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Abstract 

This thesis raises the question of the fundamental relationship between image legibility 

and the generation of viewer’s embodied reception and involvement in the context of 

activist performance art. The documentation of politically-engaged performance sets out 

to capture the body acting in a real, non-theatrical settings. The significance of the 

body’s corporeality, especially its representation on the screen and operation on the 

viewer is central to understanding how that actor’s body intervening in a public space 

functions to elicit corporeal response from the viewer. I argue that the limitations of 

technology particularly the imperfections present in networked digital video such as 

glitch, interruptions and blurred images, elicit active participation of the viewer based on 

their familiarity with these digital aesthetics of video poverty. I reflect upon the 

complexities behind the electronic images that in media aesthetics are referred to as 

precarious aesthetics.  Based upon my proposition I selected and analyzed two video 

artworks documenting activist performance. My analysis was guided by the 

understanding that the low-fi quality of networked digital video activates the viewer’s 

sensory responses to video poverty building a sensory embodied bridge to the video 

performer.  

Keywords:  precarious aesthetics; digital video, performance; activism; video 

distribution. 
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Chapter 1.  

 

Introduction 

Films allow us to go beyond culturally prescribed meanings limits and 

glimpse the possibility of being more than we are. They stretch the 

boundaries of our consciousness and create affinities with bodies other 

than our own. 

(MacDougall, D. 2006)  

The idea for this thesis has been evolving throughout my years of fascination 

with the art of avant-garde and moving image: there is something deeply inspiring in the 

early 20th century avant-garde cinema that makes me so attracted to it. I have long 

admired experimental, groundbreaking techniques artists used to create images that are 

so captivating even nowadays.  

Growing up in the time of expansion of digital image and digital video practices 

across various domains - from political activism to art - I have witnessed the way the 

tendencies of use of ubiquitous cameras have shifted and the aesthetics of digital image 

evolved. I came to the realization that many of the tendencies in professional artistic 

production were borrowed from other fields, simultaneously evolving on the screen and 

incorporated by artists. The works discussed in chapter four - “Decembrists 

Commemoration” by art group Voina and “Lunar Homosexual Agenda” by Philip Huang - 

use the ubiquitous camera in a way that uncovers its socio-political and aesthetic 

potential.   
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While the aesthetics of the image offers possible ground for a discussion around 

the current trends in the way information is read and perceived, this thesis explores how 

the visual techniques appropriated by artists while capturing performance art and the 

devices utilized for its documentation shape spectators’ perception. Reflecting upon the 

latter I attempt to merge the boundaries between the medium and media as means for 

expression and means of communication (Marchiori, 2013). Human sensations are 

linked to media and multimedia technologies (Marchiori, 2013, Benjamin, 2010, Virilio, 

1994, McLuhan, 1969): the social and artistic polarities of media aesthetic are significant 

in understanding media art production and its circulation (2013, p.87).  

I am interested in exploring the complexities that arise when bridging aesthetics 

and politics of media art. By the politics of media I imply Marchiori’s argument on the 

aestheticization of everydayness (Marchiori, p. 85), which implies a de-defini1tion of art 

in its cultural and social domains. Photography, television, radio and, of course, video – 

all these art forms transformed and reified the contemporary art domain by erasing the 

border between what is usually referred to as life-art.  

This thesis also examines the relationship between the aesthetics of the digital 

video and human perception. My work focuses on a number of works that foreground a 

dialectic between activist performance, video, and distribution mechanisms. This study 

raises the question of the fundamental relationship between the legibility of the digital 

image and how images generate meanings and shape viewers’ perception: what do we 

see when we look at the digital image, how do certain aspects of digital image 

imperfections contribute to viewers’ perception? What information and knowledge can 

we get from the noisy image? From shaky camera or motion-blur scenes? I am 

interested in what is visible but most importantly - what is invisible. 

While current scholarship has addressed the dichotomy between the live and the 

recorded (Auslander, 2006, Varney, Fensham, 2000) this work aims to narrow down the 

field of inquiry in order to address aspects that have been overlooked. As existing 

 
1 The de-definition was used by Harold Rosenberg in his book “De-definition of Art” (1983). I use 

this term to contextualize the aesthetic experience when art as institutional domain is merged 
with everydayness.  
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conceptualizations don’t address activist performance and interventionist art, I set out to 

develop a framework to address this field of art and practice and analyze the degraded 

aesthetic of video documentation within politically engaged performance practices2. I 

would like to address the history of performance art, more specifically, avant-garde and 

its precedents in Dada and Futurism (Goldberg, 2011). The constituent elements of the 

avant-garde tradition include a certain model of reception, based on shocking and 

agitating the audience (Kester, 2012).3 Goldberg (2011) argues for the attempts of Dada 

and Futurist performers to appeal directly to larger audiences, to shock them. The 

interventionist aspect of early performances meant to make the audience reassess their 

everyday experiences and attitudes towards the way art was perceived. This was when 

performance as a social and political gesture crystallized.  

While looking at performance as an ephemeral genre, its mediated form has 

always had significance throughout its history. I will talk about performance art 

documentation in detail in Chapter 3 and in brief in Chapter 4, Here, I would like to 

mention, however, that the development of video practices, video activism and politically 

engaged performance art can not be studied separately as long as historically they have 

been interlinked. There is, however, a dichotomy of opinion on the significance of 

documentation to ephemeral art practices (Auslander, 2006, Antoni, 2012). I will expand 

on this further on in Chapter 3 when introducing Auslander’s concept of performativity of 

performance documentation. 

Interestingly, documentation of the early performance (Dada) now only exists in 

form of ephemera, that is, throwaway leaflets or pages in periodicals, correspondence or 

magazines some of which has now been digitized 

(http://sdrc.lib.uiowa.edu/dada/history.htm). This documentation celebrates the spirit of 

Dada through its compelling nature. The font, the way it is organized on the leaflet, the 

quality of the paper – everything fascinates in this early twentieth-century 

 
2  D. Conquergood (2002) uses the term “tactics of intervention” in relation to performance. I will 

give definitions for each key concept further on in the paper.  
3 Kester discusses the works of the Yes Men with reference to Chantal Mouffe and Bavo as 

“critical” art practice. He says that they embody “agonistic” resistance by “pushing people to 
feeling compelled” (Kester, 2011, p,279)  
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documentation. As I am discussing further in this thesis, there is a dichotomy between 

the “live” and documented. Current scholarship discusses and raises critical questions 

whether the documentation of performance that is highly mediated can preserve its 

liveness.  

