


The N~edium is the Nlission 

: 'Na.s one of the largest 

m\:ernctive teievision 

xpel'iments ever. For 100 

_ ays, anyone with a tele

ohone and a television 

_ ould take part. Yet it was 

aggressively non-commer-

ial and has spawned 

worldwide attention. 

ules Marshall reports 

.rom Hamburg on the 

--,edia revolutionaries who· 

_ re creating an escape 

from the "pornography of 

1formation." 
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By Jules Marshall 

C reat lc aps in tcchnol ogy u s1 1all:i rcqu irf' tlw 

'- p~·ingbonl'd of' c-'"rr·nt dn·a 111s : bretd.::ing t·~ ·t''i.' 

,,1· e11ln•11ril ed 11·n15 drrna 11d s a , ·is inn firnt 

t1-. 111 sr-< ·11d s tlw I r,1d it ion , i1 · rP -d rJ i 11 .c: "li;il 's 

IH-' (' 11 dn tt l' lwrorf' . s, , \\ !1;1[ d (1 _1<)11 d l'cr:111 

,1!m11 ! 11 lwn _1011 ht>il r fll(' 110 1·ci~ " in trT,1cti 1P 

te lP1 is io11 ? .. Vid e o 011 de 111;iml'.' Hu11w , hup
ping? ß pll (' r inl'orn1,,tion sc ni n·s ;111d ncver 

lwving to get 011t of yo m pa jamas aga in ? 

Or do yo 11 close your eyes and imagine 

d rivin g a s tak e lhrough lhe scle rol ic hear t o f 

tha t 50-year-o ld bloods11 c ke r, te le visio n ? 

Do you see ne 11 co ll ,1bo ra ti1 e a rt fo rrn s , 

11t•11 polili<'al a11d socia l o rga ni zalio11. lh e 

cr1•ation of a ge nuine 'communicopia ?' The 

peopl e o f Ponto n fa1ropean \l edia .-\rt Lab 

rlo. From its studw headq11arte rs in Ham

hurg·s hooli.e r -haunled Sl. Georg dislrict , 

Ponton la s t s umm er produced Piazza Vir

t11ale, a m os t ambitio11s and radical exp e ri 

menl in inte ractive te levision th a t irn·olved 

750 h o urs o f live IJroa d cas t ac ross Eu rope 

,1 nd ocr.asio11a ll y, around thc wo rld . 

. -\ productio11 of Va n Gogh T V (Ponton 's 

tc lev is ion produc lion unit) , Piazza Virtual e 

./ules M arshall (edilors@m ediamatic.hack
tic.nl) is an editor of Mediamatic, an .-lmster
dam-based techno-rnlturc ma~a::in e . 

(J u 

1y;1 ~ ln·o11dcasl on'r ZDF, thc Germ :-t n e quiv;, -

1e 1, : ul tiH' L\ßi':. rrom a clustcr o r 1.e1 11por,11·) 

1·n1 1t;1inn h11 ilrli ngs crecte d in a tow11 sq u.Jrc 

in i,a~,l·I. G1·n11a 11_1 duri11g l1 1e IJ,H ·11111t'. 11ta fX 
;i r·l 1';i i1 · !;i ,t ~ llllllllf'I'. For tOO da ~s. ;111_1/lll f' 

,•: il11 ;1 it> lt·p il n11e a11d 11 T\. 11 ilh i11 h n Jad casl 

ra11 ,:;1' cuuld take µarl in a fr ee-11 he eli 11g, radi 

ca ll y intc rn ct i1·e expe ri e n cc. Th e prngram

min g so s t1m11 ed Lhe broad casl ing world that 

Jap ,111's \' HK recently commiss ione d Ponton 

lo do a three-da_v ,·e rsion o f Piazza in Tokyo 

(th ey logged so rnan y calls that lhe Japanese 

s wi t.c hes lt> mporaril y fa il e d) , and Atl a nta 's 

Cullura l Olympiad is considering a g lobal 

version oft he program tobe aire d co ncur

re nlly 1Yith th e l99ü Summer Ol ympic Games. 

1 n Pon to n's original Piazza , therc were no 

rnl es, no inslru c lions ; just a bunc h oftechni

cians and s peci ally programmed computers 

that did :,o u reached by phone. "At f1rst, peo

ple were a bit confused and it was a bil 

c ha o tic," admits tec hnical director Benjamin 

He idersbe rgcr. Up to twenty people could 

s imultaneously use touch -tone phones to air 

their voiccs on current events (the neo-fas

cist riots in Ros to ck, Germany prov ided a 

controvers ial and heated topic of conversa

tion ), arrange meetings, make musi c with a 

computer-mcdiatc d "virtual orchestra," 



· 1, 1: • i ~·. · __ \i,11 -ii\ :· pr1 1_ r;:lf1.~ . il!. , ;1 1p l\ 

n l ·1 11: i 1·:1• : · . !1 t · ; 11 h 1 1: i1< · 1·. 

