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Rafael Lozano-Hemmer
interviewed by Heimo Ranzenbacher

Metaphors of Participation

Heimo Ranzenbacher: This interview appears in the chapter Engineers of Experience, a title
that could basically serve as an alternative characterization of artists in general. Since the term
engineer, rooted as it is in the Latin word ingenium, denotes someone gifted and filled with the
spirit of inventiveness, it seems apt, therefore, for an expert who plans and executes work on
the basis of competence in natural sciences and in technical know-how. What significance does
the recourse of the arts to natural science and technology have for you?

Lozano-Hemmer: Like most people, I l ike l iving vicariously through technology. I am
seduced by amplification, simulation, telematics and things that crash. I work with tech-
nology because it is impossible not to. Technology is one of the inevitable languages of
globalisation. I l ike call ing it a language because this conveys two attributes that are sig-
nificant. Firstly, that technology is inseparable from contemporary identity,—there is no
such thing as “what we were like before technology”—, and secondly, that it is not some-
thing that has been invented or engineered, but rather that it has evolved through con-
stantly-changing social, economic, physical and political forces. I think artists use tech-
nology explicitly as a way of understanding and criticising from within some of the para-
doxes of our culture. How can “media” culture actually result in disintermediation? How
can a condition of placelessness become situated in a multi-place? How come telemat-
ics may actually remarginalize the periphery?
On the other hand, there is a tendency for “technologically correct” art, as critic Lorne
Falk says, where artists, museums and galleries adopt technology not to create new expe-
riences specific to the new media, but rather to lever and validate their current grab-bag
of metaculture. It is interesting that the successive waves of techno-hype for multimedia,
VR, the internet, and now ubiquitous computing have been typically reported by using
cliché references to the Renaissance as though we were about to enter a new humanism
where the user is the “centre of the digital world.” The human today is at the centre of
nothing but a flock or stampede. If we could zoom out of our scene we would probably
see ourselves following relatively established patterns and group behaviours, such as par-
taking in consumer culture, which are unavoidable. This humanist approach, where art
and science may pretend to be one and the same thing, is nostalgia at best and necrophil-
ia at worst. I f ind it significant that the first realistic computer models of humans (“syn-
thespians") were done at the same time as flocking behaviours (particle systems) were
being implemented in high-end animation packages. Many years ago I wrote an essay for
Leonardo magazine called “Perverting Technological Correctness” where I outlined some
strategies artists deploy to corrupt the inevitability of corporate technologies. Among them,
I included the simulation of technology itself, the use of pain, ephemeral intervention,
misuse of technology, non-digital approaches to virtuality and resistance to what I call
the “effect" effect.

Heimo Ranzenbacher: The media employed by so-called media art constitute not only a
means to an end (the mediation of an experience); rather, they are also always a reference sys-
tem (the experience). In this way, media art basically resembles art that takes shape outside of
a technological context. In contrast to, for instance, the color blue of a picture that refers pri-
marily to art-immanence, technology constitutes an intersubjectively binding reference system.
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One serves as a basis for art’s claim to autonomy, the other for the renunciation of autonomy.
How do you see the position of the artist within this field of tension and interplay?

Lozano-Hemmer: I think all art, technological or not, defines an “intersubjectively binding ref-
erence system.” In my opinion, all good art questions any “autonomy” that this reference sys-
tem may lay claim to. Autonomous from what? Duchamp nailed the impossibility of autonomy
in art with his maxim “Le regard fait le tableau” (the look makes the painting). Everything is
dependent on relationships, some of these relationships are established in an ad hoc way and
others are carefully choreographed. Personally I am very motivated by the tensions and inter-
play arising from linking alien memories, that is, connecting intensely disparate planes of expe-
rience. I think this can be done with or without explicit technological dependence.

Heimo Ranzenbacher: The name Rafael Lozano-Hemmer is connected with, among other
things, the “Relational Architecture” series, projects in which the public is involved to an increas-
ing extent. What is the significance for you and your work of seeing that the realization of these

Vectorial Elevation, Relational Architecture 4, 2000. Large-scale interactive installation with 18 robotic 
searchlights controlled by the public over the Internet. The light sculptures could be seen from a 10-Km radius.
Installed at the Zócalo Square in Mexico City and at www.alzado.net.
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projects is dependent upon the readiness of
others to participate? Are there strategies to
increase the readiness of others to partici-
pate?

