INTERVIEW
WITH
RAFAEL LOZANO-HEMMER

III.‘|' Geert Lovink

Light, the symbol of physics, rationalism, the spectacle, of heaven and eternity, is a funny substance to play with. It is
abstract yet visible, bringing clarity while retaining its religious dimensions. Mexican-Canadian Rafael Lozano-Hemmer
is a media artist who chose to use light as a material and topic in his interactive installations of relational architecture,
technological theatre, installation and performance art. His latest achievement was a project at one of the world’s largest
and most lively squares, the Zocalo in Mexico City. Via the Internet, participants were able to direct searchlight beams
installed on the roofs of buildings around the square, thereby orchestrating and creating their own light patterns and
movements. “Vectorial Elevation,” set in this grandiose urban space, took place during nothing less than the symbolic
weeks of the Millennium celebrations. The response of both Mexico City citizens and Internet users was overwhelming.
The installation won the Austrian Ars Electronica Golden Nica award. “Vectorial Elevation™ was also shortlisted for this
years Webby Awards and won an Excellence Award at the CG Arts Festival in Japan. Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, who holds
a B.Sc. in Physical Chemistry and a minor in Art History from Conceordia University in Montréal and whose work has
been shown in over a dozen countries, has curated shows and organised the 5CyberConf (Madrid, 1996) where | met
him for the first time. | got infected by his energizing enthusiasm for a technology which is never sterile, never authoritarian,
always open, playful, almost grotesque: a magnificent blend of Latin popular festivity and Western techno perfection.

GL: Rafael, you are working with light. Can you tell us something about the relation between “light” and the artistic
discipline of interactive works? My first association would be Albert Speer and Pink Floyd light shows. Who are your
colleagues in this field? What are the latest developments, technically?

RLH: It is an interesting exercise to review the history of visual art in refation to different dominant scientific perceptions
of the nature of “light." For example, Barbara Stafford’s excellent book “Body Criticism” does this for the 18th century
when she examines the impact that Newton's view of light as a stream of corpuscles had on the Enlightenment. Other
art critics have done this for Romanticism making a parallel to the Young/Fresnel demonstrations of the wave nature of
light, or for Modernism with Chevreul’s research into chromatic composition and perception. Today, quantum physics is
comfortable with a flexible understanding of the phenomenon of light: interpreting its behavior as both waves and

particles in relation to Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, under which the instrumentation or experimental methodology

used for observation is complicit with what is observed. This acknowledgement of the performative role of the observer,
which Duchamp nailed with his maxim “le regard fait le tableau,” has been the basis for most explicitly interactive art,
electronic or otherwise.

An alternate operation to contextualize the visual arts with regards to “light” might be to trace technological developments
rather than scientific models. Many texts have already done this, going from the magic lanterns of Della Porta and Kircher
to the HIT and Lapis labs’ display devices that bypass the eye in favor of direct stimulation of optic nerves, what William
Gibson called “Virtual light.” But, of course, the latest, and perhaps the final, technological development is that light is
no longer fast enough, as described by Jean Baudrillard, Martin Jay and other theorists who have noted the cultural
consequences of being bound by a physical threshold with no event horizon. The wait for light to arrive is now a major
consideration in most telecommunications events as well as a major design problem for the next generations of
computer processors which want to run at a faster clockrate than light can travel through their millions of transistors. It
is ironic that living in a fully electromagnetic culture will mean adapting to permanent delay, to light-lag, perhaps by

Druckrey, Timothy. Critical Condilions — information, atmospheres and event scenes, Exhibition catalogue. Pittsburgh: Wood Street Galleries, 2003, p. 28.
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