A great number of performances in 1960-1970s, staged for the audience and 

performed in public spaces, would have lost their ideological and political underpinnings 

without documentation. Development of video technology and use of video as tactical 

media came as opposition and a logical response to existent conservative dominant TV 

and mass media, and also as a means to document ephemeral performances (Raley, 

2009). This phenomenon resulted in the formation of the cohorts of artists who can be 

identified as practicing aesthetic and cultural interventions into contemporary media 

landscapes. Raley, referring to Critical Art Ensemble, argues that activism is not 

anymore oriented revolutionary events but “micropolitics of disruption, intervention and 

education”. (2009, p.1) Both Raley and Pasi Väliaho explore the capabilities of video as 

well as other new media such as video games in its powers to “explore the push and pull 

of self awareness” . (Raley, 2009, Väliaho, 2014) 

I write this thesis in an attempt to articulate a historical and conceptual framework 

for capturing and sharing of politically engaged performance and explore how degraded 

aesthetics of video and distribution mechanisms relate to perceptual experience of the 

viewer. By writing this I explore how digital video evokes and elicits active participation of 

the viewer based on the viewer’ familiarity with the aesthetics of the video and its 

communication modalities.  

1.1. Research Domain 

This research focuses on the digital image and its invisibilities in the context of 

activist performance. It is guided by the understanding that the digital video record 

mediates the body’s corporeality in public space and the aesthetic of the digital image 

shapes the perception of the viewer. It is significant to emphasize the bridging of art and 
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socio-political domains when art goes beyond the art institutional space. Thus, the 

research domain bridges three fields: 

1. performance art  

2. digital video documentation 

3. online distribution mechanisms  

 

Figure 1. An illustration of the overlapping fields of research domain bridging 

performance art studies, moving image studies and communication 

technologies looking at the dissemination of the video online.  

Performance, both as art practice and way of knowing and methodology, sought 

to blur the border between life and art (Conquergood, 2002). Non-theatrical performance 

necessitates three basic elements: (1) context; (2) lack of plot and (3) chance (Kaprow, 

1993). Performance-inspired methods influenced the structural shift in humanities 

methodologies in late 1950s: the focus shifted to embodied practices as way of 

understanding society; performance as way of understanding everyday interactions 
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(Lamontagne, 2007, Merleau-Ponty, 2002). Lamontagne (2007) points out that the 

general tendency towards and concern for action “marked a turning away from fixed 

representational documents as knowledge depositories towards the investigation of 

event and time-based structures as a knowledge flow”. Thus, it’s interesting to look at 

how performance is recorded, especially in the context of activism (Lamontagne, 2007) 

The separation between the live and the recorded in performance art is generally 

taken for granted, in that the recorded is considered to be subordinate to the live 

manifestation. From a traditional perspective, video recording of performance can be 

approached as notation or simply documentation of performance piece (Varney, 

Fensham, 2000). Phelan argues for the necessary liveness of live performance while 

Auslander (1999) deconstructs the paradigm of the film-television-live by introducing 

immediacy and liveness as the key properties of television as a broadcast medium. 

According to Phelan (1993), performance can only be live. Once it is documented, it 

betrays its own ontology and disappears as long as performance’s “life is in present” 

(1993, p.146). Auslander, though, suggests to move away from this view on 

performance as it narrows performance to “a level of cultural economy” (1999).  

Current scholarship in performance studies suggests that video is considered to 

be a heavily mediated, impoverished image that lacks information about the mise-en-

scène as long as the gaze is constructed through the eye of the camera or mobile 

screen (Varney, Fensham, 2000). I agree with this statement. On the other hand, video 

and performance documentation can be addressed from various perspectives. First, in 

dance performance there are various understandings of how the presence, temporality 

and spatiality can be approached. Video as a medium for documenting dance 

performance might seem limiting, however, with developing technologies, starting from 

1970s and continuing into telepresence performance, sensor, and motion-capture, there 

are multiple ways we can approach the very definition of documenting dance and 

experience of dance performance and the embodied interaction. Secondly, the 

documentation of politically engaged and performative interventions doesn’t necessarily 

require the high-resolution  image to reproduce the experience, since even an 

impoverished image can be engaging. 
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Artworks I selected for analysis exemplify degraded aesthetics as expressive tool 

and allow me to ask what effect the aesthetic choices of the artists have on the viewer. I 

argue that despite all technical possibilities available nowadays, it’s the degraded low-fi 

aesthetics of the digital image that triggers affective, immediate, and embodied 

experience. Distribution mechanisms of politically engaged performance contribute to its 

political dimensionality. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the ways digital image aesthetics of 

imperfection elicits our perception and embodied experience.  

1.1.1. Research Questions 

Following my argument, I was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does activist networked digital video elicit active corporeal participation of 

the viewer through precarious aesthetics?  

2. What digitally mediated techniques do artists employ to materialize the body of 

the performer in front of the camera and how is this corporeality translated to the 

spectator?  

I attempted to address those questions with the purpose of understanding (1) 

how the imperfections of the video can activate the viewer, and (2) how the video when 

circulated transforms and this change impacts the viewer’s perception. To do so, I 

analyzed the selected documentations of performance art works using the 

phenomenological model of cinematic identification by Sobchack (1999) as well as 

applied the concept of political mimesis and  Pink’s (2013) theoretical model for visual 

data analysis. Sobchak relies upon the work of Jean-Pierre Meunier (Meunier, 1969) 

where he introduces the concept of identification in three genres of film. Thus, Meunier 

argues that one perceives images on-screen as existentially known or unknown. I will 

elaborate on the methodology in Chapter 2 and discuss each approach and its validity. 