1\;,nk, " ' 'll; !! fll l l<'I' ' ;i 11d 1111 Hil' 1n, i 11 l ':q1-
to n· . ...; -., r11d i1)~ iT C" n lc~d :1:1 inst:1 111. !Plf' , i ..; ed 

ilß S. \l 11dt' lll-l1't' l'S ,q1 1irl f' cl ll'x l n 11 t1, l he 

1,, Ie, ·isiun sc rePn ancl faxes ,,·e ,·e di sp layed nn 

r am era: th<:'re ,, .-re QuickTime moYiE'S. an.i 

nwti ons . .i nd e,·en ISD "i connectiun ,. Pia zza 

;il su i11 cl udt> d picture-plwne entry puints f'rom 

llw R:iltic rep11hli cs , ,,·ar- to rn Y11gosl;n ·ia. 

.lapi111. \ 1J rlh -\f'ri cJ . a11d \urth ·\mer ica . 

l)es pitP l h<' l,H'k or arh·erti sing nr arh ·;111 ce 

p11hlicit y , ,11·ou11d 5.000 peopl e phon .-cl in lh e 

firs t da\'. \ \'ithi11 Pia zza ·s first li!lPe11 rni1111tes 

flll th e air. \ an Gogh T\ . r,_ll' ed it s lirst case ,i1· 

ah11 si,·e rac ism. :\ censor button ,,·as rapidh 

ri ggPd up. lu,t even this tix n·as qui c- kl y 

l11rnerl into a creatin• ft>alure by call t> r s ~\'l10 

attemptPcl lu pr-ohe ho,,· f'ar thE'\ co uld go 

\\'illw11t ht' ing kicked ofT. 

The nnl day, 100.000 people call ed. and tlie 
lines remai11ed consist.-11LIY busv for th e res t 

o l' th e sun1111P1\ at the r nd uf which some 

130.000 eall ers had gutlPn 0 11 the air. p11ttit1!,! 

ahu11t l: ~$ 1 mi l lion in l'onneet chilrges intn 

t he cotrers or DPutsc he Telekom (DT). th e 

Gr, rma11 tel t> phonc <·ompan,·. 

.\la11,· c·;ilJ,,r s. sa,·s l leidl'l'Shergp1·. IH ' l'C 

"post- \i11t t·11do l;ids. bon' d \Yi th g;II11t' c·11i -

ßan k s o i ::: "l m \"J u-:~ r s and m !JO e ms i n ,:> n-, ,; o n 's con ~1in-? r- ci t y s -;: :.i ai "; s -:r -:!:lt ~?•j ·ln 

inst a nt, :e i -a v is eo aas. Mod em users squirtl:!d t ex t anrn ehe te :e,, i ,ion scr e en a n d 

f ax e s ·.,ve -; ~ d isp ta y~d on c am .! ra; t h e r ~ 'N e ~.~ Qui c i< Tjme mov ies, .: n ima tion s, :ind 

even ISDN con n e:c t ions. Piazza Vi r tua ie also included picture-p n one en t ry points 

from around th e g !obe, .!\t l ef t : 3 e n ja ,:-, i ,, He id ?.rsberger, t echni ca! d ire ct o r. 

l1: 1·1 · ;1nrl l : :, :1:..: i11::.· t i ! d i 1 , 1:' :111--f ~Jl; c·;:; i!: , i i., · l i: 

r l i t· \ irl u l1I , p ; 11 ·t• 1d !1i; 1zz.1 . tl: t·., : 'i it 1id .~1·t 

11\ (•i r· h1•: •d:, i 11 I(, \ \ !1t 1{ \ !, ·! .td 1;i 11 d1 1hl)l• t; -► u 

, ·c-a !'<::i aµ- o .. ,he p;ir t it: ip11i ttJJ1 rn~:" i iqu v." 

