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Abstract

The present work is focused on the perception of the spectator of a multimedia play. For that purpose, it attempts to address the following questions: What are the differences between multimedia, intermedia, hypermedia and virtual theatre? And moreover, does it affect the spectator’s perception?  Does the intermedia theatre search a new relation between the stage and the audience? Do the media offer in theatre new experiences of entertainment? These questions are discussed according to the most relevant researches’ theories and some company’s performance works.
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The present work is focused on the perception of the spectator of a multimedia play. Understood the word “play” as a dramatic work for the stage, a physical space where the performers meet the audience. However, the term “multimedia theatre” is a broad concept, difficult to define because it covers different ideas: intermedia theatre, hypermedia theatre and virtual theatre, among others. But what are the differences between them? And moreover, does it affect the spectator’s perception? From the point of view of theatre studies, “multimedia” is not a very specific concept. Nowadays, almost all the plays are multimedia in the sense they put together, at the same moment, different mediums or languages with the aim of creating a Total Art Work. Following the Wagnerian idea of Total Art Work, a theatre play is usually constructed with the body of the performer, with music, with any kind of plastic art, video projection, lighting and literature. However, it has been normalized to make a direct connection between the words “multimedia” and “technology”. Thus, a play that projects video on stage is classified as multimedia, even when the presence of the video does not really affect the totality of the play, when the function of the video is not part of the fundamental idea that the play wants to tell. In these cases, the video is delegated to a scenography function and an effect of distance is produced between the figure (the perform) and the background.

Therefore, it could be more appropriate to leave the term “multimedia” aside, since it is polysemous, when referring to the plays that introduce technology tools on stage. It is in this point where the concept of “intermedia theatre” takes its place. In fact, “intermedia theatre” is placed within the broad range of “Multimedia theatre” but it refers to something more concrete, something that cannot be separated from the use of technology. In intermedia productions, a bigger extensive interaction between the performers and media is generated, producing reshape notions of characters and acting. Neither the live material nor the recorded material would make much sense without each other. Most of the plays considered intermedia, choose a narration or a content based on the idea of “real” and “virtual” to create an appropriate context to think about the different layers of presence that the new media contributes on the field of arts. 

In this sense, the projects of the New Yorker Company, The Builders Association, may be considered a very good example.  Almost all the plays of their repertory base their central story on the idea of dislocation, placed in a context of a mediated society where each person meets the other in the virtual space. For instance, the play of "Super Vision" (2005-2006) created with a device made with a lot of screens and quite complex networks, shows the relationship between a girl and her grandmother. The character of the grandmother, who is supposed to live in India, is outside of the space of the main action of the story which takes place in U.S.A. So, the relationship between the two characters is done through video conferencing (video chat). The actress who plays the grandmother is physically located outside the stage and she performs through a webcam. The story that the play wants to tell, cannot be dispensed with the mediated relationship of the two women, since the main narrative line would be meaningless. In this case, it may be a better choice the term  “intermedia”, leaving aside the word “multimedia” which could be relegated for a better use, within a global context. 

At last but not least, the concept of hypermedia in the theatre appears as a word related to digital languages. Due to digital developments in a sense of usability and immediacy, the theatre stage starts to introduce new technology into the artistic production. Bolter and Grusin (1999) describe it as a system of layers, information from multiple sources and images that are placed one above another. This is a device based on the basic form of reading in Internet. It meant a navigation-reading where the user breaks the linear reading, the contents start to accumulate and the focus in the narration centrality thread disappears. “We must abandon conceptual systems founded upon ideas of centre, margin, hierarchy, and linearity and replace them with those of multilinearity, nodes, links, and networks” (Landow, 1999) 
               This concept translated to the language of theatre, moving into the theatre space, involves designing a play where the use of technology results in simultaneity and multiplicity of stories. Multiple elements accumulate on stage. Faced with this dramatic situation, the viewer must create its own order and its list of meanings and priorities. This line forces the viewer to become a kind of Internet user to actively choose what to look through a mediated interface.   The audience is invited to participate in the process of creation, in the process of the construction of the meaning. The play remains open, the technological device predetermines the interaction with the audience, but it is the spectator who feeds the contents.