1.1.2. Definition of Key Concepts 

Activation of Audiences 
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According to Bishop (2012), artwork must enable adequate modes of 

communication that allow viewers to engage with its ideas. Digital networked video 

questions secondary audience and transmission of these experiences. Hongisto (2011) 

argues that “for a documentary to be politically effective, it has to produce an experience 

that evokes the viewer to political action”. The experience, however, can go beyond 

strictly discursive aspect (2011). As I will further argue, in activist performance it is the 

video experience and expressive techniques used by artists that elicit this experience.  

Activism  

The policy or action of using vigorous campaigning to bring about political or 

social change (Oxford dictionary, 2nd ed.). 

Activist Performance  

Here I refer to a cumulative term introduced by Renato Poggioli (1981) as well as 

the definition of activism offered by Oxford dictionary: activist performance art – use of 

performative action and campaigning to bring about social and political change. Within 

this definition, I include the liminality of the performative artistic action and 

everydayness, defined by Groys as “artistic interventions in daily life” (Groys, 2013, 

p.53).  

“Protest performances generate powerful emotions, which prepare activist 
bodies for action”.  

(Juris, 2008, p.62) 

Protests, as Juris (2008) suggests, are characterized by ‘high ritual density’, 

resulting from the bodily awareness of co-presence among participants (i.e. performers, 

protesters) who are physically co-located. (2008] 

For the sake of clarity, however, I would like to stress that the use of technology 

within the performative setting as well as documentation of performative act is highly 

important for the context. Philip Auslander points out that the term “mediatized” is often 

used to indicate a particular object as a final product of a media technology, which, in 
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case of “mediatized performance,” means a form of performance circulated in the form of 

 audio or video recordings or other reproduction media or platforms (Auslander, 2008). I 

will elaborate more on Auslander’s (2006) notion performativity of video documentation - 

that is related to the dichotomy between the live and the recorded - in Chapter 2 of this 

research paper.  

 

Media Activism and Tactical Media 

Media activism takes many forms, primarily associated with the use of mass 

media and Internet.  

The term “tactical media” refers to a critical usage and theorization of 
media practices that draw on all forms of old and new, both lucid and 
sophisticated media4, for achieving a variety of specific noncommercial 
goals and pushing all kinds of potentially subversive political issues.   

• (Critical Art Ensemble, 1994, p.5) 

Degraded aesthetics 

Within this definition, I address a combination of digital image attributes 

discussed by Fetveit (2013a), Marks (2002), and Larkin (2004). Constant copying and 

reproduction, transmission and retrieval of data from the recordings results in degrading 

the image and sounds [Larkin].  

...pirate videos are marked by blurred images and distorted sound, 
creating a material screen that filters audiences’ engagement with media 
technologies and their senses of time, speed, space, and 
contemporaneity. In this way, piracy creates an aesthetic, a set of formal 
qualities that generates a particular sensorial experience of media 
marked by poor transmission, interference, and noise.  

(Larkin, 2004. p.291) 
 
4 Here Critical Art Ensemble refers to “digital” media, where digital is all media subject to 

“copying, recombining and representing” (in “Digital Media and Democracy: Tactics in Hard 
Times”, Megan Boler, MIT Press, 2010). 



 

10 

The degradation of pirated media, however, “creates a material screen that filters 

audiences’ engagement with media technologies and their senses of time, speed, space 

and contemporaneity” (Larkin, 2004, p.291).  

Here, Larkin discusses certain media conditions manifested on the videos as a 

result of piracy as social and economical phenomenon (2004). Marked by distortion and 

degradation as a result of constant copying and transmission, these videos bear a 

signage of certain social condition as well as geopolitical marker.  

Fetveit’s (2013a) approach to digital image and its aesthetics covers a broader 

domain: from citizen journalism to film and art. He discusses the limitations of 

digitalization and complexities of manipulations of digital image (Fetveit, 2013a). 

Addressing the many opacities found in digital image rendered by noise, blur and shaky 

camera, he argues that this imagery offers more affective powers than hi-res. What he 

calls the precarious aesthetic “can be tentatively characterized as an aesthetic style or 

artistic strategy which is reliant upon compromising [the] perceived transparency 

associated with visual and aural recordings, so that our access to something that we 

want to see or hear is partly blocked” (2013a). 

These accounts of media’s phenomenological and cognitive effect on the body 

and human perception will be discussed further on in Methodology section, Chapter 2.  

1.2. Performing Political: from early Avant-garde to the 

mediatized Performance 

I attempt to reflect on the technological possibilities and ways in which, 

historically and contextually, video has become a point of intersection for art, activism 

and technology. At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that this way of thinking 

is by no means a technological determinism but an attempt to look at the heterogeneous 

field of digital art domain from various perspectives - political and aesthetic. According to 

Maurizio Bolognini, digital artists work within three main domains: 

1. art system, 
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2. scientific research and 

3. politico-cultural activism in media. (Bolognini, 2008). 

As I build the framework for this research work at the intersection of 

performance, activism, moving-image studies and distribution mechanisms, I would like 

to look at the historical underpinnings for the phenomenon I will be talking about.  

Core principles, ideas and tendencies of activist art as we see it today were 

instilled in the traditions of historic avant-garde. In order to suggest a conceptual 

framework for understanding the relations between the body of the artist, socio-political 

domain and audience participation, I find it useful to look at an argument advanced by 

Renato Poggioli (1981). This scholar and theorist of the avant-garde outlined key values 

and characteristics of historical avant-garde that are valid nowadays in the work of 

contemporary politically engaged artists. 

Activist art has appeared long before avant-garde art as an artistic and cultural 

movement of the twentieth century. Mostly, these artist belonged to what is usually 

referred to as “political satire”. Among them – Honore Damier, Nikolai Gogol, George 

Cruikshank and more. However the all-encompassing values that unite both creative 

processes and activist practices started to developed vividly at the beginning of the 

twentieth century with Dada and Russian and Italian Futurism. 