Tht' 1·c ,,·e,·c 11 0 j rn,ru ;ili,h. l ,lik i 11g 111' ;111 ~. 

or 1110der;1lors. 11 es icl cs t !te Bß S. , iP \\ f' r~ 

coulcl control a camera insid e Van C ogh T \ ··s 

stu d ios ( hanging f'rom a rnh ot muunted ,rn 

tracks 011 th e studi o ceil i ng) ilv p11u ching 

their tou('h -tu 11 e tPleph f) 11 e pads. ,, hi 1' h 

appea recl 0 11 -,<' r een ;i s 11a,·ig;il io11ill l' •1 11 -

snl t>s . T he ,,·a11Cl eri11g c; Irn era bel·,,m e "" 

E' Xtensio11 oftllt:' ,·iewer·s e,·e, ahle to 1·hase 

and interrngate th e hrnacl L·asl lPc l111i c ia11 s 

;incl arti sls as th e\' stepp t> d ginl,!erh· lhr11ug h 

l he thi ckel o f <'quipment. .-\11(I it ,,·as ,III li,·e. 

IJroadeas l 011 1,,·o satellit es. 

TIJP en,lutinn;iry nature nfthe e, ·e111 

alllll\'ed rapid des ign 11wclifications su<'h as 

clParer. more se lf'-exµla11atnrv ico ns. illld a 

cnmputer i11terface that enahled d <:' al' people 

to atTt:'SS the SYslem. There ,,·en ' prohl em s. 

ofcnurse, like \Yhen tlw l\ass<:'I plw11e 

excha11gc shunt ecl thous,111cls of inco mi11g 

,·all s lo ;in 1111 s11 spectin!,! hom e. 

The Medium is the Mission 

l': stahli slwd i11 1986. Pll/llfl11 ·s 11rga11i 1.ati,J11 is 

ho1·i1.1111t ,il lll lilt' poi11t ll l'illliln·h,·: Thl'l'L' 'i 1111 

!). , ~ '; :i!!rl jt! b 1! 1-·::.r·: ·!p l i11p~ ~! ! '{ • '· i l ~"t! E' : . · 11 

l i i'.·! -., t1 n· 1·e-., 1d '. 1•t: !, ·. ·· -! 1\ ••1tii 1µ . fi !.:. ! tl1 11_ 

1·1 1111 , i , : _!l ; 1n 11 1111. i _"')(T1 ' it1 11i1! ~ ... \ o n1 1t' l 1;i 

,· , 11 111'.i c l. it 11 d r/1tt1! ,!.d ! pd _\ · : .~ i 11 1'1P ··1:cL' t 

n 1the 1· lh a 11 .. ,,;inl , .. hal l p;i1 ·k . ,, lw11 l h 

,:a ble co mpa 11i Ps c;11nP he,1cl - hunti11g ;1 

io n, no on e co nsidered lt>aYiug, eYen fo 

o!Ters of tenfold salai·y incr eases. 

Theke\' wnrd at Ponton is '·multicult 

[ac h uf th e lillren-mern her co r e spe;ik 

to f11ur l:111 g11,1 gt'S ;11HI ,n,rks wilh th e s 

number of cu111p11ter languages. Th e,· ; 

hard\\ are h;icker s ( incl ucling I he ,·ice-1 

l larnburg's i!ll'arn ous C. hat>S ClllllJHll c1· 

musil'ian s. arti ,; ts. feL· h11i c i:111s. and pr, 

tio11 cou rclin;itors: tlw,· hail frnrn Gern 

ltalv, Franc.-. .-\11 stria. Canacla , and thf' 
The idPa f'or Pi,11.1.i/ came to!,(ether i , 

;111cl ~rew frnm tlll' ,1ssumplirn1 thal 1111 

h11ma n - 111acl1 ine- h 11/lliill relat iu11ship 

central r elali"11ship in \\ estern eult111·, 

th at it ,1·as cha11gi11g. The tirst Van Go; 

project - I lotel Pompirw. a five-da y li1 

rni ss ion nf ) - 1) room s inhabited h,·ac t, 

linker! to the ptthlit· by , u t111cl and tcxt 

lra11s111illed a _,·Par later oll ZDF. 
Ponton is ;1ltil l" l1t'. d to no i11slit11tio11 

llll' !Ti ,il 11r p11hli <'. lts f'1111di11g is a 11 , i · 

p11hlit '. pri\' ;1lt·. a11d ,· "rpo!'illl' don;ili • 
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"The artist has a duty to 

society. You're born, you're 

educated, you live in a com

munity, and you have respon

sibility. The world behind the 

screen is a world that needs 

designing. We are taking 

responsibility for that design 

and not just leaving it up to 

the companies." 

WIREO N OVtM6ER 1993 

whi ch ensures a rreedom to \\ Ork that its 

members believe is unique. The DM2.5 mil 

li on funcling for Pia zza ca m e from the .-\11 stri 

a11 Governm ent. the c it\ of l lnmbur~. F. lec

tr o11 it· Da ta S_,·str m s. a11cl IJT. .\ppl f' nnd nth

t· r s cln11at ecl equiprnen t: ZD F rJr,n;i!Pcl 'i'iü 

lwurs ofsate llite ti m e. 