A good example for explaining this situation is Clyde Chabot’s “Hamlet-machine (virus)” project, which is based in Heiner Müller playwright. It is an artistic project created in three stages. The first was a multimedia installation, the second a Website and the third took place on stage with live performers. In the last stage, the public shared stage space with the group of artists; three performers and 4 technicians (a videographer, a musician, a computer technician and a lighting technician). A technological device of computers, video projectors, microphones and different kind of cables connections invited to interact in it. The public became an essential part in building process. They could take part or just watch, with relative intuition, through a web interface, activating images, texts, music and so on.

Given its experimental nature, this type of hypermedia theatrical work, does not take place in institutional theatres or in those that usually programme mainstream works. However, these kinds of projects are those that promote in a more actively way an interaction with the public through technology. Thus, both, intermedia and hypermedia plays, place the viewer perception in a different location to that of the classical theatre tradition does. The technology locates the viewer's sense and sensibility in a new place, exposing new paths in the area of the audience's emotions and entertainment. In practice, the divisions are not always as neat as such distinctions would suggest, and it could be more appropriate to see these as ends of spectrum.

The hypermedia and intermedia have opened a new way of approaching the stage work. The combination between the Live Arts and Media Technology (especially digital ones), has been used in innovative ways trying a particular distortion and several theatrical effects. In works of The Builders Association, Robert Lepage and Richard Foreman, the effects can be seen not only as a way to disorient the understanding of temporality but to experiment with the concept of Time within the theatrical representation. The technology has meant a challenge in postmodern and philosophy concepts as the "timelessness" or "extratemporality" where the viewer stands in a "no place" or "no time" which undoubtedly affects their perception of the theatre piece (Dixon, 2007).

Presence

The viewer is plunged into a different form of communication based on the mixture of different materials, into a cocktail of real and virtual presence. Intermedia theatre becomes the only artistic expression to put together the “real presence” of an actor-performer and the “virtual presence” of an image in front of an audience. In this sense, from the point of view of performance and theatre studies, a short approach of the ontological discussion about what “presence” means is suggested. Do the different qualities of presence offer a new way of reception? Does it provide a contemporaneous way to afford a new way of emotion? What does “presence” mean? From the perspective of the performing arts and digital arts, the concept of presence is closely related to the idea of "life" and the binomial "reality-fiction": “mediated presence” versus “direct presence”. Are these presences equivalent? Does it affect the perception of the viewer?


The research group that depends almost entirely to the University of Exeter, International Society for Presence Research, has made 12 different definitions of the term "presence”. (www.temple.edu/ispr/frame_explicat.htm). This fact explains the difficulties found at the time of writing a concrete definition of the term. For this purpose, the above mentioned research group takes several studies and articles from some of the most reputable theoreticians in this field like Philip Auslander, Peggy Phelan, Patrice Pavis, Steve Dixon, Herbert Blau and Josette Féral, among others. 

Taking into account the twelve definitions, it is mainly suggested that the idea of presence is perceived from a subjective gaze. Why? Because the perception, in turn, involves the interpretation of experience. Therefore, the presence to be perceived there has to be a subject, an individual (a person). And it is through this person, through its senses, that is generated a perceptual experience. This experiential presence could be perceived through a mediated mechanism (television for instance) or through a direct presence (physical reality).

Some of the above-mentioned theoreticians, like Auslander, assert that there is no ontological difference between the two levels of “presence” (performance and media). This point of view is based on the potential power of immediacy that current media’s technologies offer. In the other hand, some of them, like Pavis or Phelan, hold that the concept of “presence liveness” cannot be put aside from the idea of “being alive”. Auslander puts in the middle of the discussion the figure of a hypothetical Chaterbot. It is a sophisticated robot that communicates via Internet and can be taken as a human being. It does not share the same physical space with his interlocutor but it is able to answer immediately almost like a human being. Even with this idea of a “Chaterbot” a possibility of equality from the ontological perspective gets opened. Thus, it seems that in the concrete example of a theatre space, there are still certain differences regarding the role of spectator. Nowadays, within the theatre stage, it is still easy to distinguish the different qualities of the materials appearing on stage. These differences could be eliminated by some mechanisms of virtual reality, the only way nowadays to be able to create 3D spaces is in real time. 

