iMac Music
Live performance, 2013-2018

Fionn: As a ‘technological fauvist’ who uses computers
as raw material rather than working with software, your
approach is reminiscent of the way Nam June Paik
used his TV sets, such as: Magnet TV (1965) and Video
Synthesizer (1969).
Does Paik’s work influence your artistic practice?
Do you think iMacs also have the potential to be
transformed into an artistic medium as televisions
were treated by Paik? Or are they still enmeshed in the
commercial chain of evolving technology?
: Of course I’ve known about Paik’s work
and love his sculptures. And in most attempts to draw
out a history for artists working with electronics he’s a
strange attractor. But I’ve never seen Paik’s work and
had it trigger me to think about my own work differently.
Maybe because his aesthetics are so naturalised in the
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anything vastly different about old iMacs that
makes them more or less susceptible to medium
obsolescence than what Paik (and the people
tasked with preserving his work) had to deal with
using television sets. At least I’m imagining him
going on the same kind of treasure hunts I go on
to unearth old hardware.
There is one big difference I think. Paik was
treating television as a monolithic thing, any TV
was all TV. In comparison the computers I’m using
as so culturally loaded. Everyone from a certain
generation remembers the candy-coloured jellybean-shaped iMac G3, it’s associated with the
return of Steve Jobs to Apple and the company’s
transformation into a global geek-chic powerhouse,
it was an iconic device amongst designers and
musicians of a certain era. If you look at the liner
notes for some of the music released by people

contemporary techno-industrialised environment.
Information overload, speed, flickering images and
weird video glitches... you have a microcosm of these
aesthetics in your pocket every time you use your
smartphone.
For me the inspiration comes from a desire to tap into
the materials of my surroundings. Maybe Paik felt the
same way about television. In one of John Cage’s
diaries, Paik is quoted saying,”Someday artists will work
with capacitors, resistors & semi-conductors as they
work today with brushes, violins and junk.” This sounds
pretty quaint today, but it’s important to me because I
see it as a sign of the creative battle he was fighting.
In that I definitely find something..sympathy maybe.
The way he was able to move between discourses,
from western classical music to gallery art, while using
techniques and media that until then scarcely belonged
in either. His hybridity reflects a radically open and
imaginative mind.
To answer your second question, I don’t think there’s

like Jim O’Rourke or Christian Fennesz around the
year 2000 you’ll find their stated instruments as “G3”.
They would carry these machines around to their gigs
proudly. It’s hard to treat an object like that with the
same universalism Paik was able to do with television.
Fionn: Since you have critical perspective on the
consumption of disposable computing devices, can
you share with us your artistic view on these ’emerging
histories’ from television, computers to ubiquitous
digital devices (e.g. iPhone, wireless cameras, etc)?
How do they change our senses and interactions with
the world?
: I get inspired by the way people create
beliefs and feeling around devices. I think its part of
mediation, ways tools act as instruments for knowing
and making the world, and the personal and intimate

Jonathan: First I want to say that Sally-Jane writes
beautifully. She co-authored the STEIM Touch manifesto
from 1998, which was a huge inspiration for me
when I was just starting to experiment with electronic
instruments almost ten years later. In terms of my
own thoughts on poetics in my work, I’d rather not
accidentally provide definitive interpretations, but I
certainly can understand the poetics that Sally Jane
experienced from it, you're confronted with a lot as an
audience, the value system around digital technologies
is so fragile, it can make the notion of progress seem
especially hollow.
I haven’t worked as much with other devices as I’d like.
I did an installation in Nantes in 2013 using Pentium IV
computers that were rescued from a business park.
They were thrown out because they had Windows 95 on
them and weren’t able to run any modern software. The
computers were reclaimed by the Bricolab in St Nazaire,
and their whole project is saving such computers and
installing lightweight, but modern, Linux on them so that
low income families can have home computers.
Dancers Jasmine Ellis & Evandro Pedroni, Telco Remains @ SIGN, Groningen

