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ABSTRACT

In this paper | describe a project that proposesldce relatively
simple communications technologies in public places
Melbourne, linked to public places in several of IMairne’s
sister cities. The Portals do not display the wofkparticular
content providers or artists, but create an “alwags real-time
visual and aural connection through which individuand the
publics of each city may communicate, play, andiguer, with
one another, and for one another.

In this way the project aims to use mundane hareviarnew
ways. Rather than carrying entertainment produt¥egising, or
private communications, the project seeks to empitnat are
now ubiquitous technologies in the public good,tle public
sphere, not for commercial or instrumental purpobes for
whatever indeterminate purposes that emerge thrasgh

The portal also has potential as an instrumenésdarch, probing
the performance of mediated human interaction, ipuplay,

spectacle, emergent cooperative behaviour, ands-cuatural

communications issues, among many other thingsdiRgnhas

been sought but not yet secured, and this papeitesnv
constructive criticism whilst the proposal is atpaper-based
formative stage.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
J.4.3 Computer Applications]: Social and Behavioral Sciences -
Sociology

General Terms
Human Factors.
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1. INTRODUCTION

A Portal for You and Me, and Us and Oth@reposes to place
relatively simple communications technologies imblgiplaces in
Melbourne, and also in public places in Melbourrg&er cities
— Tianjin, Milan, and Thessaloniki — and betweenltdearne’s
Station Pier and either Southampton or Liverpooawks. These
cities all have well understood historical and a4t ties. The aim
is to create an “always on”, real-time visual andahlink through
which individuals and the publics of each city ncaynmunicate,
play and perform, with one another, and for onetla@o The
project is at the proposal stage, funding havingnbgought from

globalism,

the Melbourne City Council's “Cultural Precincts tiamcement
Fund”, and from the City of Port Phillip.

The project described here seeks to employ munmheologies
in the public good, and as instruments of reseaftie project
does not entail the use of novel or innovative tebtbgy; it
simply places common-a-garden projectors, camesasens,
microphones, and speakers in public places, ard lihem via
the Internet to create an innovative applicationtfds mundane
hardware. It is the context of use that is inténgstnot the
technology.
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Figure 1. A Portal to be set in a laneway.

2. MODESOF USE

Portals for You and Me, and Us, and Othegerates in three
modes. It does not present the work of particulantent
providers or artists, but mediates private and jeubl
communication, play, and public performance. Ittierefore
consistent with the artistic project, which is tartsfer subjective
and inter-subjective lifeworlds to the public doma+ and is
consistent with the construction of a form of puldphere — by
facilitating communicative acts in a public domain.

By providing modes of use the Portal lays downracstire which
both enables and constrains whatever use it mighiut to, and
the question of the extent to which the Portal ead should
structure the agency of those who use the Pontadires open to
research.

Nevertheless, the hardware does of necessity egtahlset of
givens, and as a starting point, the fore menticheee modes of
the Portal are as follows...



1. You and Me- whereby personal connections are mediated 32 s

between individual people in Melbourne and anofiace.

2. Us — whereby the ambient street-life of people in ihbeirmne
and in another place is communicated in real time.

3. Others— wherebyYou and Me, andUs, are recontextualised
historically and geographically.

These modes are further described as scenariaseof u

3. SCENARIOSOF USE
3.1 Youand Me

Spontaneous and playful use of the Portal is trigdjevhen a
person happens to occupy a one-meter diameter-bngslaid

into the surface of the footpath in Melbourne, atdhe same
time a person also happens to occupy its pairegl irinanother
place. The Portal recognizes that the “hotspots”caxcupied, and
focuses a camera and microphone on the occupais’, “a

person who just happens to be standing in theiningelbourne,

will see my own image on the small feedback screem the
image of “You”, a stranger in another place, wicapy the main
screen. The situation is of course mirrored indtteer place.

You and Me may well wave to each other, blow a,kisBror-

dance, make a rude gesture, or try to strike upnaersation. The
sensation of communicating in real-time with a ctetestranger
from another land, due only to happenstance, uiogy-

language, gesture and voice, is a potentially pfuhexperience
for the participants, and at the same time makesefmaging
street-theatre for local observers in the lanes atrdets of
Melbourne and the other place.

As knowledge of the Portal becomes available, Yot lfle may
also like to use it in strategic ways, by making-ptanned
arrangements to catch up with friends or family. Bweting
through the Portal, tourists, back-packers and nass people
visiting Melbourne and other places can “video-evefice” with
one another, transmitting both voice and imageai-time.

