversary Exhabition,”™ MIT, Cambridge,
Massachuserrs, and Karlsrube, Germany



=Swrveillance,” Los Angeles Comemporary
Exhibiions {LACE)

=“Media Hostages,™ Muscum of the Moving
Image, New Yook

TV Generatns,” LACE

*Resolutions,™ LACE

“Widen: A Rerrospective 1974-84,

Losg Beach Museum of Arr, Califormia

“From Video o TW
Suseum of Modern Art, Bologna

“Mew h'l-:'r.lph'rnﬁix Alternatves,”
%30 Pauls Internarional Beennal

“Viden Arm: A History,” Museum of Modern Art
=Againss Mamaralism: Video and TV Drama,”
Baitish Film Instrute

*Reading Televison,”™ Museum of Maodern Ar
*mew American Video,™ Kunsthaus, Zarich
=Am Video,” Palais des Beawx-Arts, Belgium
=TV Tacrics,” Anthology Film Archives

=& History of Video,™ Pomable Channel,
Rocheseer, Mew York

*TextPicture Notes,™ Rocheseer, Mew York
=Beennial,” Whitney Muscum of
American Ari, New York

=Phatographs and Words,”

San Francisen Museum of Modemn A
“Wideo: Timse and Space,”

I'_'nl.lq'.: wf Architecture, Baroelona
=4paceTimefSound—1g970%."

San Francisco Museum of Maodern Are
*(elobal Space,”

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

“Week of larermational Perfonmance,”™ Musewm of
Modern Art, Bologna

“Recent Bay Area Am”
Eemem Arnt Gallery, Tokyo

*Video Intermational,™
Aarhus Museam of Art, Denmark

*Information,” San Francisco Am Instinuce
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1978
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1976
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Long Beach Museum of Art

Sarita Barbara Museum of Ar
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Mational Gallery of Canada

Arts Council of CGreat Britain

Pacific Film Archives, Universaty Art Museum,
Berkeley, California
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Selected interactive projects:
STRING CYCLES, {1989- ) CD-ROM & DVD in-progress.
1955 “Infolrt,” Kwangju Biennale, Kosea
Excerpt on InfodART. The Digital Frontier: Froen
Viden fo Virfual Reality, CD-ROM, Bunt
Interacrive, NY, 1997

DOUBLE YOU [and XY, Z.), (1981-87) Videodisc
Philadelphia Museum of Art

Amenican Academy in Rome, Italy

Los Angles Contemiporary Exhibations
Haouston Center for Photography
LA-BOSTON, Pcrurephome Event

UCLA and Center for Advanced Yisual Soisdses,
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1987
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1aTH Wright Scace University, Dayton, Yancowover
Am Gallery and San Francisco Am Instinute
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