relationships, delusions or fantasies, social formations
that grow around mediations. I guess this means that I’m
remixing in some capacity, or at the very least I opt for
thinking about history in a non-linear way.
All my work is in some way musical and has some
element of reflecting on how we make music. My
musical background before getting into electronic music
was mainly focused on Appalachian-influenced “new
weird America” folk. I was playing harmonica, banjo,
accordion, singing some and had developed a taste
for the ways of playing that those instruments and that
community entail.
At around the same time I was learning about
electroacoustic composition and using Max/MSP in
school. These were two radically different sensoriums
and ways of making the world. You couldn’t bring a
laptop on stage to a folk jam, you’d get heckled off.
Why?
At the time I thought it was an issue of packaging.
Michel Waisvisz, the late director of STEIM, where so
much pioneering artistic work was done with new
electronic musical instruments, was always seeking to

make his new instruments stand on equal footing
with traditional instruments. He’d construct ergonomic
shapes out of wood for his instruments, like the
cracklebox and the cracklesynth, so they would look
like the same species as the rest of the western
ensemble.

I set the computers up with a similar Linux distribution
and rewired their hardware so that their memory
circuitry was interconnected, so that over the course
of time they would eventually cease to function. In
the meantime the audience could run software on the
machines. That was interesting because there was
an entirely different cultural narrative baked into the
work, it was much more about linking noise to the way
hardware and software work together to create value.

In retrospect I’ve realised that sensory realities operate
a lot like political ones. They may even be one and the
same. They’re etched into the body. I’m very curious
what political realities are enshrined within the sensorymotor world we’ve created with different ecologies of
digital tools.

After working with the iMacs it’s also hard to resist
the gravity of the rest of the Apple gadget family. The
problem there is that these other devices (e.g., iPads)
exist in a different phase of the consumption process.
People don’t hold the iMac G3 dear. It’s far removed
from its original emotional impact. And not old enough
yet to be an object of nostalgia.

Fionn: Professor Sally Jane Norman complimented
this piece, writing that it ‘heightens our awareness of
the techno- ecological race we’re caught up in, making
obsolescence a powerful poetic resource’. How do you
interpret it? Besides iMacs, do you also work on other
digital/analog apparatuses (e.g., iPad, vinyl records, VR
headset,etc) to address this ‘techno-ecological race’
more?

This means an iMac G3 can be found easily and
cheaply. Then you can treat it with experimental
curiosity. I’m actually pretty excited about an upcoming
workshop I’m organising with Darsha Hewitt and Gijs
Gieskes. We’ve got a pile of 2011 Macbook pros that
are simply not being used, and we’ll be able to use
them in this way. It’s a rare opportunity to work with
contemporary machines as if they were obsolete, I’m
excited to see what comes out of it!

Telco Remains of
the Pianist’s Touch
Instrument/ Installation/ Performance, 2016

Fionn: In this work, you mention that the sense
of touch is the missing link between the digital world
and human intuition. Can you elaborate this idea
more?
How did the sense of touch become missing? How
do you see the development of digital devices with
touch screens and their influence on interpersonal
relationships?
Jonathan: By saying "touch is the missing link
between the digital world and human intuition" I'm
paraphrasing a certain ideology. At the MIT Media Lab
of the mid 90’s there were certain research groups
who were interested in touch interaction, and new
ways of bringing human and machine together. It was
before my time, but also was probably something of a
general feeling within digirati circles of that era.
Real-time computing and networked information
portals were becoming household items.
And HCI was coming into its own as a discipline.
Years earlier there was Bell telephone’s catch phrase
“reach out and touch someone”. Somehow the allure
of intimacy in communications media is impossible
to resist. With touch as the primal and purest way of
knowing another.
I think I'm generally interested in the ideologies and
functions of touch, but without necessarily subscribing
to any of them. You asked 'how did touch become
missing' in the development of digital devices and
interpersonal relationships. I think that ideology
assumes that known ways for people to connect have
been replaced by new ones.
I rather think that we simply have more ways to
communicate, to touch, and to not touch; digital
technologies add more cultural richness to explore,
not less.