As Poggioli (1981) discusses in “Theory of the Avant-Garde”, one of the core 

aspects of avant-garde art along with agonism, futurism, scientificism and alienation, is 

experimentalism, the modern version of “apprentissage of the artist’s mastery”, anxious 

search, experimentation with the form and style eventually aiming to transmit the 

material of art or renew its language (1981). Many institutionalized artists rarely 

belonged to politically engaged circles, while those driven by experimenting with the 

medium (Russian Futurist theatre, Dada) are considered to be on the avant-garde of 

political opposition. I want to mention that this should not be perceived as generalization 

but merely as an example of how the understanding of the role of medium has shifted. A 

good example is Dada newspaper cut-outs as precursor to media activism. Manipulation 

with medium, gender, and socio-political critique through the use of printed image, 
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impersonation - all these lead to reconsideration of artistic practices within the social and 

political domain, bridging art and communication technologies.  

Bishop (2012) in her discussion of participation as a form of art practice refers to 

early avant-garde and Futurism and Dada in particular. She names provocation and use 

of press as innovative theatrical tactics to engage the viewer (2012, p. 42). Italian 

Futurism broke the conventional modes of spectatorship and relations between viewer - 

performer; Paris and Zurich Dada and experimental events they organized (Dada 

Season, Cabaret Voltaire) to involve and engage Parisian public (2012, p.66) . As the 

last group Bishop highlights Russian avant-garde theatre developed after revolution 

1917.  

My interests in avant-garde, besides its technological aspect and radicalism, is 

mostly related to the way it anticipated audience participation and how artists provoked 

and encouraged this participation. I would like to mention, though, that I am mostly 

interested in traditions rooted in what Bishop framed as “socially engaged art” with 

reference to Trotsky rather than viewer assault, something that the Futurist poet 

Marinetti practiced. Russian “Collective theatre” as well as Dada activity and their critical 

use of media are of particular interest for this thesis. 

Russian avant-garde theatre attempted to “erode the distinction between the 

performers and the audience” (Bishop, 2012). Vsevolod Meyerhold’s productions The 

Dawn (1921) and Mystery-Bouffe (1918) are famous for re-conceptualization of the 

modes in which the audience has always been involved in the viewing process (Bishop, 

2012, p.53). Meyerhold’s reform of the theatre, starting with the  re-organization of  the 

mise-en-scène, was not a mere technical refinement but in fact directed at “at the 

unification of the stage with the auditorium” (Meyerhold, 2014).  

Historically, interactivity as an aesthetic category would not derive from classical 

concepts of composition or choreography; it is, however, indebted to the traditions of 

early 20th century avant-gardes and their experiments with performance “as live 

concatenation of different, sometimes conflicting media (dadaist, futurist, surrealist 

performances) as well as with performance as a conceptual instrument for the activation 

and provocation of the audience”. (Birringer, 2003). Important change in exploration of 
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interactivity was emergence of net.art as an art practice and cultural phenomenon. In 

1994-1999, Alexei Shulgin and Natalie Bookchin worked on “Introduction to Net Art”, a 

net.art manifesto that was supposed to articulate the main principles of this innovative 

art form. The challenge was to proclaim the rules of the movement that was supposed to 

have no rules.  

… maintaining independence from institutional bureaucracies… working 
without marginalization and achieving substantial audience, 
communication, dialogue and fun… The practical death of the author… 
Formation of communities of artists across nations and disciplines. 
Investment without material interest. Collaboration without consideration 
of appropriation of ideas. Privileging communication over representation. 
Immediacy. Immateriality .Temporality.  

(Shulgin, Bookchin, 1994-1999) 

  While a growing number of artists have started to experiment with technology 

merging performance and interactive media, it becomes crucial to explore the 

capabilities of video in performing resistance and activism. Mulder (2007) defines 

interactivity as “the process of the mutual change between the creator and the work”, by 

which the work of art comes into being. It is only brought to life in the eyes of an active 

viewer. (2007, p.55) Artists critically engaging in political landscape seem to appropriate 

various tactics and media techniques, aesthetically expressive and culturally rich.  

 

1.3. Video Activism as Tactics:  Portable Cameras 

Throughout the history of video activism, documentation of scenes of protests and 

interventions was one of the main subjects for activists and dissident artists. It is 

important to acknowledge the connection of such practices with mainstream TV. 

Oppositional video practices started to highlight “media events”. It has become a cultural 

phenomenon in late 1960s (Huffman, 1990). Both cable television channels and new 

technical developments started to challenge huge media networks. I focus here on the 

medium-specificity of the video and how it influenced its art and activist utilisations.  
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Medium-specific qualities of video allowed it to capture moving bodies with fairly 

low-cost equipment and in short terms, as opposed to film—with the exception of Kodak 

Super-8mm portable cameras that soon were replaced by video cameras. Relatively 

low-cost (in comparison to film), portable video production equipment was introduced at 

the beginning of the 1970s: in the United States it is the time of political unrest, feminist 

and anti-globalization movements. Activists used video for production of conveyable 

documentations on site on issues related to social and political problems (Dreher, 2014). 

The  Sony CV Portapack was considered to be “a revolutionary tool”. (Vasulka, 1992) 

With the introduction of video tape in 1973, video became an international medium, thus 

contributing to its democratization. (Vasulka, 1992]. Cameras such as early Sony gave 

possibilities to everyone who was interested, mainly artists and activists, to document 

social situations and experiment with the medium.  

In workshops activists offered not only to use the video equipment but also 

possibilities to learn the technical skills that were necessary for the filming of 

documentations. In addition to the distribution of video documentations by sending 

copied tapes the expansion of the cable systems in the United States offered in the 

seventies possibilities to install non-commercial advertising-free local channels whose 

programmes were created by the inhabitants.(Dreher, 2014) 

Besides purely socially and politically engaged video-groups, artistic video practice 

was also expanding in the 1970s: artists were experimenting with new forms and ways 

of filming. Video groups such as Videofreex, TVTV, the Raindance Corporation, Global 

Village, TV producer Fred Barzyk, artist Allan Kaprow, Bay Area Video Coalition (NCET - 

National Center for Experiments in Television) were mainly interested in the 

experimental use of video and criticized the commercially and politically corrupt 

television by creating underground distribution networks (Rogers, 2011). In the 1960s to 

early 1970s the alternative way to distribute information was by informal television 

broadcasting (George Stoney became a pioneer of the video activists´ use of cable TV 

and formation of Public-access television as known nowadays) and publications such as 

“Radical Software”. Edited by Phyllis Gershuny, Beryl Korot, Michael Shamberg and 

others, it conveyed information and essays by media activists and experimental artists. 