     In the theatre, each spectator has its own experience in front of the intermedia play. As it is already said, the concept of presence depends on the perception of the subject. The audience sits in the chair of the theatre ready to live a real-time experience that takes place on stage. An intermedia play starts, which means that media technology (virtual) and real bodies will tell the story built on the basic premise of the relationship between these two elements: the mechanism of technology and the performer.

                     The double presence of the virtual images and the performers generate an accumulation of messages and it has tended to blur the focus of perception of the viewer. Both, the multiplicity of presences of different levels and the simultaneity of different message qualities lead to a more active attitude of the audience and cause changes in the perception register of the spectator, as well as in its space and time perception. The active attitude and the different textures imply a greater involvement in the management of content and emotion from the viewer (Giesekam, 2007).

According to Elizabeth Klaver (1995), the viewer becomes a more critical entity. When the public attends a cross-media work (video screens, projections, music, dance, text, body) mediated games are generated and the boundaries between disciplines are blurred, creating a truly Total Theatre. In this situation, the spectator looks changing not only its own ways of perception but it also notes the deconstruction and the alterity that live on stage. Josette Féral adds the idea of a look that navigates from one source to another, from one image to another, creating a sort of synesthetic relationship between them (Féral, 1993).

As Patrice Pavis explains in his book "La mise en scène contemporaine" (2007), the massive influence of audiovisual media on stage causes a change of centrality. This centrality makes reference to the figure of the performer’s body. Before the 60s, the Body was the principal element of the theatre. However, after 70s, with the development of media technology in all kind of arts, the body starts sharing its supremacy with other medias. There is not one principal centre anymore, but several.  The projection of video image on stage changes the audience own perception of the time, space and its own body. Moreover, the eyes of the viewer will not necessarily choose in first place the performer’s body. According to Pavis (2007) his eyes will fall more rapidly in the attractiveness of what is being shown on a larger scale. According to Jean-François Peyret (Pavis, 2007) the actor can hardly compete, as a transmitter of representation, with an image next to him. The actor should reinforce his presence to catch the eye of the audience.

Transparency and Opacity

Following Matthew Causey’s ideas about the reception of cross-media work, such as intermedia theatre play, this perception experience may be assumed in two ways: consciously or unconsciously. He suggests that the screens wherein we see ourselves seeing ourselves are not transparent, but opaque. (1999). For example, this idea is seen when an actress on stage is talking to a microphone and the audience is hearing the audio from the speakers. The audience assumes this experience as a meditated message as well as if there was a video projection next to this performer, giving another kind of story’s information. The fact of observing the technical mechanism (speakers, screens…) makes the audience in certain way conscious of its self. When this effect generates a sort of distance between the audience and the play it is said to be an opaque mediation. 

Therefore, the use of technology can be introduced with regard to the perception of the spectator, in a transparent way or in an opaque way. This opposition contrast technology forms that seek to immerse the spectator by aiming to make the interface disappear (in the way that cinema does) against those that expose the whole technologic mechanism (in the way Godard’s film does). Companies like The Builders Association or Rimini Protokoll are good examples within the use of technology in opacity way. On the contrary, other artists prefer to create a transparent mechanism that makes every technological device disappear in order to avoid the distancing effect, similar to what occurs in Brecht’s theatre (Dixon, 2007).

What happens when the individual is not aware of the technological device? It will assume the situation as a real experience (physical world) and the boundaries between real and virtual will be confused. However, the awareness of the existence of a technologic device may also develop the sense of presence. In this case, the perception of presence occurs through a sort of detachment where the individual is aware of the media mechanism. 

The use of technology in a transparency way or opacity way, significantly affects the basic disposition of the viewer. This condition affects how the audience will perceive the play. Many of the works that use technologies on stage combine these two types of treatment depending on the effect they want on the viewer at every moment. That intention is directly linked to the perception of “presence” that the audience has of each self in relation to the work that has come to see. Thus, it is remarked the important influence of the virtual-technological device that can generate within the theatre scene.