--There is 110 pol i ti cal. philosuphical. 01· 

ecnnomic po\\·er behind us:· sa,·s Salrnlore 

\";111ascu. Ponton 's ,n tl-spoken co-director. 

-- w e·re just artists. Y1111 11 e,·er hear IIH' PolY

dors. \'\"arners. a 11 d F'. \11 s \\t' are c,Hnpeti 11 g 

\\·ith use the wonl ·art' i n cn 1111 ec ti011 with 

inl t' rnl'l il'e T V.'' 
·' 11·s a harr! Wi!Y lo Slll'\ i ve. !Jul _YOll l'i lll 

ccJ11trnl it:· ,a ,·s Kan' i Ducl esPk. " llll ge llt'a r 

oi' an -\u stro-Czec h. and a limner i)()ok 

!Jincler. pe1fo r111an cr a1·1i st. a1·,111t-~a rd e 

industrial mu sic ian. 11m,· ,1 d irec lor ur Po n

ton. --This is th e po si li 1·e sid e ur not se lling 

somelhing. Piazza " ·as not f'orcing anvone tu 

h;11·e l'un. lo t·o 11 s11111 e ur relax. lt ,,·as ;111 

l'Sl'i lpC i'l'Olll th e JJOl'IIOgraplll ni' i11fOl'lll i ltiu11.'' 

\\· hen theY !w,·e Inu11e\' . 1 ll c,· do a prnj ec l. 

\·VhL· 11 tlH' \' clo11·1. tll t·~- plan tlte ne, I cllte. 

'·\'Ve asked rn 1rse Jl·ps "h,111111J!ti111Pdi;i 

lllt' i lllS ilS i l \\ 'lll'(I l'i!llter thilll il procl11ct:' says 

011· 1,iitjl'ns. i11 IL' ri',we desig1wr and i'o r m er 
L' ,trloo11isl. "\\t• agn•('d t lt e il i111 of l' i;izza \' i r -

tunle shou ld he to use mass meclia tool s ;, 

has ic eq11ipment that anyone can use im 1: 

diatelv - not atler r eacl in g ten manua ls:· 

·' \Ye hacl no inten tion ofd ealing with i 

111atill11. post-prud1 1l't in 11 , or rPnlit ,· Tv:· 
D11de,ek. --011r ,najnr gual \\·a s li H' i11 te1-

tio 11: to 1Jr1:•ak lhl'n ug h the barri er nftlw 

screen: to d01n 1gracle T Y frnm a masteI· 

medium inln 111s t one winclow onto a sp,, · 

- hen ce pi,1,.za. lli!lian for town squar f' . 

A European View of Things 
In a IH·o,1dl'r sense. Piazza incorpor,1le~ 11 

11 lm1s c 11 lt 11r;tl assuL· iatiuns ofpublic spil• 

lhat g-o lwrnnd t lw ma l l and th e free\\ ill . 

n,u \\·,tlk in a e il ) in the US, what yo u St'• 

a g-ener;tl lavk or L·o mmor1 r espo 11sibilil _1. 

says l l eidcrslJ ergt'r. "The streets are CTil• · 

and eve1·yt hi11 g lnoks shittv outside tlw p 

,·,11 e lt om e. In l~urnpe, th er e is su m e cn l l 

li ve uncler5tandin g nfwhat soc iety need 

meeting puinl. a place wh ere people ca1 

exchange ,·iews - were l ife ca n happen . 

is strn11 gesl in .\1ecliterriln ea n culture: a 

za is w iH' l'P vnu go to drink vour coffPe. 

talk politi, ·s. to llirl. ;11HI to plil\'." 
Tltis ,tspL•,·t ()rcn 111 11 H111 resprn1 sibilit , 

welded to t lw GPr111a 11 co nn'pl u r /Ji /d, ·1 

l,1111 st ( line ,11'I). --Tlte arti st has a d11l1 I• 

I 
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Ply.•· ,;ays Ole. "You're born, you 're educated. 

and liYe in a co mmunity and you have 

respu ns ibility." In Ponto n 's case, this respo 11 -

sibili1, is tri lile PieC'lrnnic c:0 11J1111111ity s trug
g- li11 g to bc born . ·'The \\orld lwhind the 

,LTee n 11 ePd~ rlcs ig11in/!. \re are ta ki ng res

p1111sibilit}' l"or thal design a nd nut just lem i11 g 
it up tu the co lllpanies:· says Benjamin . 