In Issue 1, Summer 1970 “Radical Software” published a manifesto on the 
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decentralization of the power through information. The editors suggest to overturn the 

monopoly of television networks by using video as alternative media. 

People must assert control over the information tools and processes that 
shape their lives in order to free themselves from the mass manipulation 
perpetrated by commercial media in this country and state controlled 
television abroad. By accessing low cost 1/2" portable videotape 
equipment to produce or create or partake in the information gathering 
process, we suggested that people would contribute greatly to 
restructuring their own information environments: YOU ARE THE 
INFORMATION.  

(Radical Software, 1970) 

I will now discuss how the circulation of video before the Internet contributed to its 

activist nature. 

1.4. Before Networked Media 

My aim in this section is to look at the ways video art works were circulated before 

networked media: what strategies were used and how it was different compared to 

nowadays. My inspiration for this section is to give a brief historical overview and an 

introduction to contemporary distribution mechanisms within the context of Internet and 

online video sharing platforms. 

I briefly talked about the history and tactics of video. I would like to proceed with 

discussing the circulation in the context of activism. 

As highlighted in issue 2 of Radical Software, by the end of 1976 interest in cable 

networks had increased. Its success was explained not only by the affordability of the 

medium and its availability to a broader audience: the content of cable TV was shifting 

towards educational and activist domains (Radical Software, 1970). To a larger part, it’s 

explained by the video as participatory medium.  

...awareness of the potential of the community cable resulted not only in 
the increasing availability of the medium but from educational campaigns 
conducted by universities, video groups, and citizens organizations which 
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explained that the cable was not merely an extension of further 
refinement of television, but an entirely new means of communications.  

(Mark Hinshaw, 1970) 

Thus, the development of cable networks as alternative channels for information 

distribution had a great impact on the way the counter-culture was evolving. From this 

perspective, video played an important role in transforming the relations between 

producer and viewer as well as in constructing new media environments. 

More important in relation to the immediacy and communication modality of video 

and its political dimensionality are the affordances of video as a medium, such as 

portability, light weight of the video system and relative affordability of video cameras 

(Dreher, 2014, Murphy, 1997). These enhanced the process of recording, reduced 

production costs and expanded video production to audience with no professional 

education per se. Apart from those listed above, such factors as speed of recording, 

immediacy, and relative ease in use contributed to politicization of video practices. All 

these modes of recording and distribution mechanisms have influenced the way video’s 

political applications are understood nowadays: the use of mobile phone cameras to 

record protests, as well as the distributed aesthetic of video footage that is now 

exemplified in contemporary art practices (Munster, Lovink, 2005). Situated in opposition 

to mainstream television, early cable and video distribution networks impacted a lot the 

way information flows functioned later in the early 1990s with the advance of Internet. I 

will say more about video’s media affordances in the age of Internet in the section 1.5. 

I would also like to mention the role of moving-image in integrating art 

interventions in the example of Viennese Actionism. The seminal book “Film as 

Subversive Art” (1974) by Amos Vogel illustrates multiple examples of documentation of 

art interventions. Otto Muehl exploited subversion and anarchist happenings with sexual 

content derived from Surrealist tradition to critic social value systems (Vogel, 1974, 

p.250). These performances were often subject to police prosecution and scandals. 

I chose to look at the local scene of Vancouver in the early 1970s that by that time 

represented a cohort of experimental video artists. Local video artists were a part of 
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Eternal Network, an international group of artists who exchanged correspondence 

through the postal system (Arclines, 2011). In 1971 Michael Goldberg created the first 

Video Exchange Directory; its main purpose was to facilitate the free exchange of non-

commercial videotapes. The call to join the Directory was sent out by postcards. Two 

years later Goldberg organized the first video conference and managed to collect around 

80 video tapes. Apart from mere collecting, the key aspect was a strong emphasis on 

public access: screenings, discussions.  

...they spent a considerable amount of time working with groups and 
members of the public, and many videos related to politics and social 
change became part of the collection. They were also involved in many 
facets of political activism.   

(Arclines, 2011) 

Satellite Video Exchange Society (SVES), which included artists such as Richard 

Ward, Charles Keast, Janet Miller, and Paul Wong, contributed to the acceptance of 

video as an art form (VIVO Media Arts Centre, 2012).  SVES published a video guide 

that was aimed to be distributed to every country, except Iran and Cambodia for political 

reasons. Cable-access channels offered a possibility for peaceful interventions into 

television programming (“The Gina Show”, Vancouver) and more. 

Besides artists, political activists were largely involved in SVES and video-making 

in general. In the 1960s there were few distinctions between art and actvism as long as 

art was politically and socially engaged . With the arrival of the Sony Portapak, the genre 

of street social documentary has become particularly popular as long as those cameras 

allowed to film fairly everything. Artists capitalized on video’s unique specificities to 

record and distribute experimental art works. In the U.S., Videofreex initiated the closed-

circuit video theatre to showcase their work, whereas Raindance served as networking 

tool producing publications (Radical Software) and contributed to international video 

bank. One of the first alternative initiatives to video directories was CBS’s project “Now” 

(1969), a magazine show of 16mm and portable documentary shorts. Even though 

“Now” never happened as it was rejected by CBS executives, it was the first step 

towards guerrilla television and distribution channels through video cassettes. This 

broadened perspectives for alternative video production and dissemination as early 
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video practitioners and activists started to experiment with video seeking to decentralize 

information and existent power systems. 

 Earlier in this chapter we touched upon the analogy with television. Here, it is 

crucial to understand that I do not seek to compare activist video with television 

practices and aesthetic. This historical perspective, however, will hopefully inform certain 

ideological commonalities and give perspective on distribution mechanisms that I will 

discuss further in this thesis. 