Devices based on transparency

Artists like Robert Lepage and Win Wanderkeybus are used to introduce technological mechanism within the mise-en-scène, especially projections of live or prerecorded images. The artistic languages that both, Wanderkeybus and Lepage, use are clearly different. Lepage, is characterized by using a very complex and sophisticated technology to create visual magic games. On the contrary, Wanderkeybus, is a creator who has absolute control over the images created on stage through the bodies and through video projections too. Nevertheless, his technological device is usually simpler than that of used by Lepage and his company Ex Machina. However, in some ways, both of them generate a transparent technological device. They both want to immerse the viewer within the scenic narrative. Their desire is not to create a distancing effect between stage and spectator, they want to absorb the public perception and insert into the fantasy, involving them in the fiction. To achieve that goal, in most cases, they hide all the technical system of projectors, screens and cables.

Wanderkeybus intends to create a device that immerses the viewer from its emotional side. Creative movement, dance in conjunction with a highly visual staging and plastic, are the principal tools of this artist. In “Blush” (2002) (www.ultimavez.com), a large “screen” made up of vertical slats of elasticised material allowed performers to move through it. Striking effects were achieved through using the screen to project an underwater scene, into and out of which dancers lead – with stunningly precise synchronisation between their physical disappearance from the stage and their onscreen reappearance swimming underwater (Giesekam. 2007). The public is attracted by the impact and coordination between the virtual and the real dancers, a magic effect takes the viewer into a world of fantasy.

Lepage, in the play "The Andersen Project" (2005) also manages to create an almost magical world through the image. The technological device is hidden in most of the times so that it is difficult to figure out how it has been done. Lepage’s language is more theatrical because He tries to tell the story through fictional characters. His intention is to use the technology as part of the story of the play, reinforce the effect of absorbing the public perception emotionally and especially rationally. He uses the screens in transparency way, often causing a similar attraction to that of the screens of the cinema (http://lacaserne.net/index2.php/exmachina/)

Devices based on opacity

When the public can see the whole technical system that is being used in the play, generally an opaque treatment is produced. The artist, who selects this route, normally has two basic principles. On the one hand, the artist wants as far as possible to emphasize the fictionality of theatrical act and for that aim it will precisely make it more clear. On the other hand, displaying all the technical tricks, the spectator stimulates a type of perception that creates a distance between the theatrical fiction and its own presence. These kind of principles that are stimulated by opaque systems are common in most post-dramatic plays and try to break with the tradition of the classical representation.

               Such devices do not want to create a cinematic effect, but the opposite. The distance that this opacity could produce causes the presence of the viewer its self not only in the fiction of the stage, but also in the perception of its self being in that theatre space, in that moment. This choice of mise-en-scène must be consistent with the dramatic approach of the play, because this fact will define the relationship between the performance on stage and the audience. Layers of different messages are often generated, parallel stories, since it is possible to play with different places and times simultaneously.

In the Builders Association’s play called “Jet Lag”, an American sailor who planned to do the world sailing race alone, fell into difficulties getting lost in the sea. The sailor, instead of telling the truth to his family and to the medias, decides to make a fake video-diary. So on stage, the performer (sailor) prepares a camera set with a camera, a fake background to create his own fiction. The audience knows more than the others character of the story because they are watching the fakeness of the story. In this example, the choice of an opaque device has created a double narration and the audience is the only one to perceive it. Two layers of stories work together. The first one is the basic fiction, which is being performed on stage, the reality of the character. The other story is mediated through the video-diary in which the audience is the only one to be able to witness the result (through a video projection) and the recording process (on stage). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the use of the technology in opacity way produced a stronger presence of the technological mechanism. The audience realizes and accepts this mediatisation, as part of the story of the theatre play. According to Causey’s ideas, the spectator perceives its own presence and it will follow the story on stage but with some kind of distance. The opaque devices promote a relation between the spectacle and audience based on consciousness. The opacity produces on the audience a conscious perception of its own presence and it is from this point that it will perceive the play. On the contrary, when a transparent device is selected, the audience makes an immersion process. It gets into the images, without any mediatisation and any distance produced between the fiction and the audience. Like in cinema, emotional immersion into the fiction is generated. The audience tends to loose the conscious of its own presence. Consequently, it is suggested that a transparent device involves a more emotional approach than the opaque. However, the opacity way generates a conscious relation between audience and play. This fact suggests that in this case the audience will be more critique, more free to create his own perception about the story presented on stage.

So, the basic choice between a transparent or opaque technologic devise seems to be the first step to know how and what is going to be the reception for the audience. Moreover, disposition of the technological mechanism is going to affect emotionally and rationally the spectator. 
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