"T\' is too linked to power and systems of 
co11trol," says Dudesek. "\ 'Ve hm·e mure and 

more li·ee time, but what are \Ye usin g it for? 

Dn we want to keep everyo ne at ho me s impl~· 
watc hing: and co nsuming? Pi azza \\·as ahuut 

sav in g '1 lere. if yo u use thi s. things ca n he 

d ilfl· ren t. you r life ca n be enric'hed and 

e 11riching to othe rs.' Thought models and 
games can lead to new sodnl architec tu res.'' 

Dudese k. for example, once mailed hi111self 
.500 Kilometers il Cross GermanY i11 a e rnte to 
take part in an art ro mpetition. 1 fe also es tab-
1 ishcd the Philosophical Oatabunk - a safe 
containing a computer installecl ü.000 m ete1·s 

up in th e Himalaya mountains. Should you 

make it to this cu mputer (a11d bring the right 

kind of baltcri es) , you ca n leave your ow11 
philosuphical ramblings and read about the 

four years Dudesek spe nt tra11 s po r ting a 
dlllnk ofWc-lsh gran ite to .-\ s ia. Setting off 
with jus t :ii500 in hi s pockrt. hi s airn was 111 

,,u .. ! ~Q;;1.,· 

'' f ,J is ~-::) :) i:-,.,: ~,j :.o ~ O•d ~r lnci :i ,'S't 'E! rns -:n: ,:on <tr n!:' 
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i •.::-: _ ... -: :J ; ;~; ./. ~:-:~! :t ,:r:~, ~:) ,,:' ;_~ ;f .?, '1' •• P I 
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examine "the different m eani ngs projected by 

the puhlic 011 the rock" along the way (it was 
blessed b,- th e Pope. among t1ther things). 

.-\not he r project wa s th e Cri s i, To uris t Of1i ce. 

es tahli s hrd in a IJ11rned-out pub in Belfast. 
Frnm thcrP Kare! was kid11apped by the IRA 
am! th e n to ld to "furk off- 11 e clo n·t need 
artists; 1Ye want ligh te rs." 

A Life of lts Own 

:\-1edia-savvy o bse n ·ers c riti c ized Piazza fo1 · 
its long periods or i11;i c tivitY or 011-screen 

co nfus ion . They doubted whether the inte r

est of the public had been adPquatcly piqued. 
ßut Piazza rapidl y developed a life of its own: 

ten fän e lubs started in Ge nnany. People 

bought picture phones so tlw~ co uld hook up 
to th e Pi;izza. Some even s tai·t ed cnlting Van 

Gugh TV out of the communirntion loop , 
usin g perso nal e-mail ;incl fox es toset up 
m eetings and parti es . " Peo pl e gu t so 11sed to 
it they wanted to continue," savs Ole. 

Piazza can be seen as a work i11 progress 
un the way to beco mi11g a permanent multi
media ne twork. " lt was a verv politi cal pro
ject, lou c hin g a lot of lega l issues, including 

acccss t11 media and cup_1Tight .'' sa~1s Heid ers
be r;:e r. ·' ßut in ge 11cral. 1Ye sa11 1111 major 
leg,rl 11hstacles to makin g s uch a s vst e m a 

a , 

permanent feature of society." 
The Piazza experiment led to a three-ctc1 , 

s how aired over NHK. Japan 's largest bro;: 
caster, this pas t _-\u g us t. " lt 's patt of a Ion ;.,: 
tenn plan tu bri11g interacti,·ity to Japan," 
He id e rsberger sa _,·s . .\l o re than 100,000 c,tl 
a night swa mp ed the s\\·itchboard , as a re, 
a dedicated satellite link between N HK a n, 
weekly s how on a Berlin cable system is 
under co nsideration. And Dudesek has be, · 
busy working out the details o f a global n'r 

s ion of Piazza Virtuale. which wou ld air fr, 

Atlanta during th e l996 Olympics and 
include anyo ne watching the games. 

Should Piazza succeed in its exported for · 

it may herald a redefinition of the genen1-
tions-uld. pass ive medium we now ca ll tele 
s ion. But implementation means paying 
a ttention to the needs and processes ofsoc i 
e ty, Vanasco says. "You need to know abo111 

phones, des ign. images, and how to link 
th e m. but there are also the needs ofthe pt 
ple you don ' t know. Piazza used just a stup 

phone and TV sei. We showed that you dOJ 
need a superco mputer to get results." ■ ■ 

Ponton , Koppe l üü. D-20099 Hamburg, Gt 
many: +49 40 ~4 14 04 (vox) , +49 40 24 0 

(fax ), (/irs111amL@ ponton.hanse.de). 
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