Satellite Skin
Interactive installation, 2014

Fionn: You said this work is inspired by Thomas
Zimmerman’s concept of ’body-signal transmission’.
Can you share with us the producing process of using
technology behind this work?
Why do you choose a ‘discarded piano’ as the
transformative apparatus although the performance
doesn’t have any piano-like sound ?
Jonathan: Using a piano as the core material of the
apparatus came about in a moment of serendipity.To
build the work I reached out to the furniture designer
Panos Sakkas, who goes by the name Agent for the
Underused. He works completely using repurposed
and discarded materials, which is something I felt was
a meeting point between our work.
Panos happened to have a piano in his storage
room, and when we talked about what material to
use for the apparatus and speaker enclosures, the
piano came up, and we both immediately agreed
that was the right starting point. When a pianist is
extraordinarily expressive you say they have great
“touch”.
At the same time, the piano keyboard the classic
kludge of electronic music. When electronic music
came like a bolt from the blue in the 1950s you had all
of these new sounds and ways of making them, with
no suggestive ways to play the sounds. In the 60's
Moog attached a piano keyboard to such a system,
and the impossibly wide possibilities of electronic
sound became measured by a centuries-old musical
paradigm. That’s where the motivation for using the
piano came from.

I was lucky to run into Tom Zimmerman at Steim a
few years ago while I was doing the early research
for this work. He was incredibly generous with his
knowledge, and even gave me some schematics for
the designs he developed for a prototype intra-body
transmitter/receiver system.

Fionn: In ‘Satellite Skin’, the apparatus serves as an
intimate meeting of ’touch and feedback’ and engage
visitors to participate in. How do you develop the idea
of ‘human instrument’ from ‘Satellite Skin’ (2014) to ‘
Telco Remains of the Pianist’s Touch’ (2016) ?

The sound itself is created by a feedback loop and
grows within the bodies of the performers and the
sound system, using Zimmerman’s ‘intra-body signal
channel’ as a pathway for the feedback to occur.The
general technique of the work is to use Zimmerman’s
body-transmission research with electronic sound and
acoustic phenomena to tangle the bodies of dancers
within the physics of the broadcast technology.

Jonathan: I usually work iteratively on really longterm research and development trajectories. Satellite
Skin and Telco Remains are both part of a single
research trajectory for me, one that continues to
produce new works. Satellite Skin came after my first
performance etudes with this technology, and I was
looking to investigate how a performance instrument
could also function in a gallery context. Usually you
see instruments exhibited in a gallery space that are
self-performing (I'm thinking of Joe Jones' self-playing
instruments, or the many artists who have built robotic
instruments of various kinds).

Fionn: In 1996, Zimmerman proposed a PAN system
will allow users to exchange electronic business cards
by shaking hands. As a researcher and an artist, how
will you imagine the physical touch between human
body, material and digital information in 2046?
Jonathan: I think I enjoy past futures more than
making projections. But if I have to write science
fiction, I would say that the human body is currently
at the frontier for digital renegotiation. It’s apparent in
the spread of personal, industrial and governmental
biometric sensing and analysis tools. The Aadhaar
program in India, for example.
While the touch screen is relatively contemporary, it is
more or less based on information travelling from the
mind out into the world, it represents a way of thinking
about tool use that is at its root very humanist. I think
future digital apparatuses and information systems
increasingly invert this relationship, the body and all
its intimacies will be part of giant logistical machines.

I'm very interested in the act of playing and the
sense of self that creates, so I wanted to show an
instrument that could be played by the gallery visitors.
In the end Satellite Skin became very interesting
because the players (gallery visitors) completed the
work, in a very sculptural sense.
Fionn: How do you see touch as an ‘intimate act’ in
an alienating digital world ? Is there any message that
you want to communicate with the participants?
Jonathan: I'm not particularly interested in conveying
a message with these works. Rather, I want to invite
reflection on ways of being. I'd like the audience
to reflect on what it is to be present, mindful and
sensitive when enmeshed within a technological
ecosystem, and to open up space to imagine
technology as a field of possibilities rooted in myth
and imagination.