But as already noted, the Portal is public, and Isththe
communication between You and Me may be one-on-am
interpersonal, the denizens of the laneways in egth will
witness their fellow citizens in their successfotldess successful
attempts at communicating. Publics are thus creatédo levels,
through witnessing the live action and at the siime the screen
action, and individuals become ambassadors, spgpakam
themselves, but also in a sense speaking for thioserving, who
may of course intervene in the speaker’s effortesédvers will
bear witness to personal interaction, and thisipukitnessing of
intimacy may well be in part heart-warming, in pamusing, but
always interesting.
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When the rings are unoccupied, (or perhaps if #reyoccupied
continuously for a set maximum time), the Portdhadés to ‘Us’
mode.

In ‘Us’ mode, the camera and microphones focus diroader
area of the street — about 10m-15m in length -nggkn whole
numbers of people as they go about their daily ness. The
sights and sounds of daily life in the laneway treet are
captured and communicated as life occurs withinftoal area,
marked out on the ground by inlaid brass stripsi annight, by
lighting. As in the ‘You and Me’ mode, the smalkftback screen
provides a reflexive image of what is happeningllyc whilst the
large screen and speakers narrow-cast the equiviaeway-
scene from across the world.

The denizens of the laneways, the publics of tiddel thus see
themselves in numbers, in the context of city liéad in the
context provided by their counterparts from acrdiss world.

Global and cultural comparisons and contrasts becewmident.
People, levels of activity and types of activitymé of day, all

become evident. All the sights and sounds of lagelifa are

generated by the numbers of people who just hagpémebe

passing through the Portal at that time, and amenaavailable in
real-time, across the world.

Used more strategically, groups of ‘Us’ may chotseuse the
Portal in planned ways. Groups of people may gadhéne Portal
to celebrate sporting, cultural, or other perforees) events
maybe narrowcast from one laneway to the otherpaicroups
and other meetings of people may be arranged.

3.3 Others

To convey a sense of the ‘Other’, the Portal plodisk from close-
ups of the here-and-now, and takes a wider, mostamted,
“bird’s eye” perspective of the city, its publiand its urban and
historical surroundings. The Portal intermittentyts from the
default ‘Us’ mode to ‘Other’ mode, and the lifetbe laneway is
recontextualised in place and time.

In ‘Other’ mode, prepared file-images and soundthefcities and
its people are presented. These comprise combirsgatiof
panoramic images of the cities’ urban landscapegpgraphic
images of the cities, historical images of theesitiand sound-
scapes of the cities. THneur is distanced from the immediate
experience of life in the city by exposure to itstbry and
geographic context, and by cross-cutting from oitg © the
other, comparison and contrast between the citieb lzetween
past and present is invited.

By shifting the focus in this way to a differenegzin space, and
to a different place in time, the life of the larswor street
becomes part of a larger phenomenon, and is setfre inontext
of all of the city streets, in the context of Glibm, and in the
context of history.

4, SO WHAT?

To the best of my knowledge, this particular coralion of
communications technologies, public infrastructgiebal reach,
and performance art, is a world first — surprisingnsidering the
ubiquity of the screen in contemporary life, and gimplicity of
the technical design. But novelty is in itself meommendation.



The project aims to serve two purposes, one coedewith the
public good, and the other concerned with researbbse will be
taken in turn.

4.1 A public good

An implicit assertion is that it serves the puldicod to provide
uncontrolled public infrastructure for the peopfeMelbourne to

communicate directly with people in Tianjin, Milahhessaloniki
and Southampton — in a spontaneous, improviseddaadt way.

The Portal opens up a public sphere to be put &tevier purpose
the public desires; it is an open-access, un-moeérehannel of
personal, social and cultural exchange that isavatlable at the
moment.

This claim for public good is in part a responseatsymmetrical
set of social concerns. The project is implicitigncerned by a
retreat from the public to the private sphere eteeat from social
connection to individual agency. The project is cemed that
contemporary channels of communication are domihabg

private discourse and/or commercial interest. Thejegt is

inspired by a jaundiced view of our contemporamdition in

which the ‘public man’ has fallen, the ‘public inést’ is an

excuse, and ‘public service’ is hopelessly anadstiun (See for
example [1-5])

Nowhere is this more evident than the sphere ofneonications,
though little is more important to the public irget than public
communication. Our culture, our polity, and our gueral well-
being are all inextricably tied to communicativdsagust as our
culture and our polity are tied to places like Tian Milan,
Thessaloniki, Southampton, and just as our perseabidbeing is
increasingly tied to global communications.

One can imagine that a direct and immediate line
communication between disparate peoples and plaglesther
sought out or experienced by happenstance, cotgslpositively
to an understanding of the global, and contribpiesitively to a
global zeitgeist, whilst in parallel, contributing local life on the
street. Against this background, the Portals atecsasciously
public, local, and global.

