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THE IMPLICIT BODY: UNDERSTANDING INTERACTIVE ART
THROUGH EMBODIMENT, AND EMBODIMENT THROUGH
INTERACTIVE ART

By Nathaniel Stern

This dissertation rethinks critical discourses on interactive and digital
art, shifting from the visual to the performed. Rather than situating new
media along trajectories of language-, image-, or object-based art, it
places emphasis on embodiment, relationality and emergence, providing
some of the first in-depth studies of the computer-based participatory
installation it addresses. It shows how a combination of interactive
artists, new media critics and embodiment theorists have paved the way
for a new approach to digital art more broadly, one that recognizes such
pieces as ongoing formations, per-formed in the exhibition space, rather
than pre-formed by the artist’s hand.

The Implicit Body argues that examining interactive art and
embodiment, together, enables an expanded understanding of the two. It
puts forward a theoretical approach, as well as a critical framework, for
doing so. The hypothesis of this approach contends that present
discourses surrounding digital art (as engaged by, for example, Lev
Manovich, Oliver Grau and Christiane Paul) have been rooted in
paradigms of linguistic and visual signification, and it suggests a
reinvestment in the body for engaging the complexities of interactive
art. Contemporary theories of embodiment and relationality that have
grown out of phenomenology (Mark B.N. Hansen, N. Katherine Hayles
and Brian Massumi) see body and world, subject and object, person

and people as always already entwined, always already implicated across
one another. To proffer an implicit body approach, this dissertation
turns to performance studies theory via Rebecca Schneider and Richard
Schechner, and phenomenology through Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-
Luc Nancy and Nick Crossley. It proposes a framework for examining
interactive art that addresses inter-activity and relationality in equal
proportion to artist intent and art work description. It then applies this
framework to the art of Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Camille Utterback,
Simon Penny, Mathieu Briand, Scott Snibbe, myself and several others,
in order to show its effectiveness in furthering our understandings of
interactive art and embodiment, as well as what is at stake in the
openness of each.

Ultimately, this dissertation contends that contemporary, interactive art
is reconfiguring action and perception in ways that amplify bodiliness.
It gives one potential mode of thinking through interactivity, and shows
its practical application towards furthering the fields of contemporary
art criticism, creative production, and public discourse about art and
the body more generally.
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Leonardo LABS is annually peer reviewed by an international panel of
reviewers. This year the panel selected the following abstracts to be
published on Leonardo Electronic Almamac (LEA) in order to bring
attention to the outstanding work of these authors by the international
community interested in the intersection of art, science and technology.

The Peer Review Panel for 2009-2011 are: Yiannis Colakides,
CoDirector, New Media (NeMe), Limassol, Cyprus, Christo Doherty,
Chair, Digital Arts, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg,
South Africa, Ryszard W. Kluszczynski, PhD., Chair, Department of
Media and Audiovisual Culture, University of Lodz, Poland, Tom Lesser,
Director, Center for Integrated Media, California Institution of the Arts,
Valencia, California, United States, Rachel Mayeri, Assistant Professor
of Media Studies, Harvey Mudd College, Claremont, California, United
States, Andrea Polli, Director, Interdisciplinary Film and Digital Media
(IFDM) and Mesa Del Sol Chair of Digital Media, University of New
Mexico, Albuquerque, New Mexico, United States, Sheila Pinkel,
Professor of Art, Pomona College, Claremont, California, United States.