Sensory
Cartographies of
Madeira
Live performance, 2016

Fionn: Can you share with us the experience of
wearing the sound synthesiser designed by you and
Sissel Marie Tonn in the cloud forests? What is your
role in this collaborated project? Does this worn
instrument enhance your senses of perceiving the
nature?
Jonathan: The experience is interesting to say
the least. Sometimes you'll hear a response, and
you know your body is reacting to something but
you aren't sure what. Then you start to speculate
on what it could have been in the environment and
play with that; for example, I found out my body was
responding to changes in cloud cover, as the sunlight
would be blocked and unblocked. It's a strange
feeling to recognise your body operating outside of
your consciousness, it's not alienating per se, more
humbling actually.
Fionn: If technology can help us perceive the world
at a new level, is that still an ‘authentic human
experience of sensing’ ? What is your viewpoint of
‘body extensions’ ?
Jonathan: I completely reject the idea of some
'unfiltered' human sensory experience. This is
romantic at best. I don't think subjective experiences
can exist without mediation, constructed between the
network of bodies, environment, consciousness, the
social and technological sphere.

Fionn: How do you think about the relationships between
human senses, biometric technology and the nature
environment?
: I think its unexplored territory. And rather
crucial given the climate crisis global humanity is facing.
The catastrophic effects of climate change are operating
within a localised realm of experience, and the general
theories and predictions are computational and operating
on time scales and with phenomena that aren't available
to human sensation as it is. Expanding the sensorium is a
political necessity, at the far end perhaps even a matter of
survival.

Biometric Archive
&
What is it Like to
be a Bat?
Exhibition, 2016

Fionn: It is interesting that you annotated biometric data
log sid-by-side with century-old archive plant specimens in
the Jardim Botanico in Funchal, which metaphorically put
human into the context of the whole ecosystem and the
colonial history.
How do you think the relationships between human and
plants in an art and culture perspective?
: I think human bio-matter is undergoing its own
form of colonisation, through all forms of quantification
and capture of lived experience. This is the connection I
wanted to draw by proposing to submit the trace remnants
of my own acclimatisation to the Madeiran ecosystem.

Critical Making
Curator ╳ iii ╳ Educator

Fionn: Not only an artist, you are also a curator,
researcher, and an educator who fully engages in
the media art field. Can you share with us your idea
about ‘critical design’?
Do you also use design fiction to construct your art
projects, curation proposal or to teach students?
: I don't come from design and so don't
know the methods very well. Although I certainly do
try to present something like a fictional proposal in
my works, I am very much focused on experience
and moments; the kind of timing you know as a
musician.
In my teaching I try to find ways of knowing the
techno-scientific, the mathematical through a musical
way of experiencing the world. Not necessarily
computation as music, but as something that exists
in time and space.
I absolutely ask my students to reflect critically on
the technical objects they introduce into the world.
But I don't necessarily ask them to start with design
fictions, although that's fair game, I think more often I
want them to engage in the unpredictable process of
creating something new and imaginative, and to let
critical reflection shape the outcome just as much as
the affordances of the materials they use.
In this sense I think I share a lot of views with Matt
Ratto, who coined the term 'critical making'.
Although 'making' and 'maker', as they have been
re-appropriated by business logistics and Silicon
Valley market-speak, are also problematic ideas.
Finally, curation I use this as a vehicle for ideas
that are too big and multi-valanced for only one of
my artworks to digest properly. Curation is also a
form of social practice, it's how I ground myself in a
community.

