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- The Niedium is the Mlission §

‘vras onz of the largest

‘mteractive television

xperiments ever. For 100
_.ays, anyone with a tele-
vhone and a television
ould take part. Yet it was
aggressively non-commer-

ial and has spawned
worldwide attention.

ules Marshall reports
Trom Hamburg on the
—1edia revolutionaries who
_re creating an escape
from the “pornography of
_formation.”
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Great leaps in technology usnally requiire the

springboard of great dreims: breaking {vee
ol entrenched wavs demands a vision that
transcends the tradition of re-doing what's
heen done before, so what do you dream
aboat wiien vou hear the words “interaclive
television?” Video on demand? Home shop-
ping? Better informuation services and never
hraving to get out of vour pajanias again?

Or do you close vour eyes and imagine
driving a stake through the sclerotic heart of
that 50-vear-old bloodsucker, television?

Do you see new collaborative art forms,
new political and social organization. the
creation of a genuine ‘communicopia? The
people of Ponton Furopean Media Art Lab
do. From its studio headquarters in Ham-
burg’s hooker-haunted SL Georg distriet,
Ponlon last summer produced Piazza Vir-
tuale, a most ambitious and radical experi-
ment in interactive television that involved
750 hours of live broadcast across Europe
and occasionally, around the world.

A production of Van Gogh TV (Ponton’s
lelevision produclion unit), Piazza Virtuale

Jules Marshall (editors@mediamatic.hack-
tie.nl) is an editor of Mediamatic, an {mster-
dam-based techino-culture magazine.

Ja

By Jules Marshall

was broadeasi over ZDF, the German equiva-
fert ol te BBOL from a cluster of temporary
container buildings ervected n @ town square
in kassel Germany during the Documenta IX
art fair fastsummer For 100 day s, aavoue
wilh a telephone and a TV within broadeast
range couid take partin a free-w heeling, radi-
cally interactive experience. The program-
ming so stunned the broadcasting world that
Japan's NHK recently commiissioned Ponton
1o do a three-dav version of Piazza in Tokyo
(they logged so many calls that the Japanese
switches tempovrarily failed), and Atlanta’s
Cultural Olympiad is considering a global
version of the program to be aired concur-
rently with thel1996 Summer Olympic Games.
In Ponton’s original Piazza, there were no
rules, no instructions; just a bunch of techni-
cians and specially programmed computers
thal did vou reached by phone. “At firsl, peo-
ple were 4 bil confused and il was a bit
chaotic,” admits technical director Benjamin
Heidersberger. Up to twenty people could
simultaneously use touch-tone phones to air
their voices on current events (the neo-fas-
cist riots in Rostock, Germany provided a
controversial and heated topic of conversa-
tion), arrange meetings, make music with a
comptter-mediated “virtual orchestra,”
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Gt orrd e ot eaeehy ather,

Garhs of oanefers and modems i Pon-
fon’s stdins created an instant, tefey ised
BBS Madem-users squirted text onto the
television sereen and faxes were displaved on
camera: there were QuickTime movies, ani-
mations, and even ISDN connections. Piazza
also included picture-phone entry points from
the Baltic repuhtlics, war-torn Yugoslavia.
Japan. North Africa. and North America.

Despite the fack of advertising or advance
publicity. around 3,000 people phoned in the
first day. Within Plazza’s first fifteen minutes
on the air. Van Gogh TV faced its first case of
abusive racism. A censor button was rapidhy
rigged up. but even this fix was quickly
turned into a creative feature by callers whao
attemipted to probe how far they could o
without being Kicked off.

The next day, 100.000 people called. and the
fines remained consistently busy for the rest
of the summer, al the end of which some

130.000 callers had gotten on the air. putting
about USS$t million in connect charges into
the eoffers of Deutsche Telekom (DT, the
German telephone company.

Many calfers, savs Heidersberger, were
“post-Nintendo Kids, bored with game cul-

3aniks oY 2om oo

faxes weras disnia:

Peape sonied Broro g gl i rosen

the sivtial space ol Placzza, they connid we
e eads o what Mebuhan dobibed 50
vears ago Cthe participation mystigue.”

There were no journaltists tatking heads.,
or moderators. Besides the BBS. viewers
cotitd control a camera inside Van Gogh TV's
studios (hanging from a robot mounted on
tracks on the studio ceiling) by punching
their touch-tone tetephane pads. which
appeared on-sereen as navizational con-
soles. The wandering camera became an
extension of the viewer’s eve, able to chase
and interrogate the broadeast technicians
and artists as they stepped gingerly through
the thicket of equipment. And it was all live.
broadcast on two satellites.