1.5. Internet and Its Networks in the signification of Video, Its 
Properties and Political Dimensionality. 

This section looks at the distribution mechanisms on the Internet and its impact on 

video and artistic practices. As opposed to distribution mechanisms before the Internet 

era, new ways of art production and distribution have been recognized as more 

democratic offering various formats for engaging broader audience and experimenting 

with emergent art forms. In her essay “Post-Screen in the Post-Digital”, Bosma (2014) 

outlined the political dimensionality of Internet usage in works of art (Hochrieser, Kargl, 

Thakmair, 2007). Net.art was approached as a replica to avant-garde, inviting audience 

to participate and interact while highlight the “practical death of author” (Shulgin, 1994, 

2007). After 2000s the situation has changed, and today’s “technology-based” art seeks 

broader public – both those who engage with Internet as well as art contexts (2007). 

 While offering the possibilities for artistic representation, Internet expansion has 

questioned the curator-artist relations that were established in conventional institutional 

setting (Hochrieser, S., Kargl, M.,Thalmair, K., 2007). Most of the early discussion 

around the curating art on the Internet was dedicated to net art as long as it was the first 

art genre that emerged with the expansion of the Internet, augmenting web’s art forms 

through experimentation and involvement of an audience. The affordances of early net 

art works - mainly, their ability to generate reciprocal feedback - are fundamental for 

understanding of communicative mechanisms as well as interactive Internet-based art 

works per se. 
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Net art, as a cultural and ideological phenomenon, gave birth to emergent 

practices and media-specific concepts.  Alexei Shulgin raised the problematic of 

labeling, by arguing that within the art institution, “an art piece is labeled, it has a name, 

an author, and an author in his turn has a nationality. With the Internet, it is much easier 

to keep distance from spectator and in the same time to be more included in the art 

sphere and process without being distinguished and found” (Shulgin, 1997, Bosma, 

2014). With Internet, net artists have encountered the possibility to dissolve in the 

disembodied space of the World Wide Web and use it as a democratic tool for spam and 

hacker attacks, online interventions, online performance, subversions, and stay 

impersonalized. Examples of those artists include but not limited to JODI, Olya Lyalina, 

Alexei Shulgin, Eva and Franco Mattes, Cornelia Sollfrank and more. This impersonation 

at the beginning of the 1990s was an ideological, technological and artistic response that 

provided multifaceted and heterogenous possibilities for self-expression and 

representation. The free distribution of media content and its relative affordability and 

lack of censorship extended the growing interest in this art genre. 

However, by 1997, the web had become relatively well integrated in everyday life 

of common users: first, the accessibility of personal computers and general web access, 

second, computer literacy. Vuk Cosic announced the death of net art in 1997, 

highlighting the end of the experimentation aspect with the Internet as democratic 

medium.  While the experimental aspect of the net art movement gradually dissolved, 

other affordances of Internet art forms were simultaneously coming to the forefront: 

 ease of distribution, low cost and time-efficiency gave birth to such art forms and 

cultural phenomena as online mail art (The Thing), collective intelligence (Levy, 1994) 

and video blogs. The Thing marked the beginning of art networks in the age of Internet. 

It first began as BBS but expanded to the website and cultural community. In this regard, 

it is important to mention what Pierre Levy termed as collective intelligence (1994). He 

sees it as distribution of intelligence. This definition is significant in the discussion of 

participatory culture and content-sharing networks in particular. For example, video 

blogs appeared a response to the impersonalized infrastructure of the early 1990s net 

art. Online electronic media have introduced new levels of behavioral patterns and social 

interactions. A fundamentally different approach was offered by blogs where users could 

simultaneously act both as creators, curators and viewers. This structural change in 
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contemporary participatory culture has influenced the way online video and video 

circulation networks are perceived nowadays. The process of looking at a broader 

picture, at Internet as an art form and Internet as a tool to for content distribution, 

provides ground for establishing the connection between artistic practices and platforms 

for video dissemination.  

The works I examine in my thesis are mainly distributed through YouTube. Thus, 

the understanding of video distribution on the Internet, and this particular corporate 

platform, is critical. Much scholarship of video on YouTube looks at phenomena 

unrelated to my project, such as self-referentiality (Peters & Seier, 2009, p. 189), 

 documentation and memorialization on YouTube (Christensen, 2009, p. 205) and more. 

Grusin (2009) proposes to look at YouTube to analyze the participatory paradigm of 

contemporary culture. He suggests that the popularity of YouTube as a video sharing 

platform is explained by the fact that it provides users with more mediation events that 

are easily shared and distributed (Grusin, 2009, p.65). Following Jenkins’ concept of 

convergence (Jenkins, 2008) Grusin sees YouTube as bridging the old and the new. 

While acknowledging its proliferation of diverse media forms and network environments, 

Grusin (2009) highlights that Youtube is fragmentary and niche-oriented, unlike the 

network television in 1950-1970s that I discussed earlier in this chapter. (2009, p.66). 

Interestingly, almost half century later the situation has not changed much. Alternative 

non-govermental channels are only available to a small minority. TV still dominates as a 

lead information source. While YouTube positions itself as a user-generated platform, 

the media corporation privileges major companies as its clients rather than non-

professionals. Various techniques and monetization strategies are adopted by the site to 

privilege one content over the other (Wasko & Erickson, 2009, p. 382).  

From what we have already seen earlier in this Chapter when comparing video to 

television, YouTube, on the other hand, is shifting to networked computer technologies 

while maintaining the connections with monopolies. Seeking to revive “the notions of 

collectivity”, YouTube introduced comment, share and recommend feature, sub-

channels and annotation system (Uricchio, 2009, p.34). On the one hand, this policy 

created a participatory space open for content distribution. This space, however, has 
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proved to be quite fragmentary and subject to surveillance mechanisms owned by 

corporations and government. 

Unlike the political economy of YouTube, the distribution mechanisms that have 

become possible with Internet on vblogs provided multiple opportunities for self-

exposure beyond professional contexts. The amount of amateur and everyday footage is 

beyond available despite YouTube’s aforementioned monetization strategies.  

1.6. Thesis Chapters Synthesis 

This section is an overview of the thesis structure. 