Fionn: How do you think about the development of
computing and coded culture nowadays? What is your
artistic position of tactical media? Can you share with
us your observation or experiences of using tactical
media?
: Computing? I'm interested to see if
a quantum computer will be developed that can
effectively crack RSA encryption. That would be
monumentally disruptive.
In terms of Tactical Media, it's not something I have
thought about as a model for my work. I'm not
consciously trying to be an activist, at least not in my
artwork. And Tactical Media for me embodies a kind
of rebellious masculinity kind of social intervention that
I'm not so into. Maybe that will change.
Fionn: As we know, you are one of the founding
member of iii (Instrument Inventors Initiative, the
instrument-makers collective)—the artist-run-platform
for research, production and distribution of radical
interdisciplinary practice.
Can you give us a brief introduction of each program
or activities that iii is running? What is the feature of iii
that distinguish from other artist group?
: iii started as a group of 11 students from
the ArtScience Interfaculty in the Hague. We were all
working with self-made, performative media, and we
wanted to somehow bolster ourselves through creating
a community. We had to really, because we didn't
really fit into any of the standard artistic distribution
systems: we weren't exactly electronic music, or more
classically-oriented 'composer music', we weren't
really theatre, or film, or visual art, but in some way
could potentially present our work within all of these
economies.
By coming together we were able to present a
cohesively weird program to venues that could fill a
whole night with something like music, or a whole
gallery with something like visual art. iii has grown a lot
in the last few years. We now have our own building,
with a workspace and presentation facilities. We
have a regular program of activities, concert series,
commissions of new work, an artist in residency
program and the Reading Room series that I co-curate.

Fionn: ‘Self-made media as models of autonomy’
is iii’s artist statement on the website. Can you tell
us more about this idea and elaborate how does
iii realize it though different dimensions of image,
sound, space and the body?
: Despite outward appearances the
members of iii are extremely heterogeneous in their
artistic ideologies. So it's hard to say that everyone
involved has revolution in mind when making their
own work. Having said that, working as a
co-supportive entity, iii has enabled many of us to
pursue autonomous practices as a professional
activity. Personally I have an ambivalent attitude
towards artistic autonomy.

It's crucial that artists bring their talents to bear within
the society at large; but the artistic process, like
scientific research, becomes broken when subjected
to the dominant logics of the day, which today seem
to be reduced to a choice between neoliberalism and
nationalism. I'm putting it simply here, probably too
simple.
Fionn: Who influence your artistic practice the most?
Can you share one of your favourite quote with the
readers?
: The quote (below) sticks out now, maybe
tomorrow will be a different one. It's something Michel
Waisvisz said in 1999 about the next generation
of electronic music performers that were coming
to Steim. It seems kind of snarky, and I wouldn't
want to discredit conceptualism completely (maybe
conceptualism is making a comeback?).

But what he's saying is that instruments are more
than tools for realizing a concept, they are identity
objects and can be remixed in the same way a DJ
mixes and mashes samples.

Fionn: Thank you very much for the inspiring talk.
We look forward to seeing your next projects soon.

Obviously I owe an unmeasurable amount of
inspiration to the work of Michel Waisvisz and the
community of artists he fostered around Steim;
Nicolaas Collins, Joel Ryan, Laetitia Sonami, Kristina
Andersen, Bob Ostertag, dj sniff, Jamie Allen, Rosa
Menkman... the list could go on... and to the Dutch
free-improv scene, for teaching me a certain dynamic
sense of time and performativity.
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curated by curator Dr.Maciej Ozog in 2017. Collaborated with
Lodz Fabryka Sztuki (Art Factory), it aims to present the less
known phenomenon of technological perfromance to celebrate
the 100 anniversary of Avant-Garde music.
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Intellectually I owe a lot to Eric Kluitenberg, who
introduced me to media archeology and affect
theory, two branches of thought that still greatly
influence how I think about music and instruments.
Musically I think Bill Orcutt is wonderful, and I've been
listening to a lot of lo-fi hip-hop lately for texture.

"They deal with attitude; conceptualism is over. Their goal is to convey intention and simply use the tool that connects with
their attitude and intention. Almost like wearing the right gyms."—Michel Waisvisz, composer & director of Steim