Lozano-Hemmer: Dependency on par-
ticipation is a humbling affair. My pieces
do not exist unless someone dedicates
some time to them. Most people, with the
exception of children, wil l opt not to par-
t icipate in an instal lation in a public
space, —which may seem strange con-
sidering that we live in the age of reality
TV and the society of the spectacle. This
is due in part to shyness and living in a
culture of rules, such as “do not touch,”
but I l ike to think that there are two other
reasons. One is political: people are scep-
tical about the neutrality of public space.
No one wants to go along with a culture
of surveil lance, even if they know that it
is inevitable. The other is aesthetic: some
people prefer the chaotic sights and
sounds of an urban landscape, or silence,
rather than some canned mult imedia
intervention that forces you to focus on
one event, usually in order to sell you some-
thing.
For me dependency on participation is a
way to “ground” an installation and this
helps me to conceive interfaces and
strategies that demystify the spectacular.
The key is to develop pieces that offer
some degree of intimacy within an intim-
idating scale. Also to find participation
metaphors that are relatively familiar or

self-explanatory. Finally to offer a wide range of entry points into the work, attempting
to underline the incompleteness, uselessness and indeterminacy of the initiative.
When we look at projects that offer collective participation there are usually two strate-
gies, which I call “taking turns” or “taking averages.” Taking turns is the most common,
and in it interaction is restricted to one or two people who have the control of the instal-
lation while others are passive. Displaced Emperors was like that, as only one person could
hold the tracking system. Taking averages is the strategy used in game shows, or sev-
eral variants of interactive cinema, where there are sensors whose signals are averaged
and then statistically directed at a few possible courses of action. I f ind this latter strat-
egy extremely frustrating and democratic, it does not allow for eccentric or perverse read-
ings of the artwork, which should be fostered and not hindered in my opinion. 
For my latest piece Body Movies we will use a collective interface strategy that is neither
of the above. We will project the shadows of passers-by and a single camera tracker wil l
detect these. We can have as many people as fit in the public square interacting simul-

E N G I N E E R S  O F  E X P E R I E N C E

Rafael Lozano-Hemmer and Will Bauer Re:Positioning Fear, 
RelationalArchitecture 3, 1997. Passers-by and Internet partici-
pants transform a military arsenal using xenon projectors, 3D
tracking systems, webcams, interactive sound and projected IRC
sessions. Installed at the Landeszeughaus in Graz, Austria.
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taneously without the need for any interface device. Every individual already has a sophis-
ticated vocabulary of interaction with their shadow, so no explanation of the media is
necessary. Collective behaviours wil l emerge from the group of shadows, —in particular,
the self-organisation of scale according to social constraints—, but also each person wil l
have a discrete and direct participation as their shadow is recognizably theirs.

Heimo Ranzenbacher: The element of the political—both in the sense of the political-ideo-
logical, the forces shaping society, as well as in the sense of the political community—assumes
increasing importance in your works (such as RE:POSITION ING FEAR), or not least of all as
a result of them, in that the public sphere is their “setting.” How important to you is the politi-
cal aspect of your creative work? Has the network-linked working situation changed your under-
standing of the “political”? If so, how has this manifested itself in your artistic work?

Lozano-Hemmer: Everything that takes place in public space has political dimensions.
My biases are usually manifested through certain choices, but in general I believe that
one of the roles of the artist is not so much to provide moralistic commentary but rather
to create spaces for participation, where a plurality of positions may emerge. Participa-
tion itself is a strong political element, particularly as the public sphere loses its claim
to “represent” the people that may occupy it. Participation transforms “special-effects”
into “special-causes-and-effects” which is more interesting from a political point of view.
I have a lot of respect and admiration for the work of Krzysztof Wodiczko, Hans Haacke
and other artists who have deployed deeply creative strategies to reveal and debunk the
power narratives of certain public settings. At the same time, I want to establish my prac-
tice far away from deconstructive techniques util ised in such "site-specific” works. I l ike
to call my work “relationship-specific” in the sense that the emphasis is not on the essen-
tial or even “important” characteristics of a site, or on the narratives that power elites
may bestow on them, but rather on the micro-politics of new temporary relationships that
may arise from alien interventions.   

Heimo Ranzenbacher: You once defined “relational architecture” as “the technological actu-
alisation of buildings and public spaces with alien memory.” In this definition, the topos archi-
tecture (which, in the sense of a conception of meaning and purpose that has become mani-
fest or, rather, “concrete,” always designates a retrospective statement) is replaced by proper-
ties that are less clearly defined and rather become accessible through experience and analy-
sis. Are there, thus, differences between the strategies and practices of a "relational architect
of alien memories” and those of an engineer of experience (such as those that arise from the
means they employ) or are these just two sides of the same coin?

Lozano-Hemmer: I am not sure I l ike the term “engineer of experience.” It sounds like
a job description for a theme park. But I guess most museums today aspire to be theme
parks, (which is fine by me). I think it is an interesting question to ask, for example, “what
is the ‘theme’ behind the Guggenheim brand?” The other thing I dislike is that “engineer
of experience” sounds very “top-down,” l ike your task is to model all the possible out-
comes of a situation, calculate and contain them. Most electronic artists are looking for
an out-of-control quality that wil l result in their work actually having outcomes that they
did not anticipate. If the piece does not surprise the author in someway then it is not
truly successful in my opinion.

Rafael Lozano-Hemmer