Chapter 1 - INTRODUCTION. This chapter presents an overview of the research 

domain, major themes and problem of the study. It also provides a brief historical 

framework to situate the study within the research domain. I also include the key 

definitions here.  

Chapter 2 - METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH.  

This Chapter serves to discuss the validity of the methodologies used for the study, 

its brief explanation as well as data analysis. Here I explain the use of phenomenological 

approaches and Sobchack’s and Meunier’s analysis of cinematic identification and its 

validity. Further, I introduce Pink’s model of interpretation of visual images. I will follow 

the model introduced by Pink to guide me through the visual data analysis.  

Chapter 3 - THEORETICAL BACKGROUND.  

Chapter 3 is a literature overview of the key research domains: 

1. Deleuzian - Marks’ concept of ‘numerical’ - electronic images. McLuhan and 

human senses. 

2. On the aesthetics of the degraded image and precarious aesthetics (Fetveit). 

“Poor Image” by Steyerl. 

3. Jenkin’s ‘spreadable media’ and distribution mechanisms. On compression and 

networked digital video. 

4. Digital video for documenting performance. Performativity and dichotomy 

between the live and the recorded. 
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   Chapter 4 - Image as a Trace of Action: Audio-Visuality, Corporeality and Online 

Space.  

  Chapter 5 - Discussion and Conclusion.  

 

1.7. Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter presented the structure and organization of my thesis, as well as the 

background and conceptual implications. I discussed the historical context of the activist 

performance art grounded in avant-garde. This section served to develop the relation 

between the performance art as a genre and the audience as such. In particular, what 

techniques were used to activate the audience. Following this argument, I discussed the 

significance of video within the activist domain and proceeded with providing an 

overview of the networked videos. Specifically, how they circulate online on the content-

sharing platforms such as YouTube. 
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Chapter 2.  

 

Methodological Framework 

 

  All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained 

from my own particular point of view, or from some experience of the 

world without which the symbols of science would be meaningless. The 

whole universe of science is built upon the world as directly experienced.  

(Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 1926, p.65)  

… it would be possible to describe everything scientifically but it would 

make no sense;  it would be description without meaning, as if you 

described a Beethoven Symphony as a variation of wave pressure. 

 Albert Einstein  

(Clark Ronald W., citing A. Einstein in EINSTEIN The Life and Times, 

1971, p.192) 

 

The design of this thesis is set to establish a conceptual framework that 

encompasses the concept of “social change” within the non-fictional genre (Gaines, 

1999) and aesthetics of activist digital video. The main argument is based on the 

aesthetic techniques used for networked digital video and to what degree its expressivity 

influences the activation of the audience. Structural and aesthetic modalities of the 
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video, along with the genre specificities, form a layer for discussion around possible 

methods that allow an analysis of expressive techniques used by artists to activate the 

viewer5. 

According to Flick (2007), multiple variations of the relationship between image 

and research analysis raise questions about the methods employed to derive data from 

the image for the analysis as well as analytical approaches taken towards the image per 

se. I discuss analytical tools and methodological approaches that inform my research 

evaluation methods, adopted from cultural studies and critical theory. In this thesis I use 

methods from both film studies and visual anthropology for the analysis of networked 

activist performance artworks. Arguably, first to discuss audience reception in film 

studies was the Frankfurt school. (Gray, 2010) I mention audience reception here as this 

is a part of my argument. From the film studies perspectives, I adopt the idea of 

cognitive and embodied experience of what is unfolding on the screen. Many film 

scholars proposed to approach and interpret viewing experience as both “expressive 

and perceptive”. Among them – Meunier, Sobchack, Ince – to whom I rely a lot in this 

thesis. This is where I introduce the phenomenological model of cinematic identification 

(Sobchack, 1999) and elaborate on the use of digital image for the qualitative research. 

The important point is that with the proliferation of images and visualization techniques, 

there have been attempts to define a special field of Visual Cultural Studies the juncture 

of Media and Cultural Studies. (Lister, Wells, 2001) It is important to mention that the 

methods derived from these approaches are not concerned exclusively with the visual 

but also with the meanings the images generate. Lister and Wells discuss the context of 

production of images which is related to video distribution and materiality as well as 

video’s form and content. (2001, p. 71) This approach suggests to analyze images as 

“complexly coded cultural artefacts” (p.89) 

The video analysis presented in Chapter 4 illustrates a variety of ways how the 

use of expressive techniques can elicit viewer’s perception and engage the audience. To 

 
5 Here I refer to the definition I gave in Chapter 1.1.2, where activation of audience 

follows the ideas introduced by Bishop(2012). Artwork must enable adequate modes of 
communication that allow viewers to engage with its ideas. Networked video questions 
secondary audience and transmission of these experiences.  
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analyze how body is represented on the camera and how the on screen body mimic the 

real body I apply the concept of political mimesis (Gaines, 1999). In addition to 

approaching the recording process and looking at the way the bodies are represented on 

screen, each video illustrates embodied act of viewing. To do so I apply the a 

phenomenological model of cinematic identification that Sobchack develops from 

Meunier (Sobchack, 1999, Meunier, 1969). I also use Pink’s model of visual data 

analysis and image materiality approach (Pink, 2006; Flick, 2007). By doing so, I aim to 

minimize the limitations of the phenomenological model and address the audience’s 

reception of the networked video and its context.  

The important aspect here is the relationships between the body of the 

performer, onscreen body and how the documentation of this body elicits viewer’s 

participation. Of particular importance is the account of image materiality: not only how 

the performance was captured but how the aesthetics of documentation and its meaning 

are transformed when distributed online.  

The techniques I discuss call upon sensory mechanisms to invite or derive 

audience empathy and engagement. The particular techniques that I have appropriated 

as tools for analysis are focused on the concept of precarious aesthetics (Fetveit, 2013),  

including Marks’ notion of the haptic image (Marks, 2002). 

2.1 On Political Mimesis 

Some theorists considered embodied response of the viewer in terms of 

mimesis. Jane M. Gaines is one of them (1999). She provides a conceptual framework 

to approach the definition of what she calls ‘political mimesis’:  

• ...it is about a relationship between bodies in two locations - on the screen and 

in the audience - and it is the starting point for the consideration of what the 

one body makes the other do.  