Which is not to say that the Portals will save w@ld, and one
finds it hard to imagine that ‘the public good’ Imie the first
thing that comes to mind when witnessing the Poitalise. Half-
whacked people will emerge from CBD clubs and lzard make
their way to a Portal for a bit of crude banternf&opeople will go
out of their way to be racially abusive, and “flasst may well be
attracted to the potential of an international ande. The Fallon
Gong in Melbourne will no doubt pose a challengaudthorities
in Tianjin. Socceroos supporters will no doubt trage their
counterparts in Milan and Thessaloniki. But suckhis nature of
a public sphere, and such is the nature of theigudhd it is in

our interests that these spheres exist and besiolgesand whilst
the ordinary law of the land constrains people’sav@our on the
street in the usual way, the Portal itself offere further

constraint. In this sense the Portal offers a ‘klaoreen’, to be
populated as the public sees fit.

4.2 A research instrument
As an instrument for research the Portal offers umimer of
possibilities.

of

4.2.1 Publics, and public spectacle

The Portal’'s work in the simultaneous construct@fnmultiple
parallel publics, some here, some there, some \wafthe screen
and others watching the communicants, providestenpially rich
field for the exploration of the construction ofpablic, and the
nature of public spectacle.

4.2.2 Human interaction

Similarly, the Portal’s work in creating multiplerins of parallel
interaction among strangers, some here, some theoseje
interacting through the screen and others intergctiocally,
provides a potentially rich field for the exploti of the
dynamics of spontaneous human interaction, codperatlay,
competition, coordination, and other forms of sbeietion and
interaction.

4.2.3 Communication

The Portal’s invitation to strangers to communictiteugh the
spoken word, signs, gesture, and body-languagevide® a
potentially rich field for the exploration of theegormance of
interpersonal communications.

4.2.4 Cross-cultural comparisons

The international nature of the Portal providesogeptially rich
field for cross-cultural comparisons of public spete, social
interaction, and interpersonal communication.

4.2.5 Mediating communication

The ‘blank screen’ may or not constitute a vacuuowerful
enough to seduce and hold dlaneurs,and convert them into
interpersonal communicants and social publics. Thao say, it
may not be enough to provide a ‘blank screen’ tmmuoinicate
with, without also providing something to commuréabout. To
further mediatecommunication it may be efficacious to augment
the screen in each of its three modes. ‘You and fdieéxample,
might be provided with say, a virtual balloon sitiin the corner
of the screen. We might use an arm-motion to hé wrtual
balloon into the air, and might set about coopegatd keep it in
the air. Perhaps such a ploy will be a distractipathaps the
historical and geographical footage of “Other” mode ill-
advised, or do they add value to public spectaicigraction,
interpersonal communication and cross-cultural camspn?

5 SUMMARY

In summary then, the project is to use simple, named
technologies to materialise a small-scale concdpa ¢public
good’, whilst at the same time probing the congtouncof publics,
spectacles, social interactions, interpersonal conications,
play, cross cultural comparisons, and overtly featidd
communications.

6. CONCLUSION

Screens are proliferating. We view the outdoorsoulgh car
windscreens, we look at our work through computeeens, we
know the world through TV screens and we talk to fiiends
through handheld screens. Maybe we have becomeutksers of
our screens [6].



Common characteristics of these screens includattieiduation
of the screened experience, aswmmercializatiorof the service
and the spectacle.

An individuated screen experience is present inlanege-room,
the office and in the hand. These screens enaltie s together,
but also to the point, they enable us to be alogether. We are
alone together watching the Sopranos and we aredlogether
on Facebook. We are not truly alone — for we alargenot alone,
together we are all alone — and this is better tsiamply being
alone. But this form of togetherness is vicarioasher than
visceral, and makes for an attenuated sociality.

In contrast, the sociality mediated by the shamettcle of the
cinema screen, live concert or football stadiumgvpies for a
being-together of a different order. We are nonaloand we are
not just together in not being alone, we are togetto one
another. We constitute a public to one anotherrispanot just
the spectacle that brings us together, but alsarghthe gravity
and momentum of common presence, and the enerfigedback
and feed-forward loops that operate within that g@n presence.
The Portal intends to create such a public sogjalit shared
presence present to us all, albeit on a small scale

Where the Portal differs from the cinema, the faditband most
other public screens and spectacles, is that coomhenr artistic
content is not the catalyst for the creation ofljpugociality. The
catalyst is the simple presence of the pupéc se,and the public
interest is in one another — in ‘You and Me’, ards™ and
‘Others’, and not in a contrived spectacle thatvees a public.
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