The evolutionary nature of the event
allowed rapid design modifications such as
clearer. more self-explanatory icons, and a
computer interface that enabled deal people
to access the svstem. There were problems.
of course, like when the Rassel phone
exchange shunted thousands of incoming
calls to an unsuspecting home.

The Medium is the Mission
Fstablished in (986, Ponton’s orgamization is
horizontal to the point of anavehvy: There's no

s and mo2emsin 2oaton's Isntnar-city st g
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instang, “arevisao 345, Modam users sadirtad 181 2010 tha §EIE8ViTien ser2an and

24 0N camzra; tharvs: wara QuickTima movias, 1nimations, and
~ r

even ISDM conaections. Piazza Virtuat= also inciudad picture-paone antrv points

fram around the giobe. At lefr: 3enjanin Heidarsberger, technical diractor

Dees sind ol deseriptions are vaene: oo
Paels are resoit oo by “whoiting ffanti.
i aronnd sereansing” No one ha
cowtract. aad thangh pay is nrhe “pee
rather than “wants” ball park. when th
cable companies came head-hunting o
fon. no one cousidered teaving, even fo
offers of tenfold salary increases.

The kev word at Ponton is “multicult
Fach of the fifteen-member core speak
to four languages and works with the <
number of computer languages. They
hardware hackers (inctuding the vice-
Hamburg's infamous Chaos Computer
musicians, artists, technicians. and pre
tion coordinators: they hail from Gern
ftaly, France, Austria. Canada, and the

The idea for Piazza came together it
aud grew from the assumption that the
human-machine-human relationship
central relationship in Western cuftur
that it was changing. The first Van Gy
project - Hotel Pomipino, a five-day Iiv
mission of 3-D rooms inhabited byact
linked to the public by sound and text
transmitted a vear later on ZDE

Porntton is attached 1o no institution
mercial or public. s funding is a mi

public. private. and corporate donali
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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 th;t design
and not just leaving it up to

the companies.”
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which enisures a freedom to work that its
nmembers believe is unique. The DM2.5 mil-

lion funding for Plazza came from the Austri-

an Government, the citv of HHamburg, Elec-
tronie Pata Systems, and DT Apple and oth-
ers donated equipment: ZDF donated 350
haurs of satellite time.

“There is no political. philosophical, or
economic power behind us.” savs Salvatore
Vanaseo, Ponton’s soft-spoken co-director.
“We're just avtists. You never hear the Poly-
dovs. Warners. and F A s we are comipeting
with nse the word art” in connection with
interactive TV

“fi's a hard way to survive, but you can
control it savs Karel Dudesek. a huge hear
of an Austro-Czech. and a former book-
binder. performance artist. avant-garde
industrial musician. now i director of Pon-
tan. “This is the positive side of not selling
something. Piazza was not forcing anvone o
have fun. to consunte or relax. was an

escape frony the pornographs of information.”

When they have money. they do a project.
When they don't. they plan the nextone.
“We asked ourselves what multimedia

mieans as a word rather than a plwhu't," SaYS

Ole Litjens, interface designer and former

cartoonist, “We agreed the aim of Plazza Vir-

tuale should be to use mass media tools «
hasic equipment that anyone can use imn
diately - not after reading ten manuals.”
“We had no intention of dealing with i
mation. post-production, ov reality TV.”
Dudesek. ~Our major goal was live inter:
tion: to break through the barvier of the
screen: to downgrade TV trom a master
medium into just one window onto a spao
-~ hence piazza, ltalian tor town square.

A European View of Things
In a hroader sense. Piazza incorporates b
ulous cultural associations of public spac
that o bevond the malt and the freeway.
vou walk in a city in the US, what you s
a general lack of common responsibility.
savs Heidersherger. “The streets are erac
and evervthing looks shitty outside the p
vate home. In Europe, there is some coll
tive understanding of what society need
meeting point, a place where people cal
exchange views — were life can happer.
is strongest in Mediterranean culture: a
za s where vou go to drink vour coffee.
tatk polities. to flivt. and to play.”

This aspeet of common responsibility
welded to the German coneept of Bilder
Kunst (fine art). “The artist has a duts t