( Gaines, J., 1999, p.90) 

Questioning the traditional juxtaposition of what is unfolding in public space and 

on the screen, I suggest an expansion of Gaines’ notion of political mimesis to look more 
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broadly at the viewer’s experience of the filmic body, and the power of the filmic body to 

activate the audience response through the experience of their own physicality. To 

negotiate on “what one body makes the other do” in the context of performative politics 

(Fish, 2014) it’s important to establish the public space - “on the screen” - “in the 

audience” paradigm (Gaines,1999, p.90). Video’s power is in “producing compelling 

similarities — in one’s [the viewer’s] body (through imitation).” (Gaines,1999) Brennan 

(2011) suggests that we use the term mirror to reflect upon the imitation aspect used in 

film to trigger the “sympathy in the spectator” . That is, mirroring the performer’s filmic 

body eliminates the distance between the screen and the spectator. The power of the 

mirroring effect is in the creation of the sensationalized on-screen body that “produces 

almost involuntary mimicry of emotion or sensation” in spectator. (Linda Williams, “Film 

Bodies: Gender, Genres, Excess”, 2004.) Therefore, mirroring effect in video is used not 

as a mere representation of political bodies in a public space. It creates an in-between 

space that sets a final goal to encourage social change through the use of aesthetic 

techniques.   

Referring to Laura Marks’ concept of haptic image, Brennan argues that the 

bodies depicted on-screen embody the potential of connectedness with the physical 

world and the world on-screen (Marks, 2004).  

...haptic visuality has a strong sense of the material connection between 
vision and the object. It is thus mimetic.” 

...Senses that are closer to the body, like the sense of touch, are capable 
of storing powerful memories that are lost to the visual. Senses whose 
images cannot be recorded are repositories of private memories.  

(Marks, L. , 2004) 

I will here go back to Marks’ discussion (2000) on mimesis. She defines it, with 

reference to Benjamin (1979), as a “form of representation based on a particular material 

contact”. Mimesis, thus, is an indexical relation of similarity. Benjamin discussed the 

category of mimetic faculty through the lens “non-sensuous similarities” that is language 

and its onomatopoetic affordances (Benjamin, 1979). He argued the mimesis in its more 
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general understanding of “producing similarities” is in decay and has undertaken 

transformations over the course of history.  

…The gift which we possess of seeing similarity is nothing but a weak 
rudiment of the formerly powerful compulsion to become similar and 
also to behave mimetically. 

(Benjamin, 1979, p.69) 

According to Benjamin, we still see these similarities, both consciously and 

unconsciously. Spoken and written word, however, is the basis of the mimetic faculty, of 

what is written and what is meant (1979, p. 67). This perspective is integral in 

understanding of how images produce meaning and similarities as Benjamin refers to 

graphology or picture puzzles as the unconscious of the writer. 

Marks argues that the symbolic in cinema is inseparable from the indexical 

(2000, p.142). In other words, she argues that mimesis challenges vision as a mode of 

understanding and differentiating the world, “controlling the distance from the 

environment so well served by vision” (2000, p. 143). 

The mimetic faculty should thus be perceived as an embodied proximity of the 

subject and object through elimination of the distance between the on-screen body and 

the body of the spectator. 

Within the activist performance context there are two aspects that needs to be 

covered to fully grasp how this material connectedness between two bodies can be 

achieved. First, political mimesis should be approached not as theoretical model but as a 

method of representing political reality on screen to elicit empathy in the spectator. To 

further embody this connectedness with the physical world on screen, I would like to go 

back to haptic visuality as a concept and cinematic technique. In the analysis I will be 

often referring to haptic images.  

The concept of haptic image, Marks says, describes the movement between the 

optical and haptic vision where the film and video appeal to those senses - sense that 

they “cannot technically describe” (2002, p.130). She describes haptic visuality as being 
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able to directly address the viewer through the senses other than vision. Continuing on 

mimesis, Marks notes that mimesis, “in which one calls up the presence of the other 

materiality, is an indexical, rather than iconic, relation of similarity” (2000a). Further on, 

in “Touch” (2002), she poses the question that is grounded in Sobchack’s 

phenomenological perspective that guides my study. Marks responds to the advent of 

digital video by reflecting on how viewers’ perceiving bodies respond to it and how video 

as communicating body acts (2002, p.147). She argues that digital media and tendency 

towards the use of digital video and its editing feature has, however, caused multiple 

manifestations of indexicality. “Electronic dropout” or “decay” is the nowadays response 

to contemporary digital media (2002, p.153). Degraded digital video embodies the 

analog physicality through shaky cameras and grainy images. It also re-creates 

immediate experience of performance record. 

One of the manifestations of haptic image and immediacy of experience is the 

frame of the policemen (“Decembrists’ Commemoration”, Art Group Voina) and the 

scene with passer-by (“Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, Philip Huang). I will elaborate on 

how those combine the complexities of degraded image, performativity of the record with 

immediacy of performance in the analysis in Chapter 4. 

The moving bodies on-screen, Brennan writes, and the aesthetics of haptic 

visuality, form political mimesis by embodying the political, the call for political action 

(Gaines, 1999, Brennan, 2011). 

In expanding Gaines’ (1999) definition of political mimesis, I would like to suggest 

that the documentation of politically-engaged performance sets out to capture the body 

acting in a real, non-theatrical setting. The understanding that actor’s body intervenes in 

a public space function to make the viewer respond to the recording respectively. What 

is fostering political action besides the aesthetic of the digital video is the 

acknowledgement of the bodies intervening in the non-theatrical environment.  The 

combination of those two are significant when addressing what Vivian Sobchack defines 

as “embodied communication in the film experience” or “vision intersubjectivity 

connecting film and spectator with a world and each other”.  
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Political mimesis is one of the aspects that guided me through selection of the 

works for this thesis and in my analysis. In all works that I present in this work we will 

see a compelling similarities between the actuality and what is happening on screen 

through both expressive techniques and mirroring. In performative politics, the symbolic 

coexists with mimetic. Thus, this phenomenological approach enables a higher 

involvement and empathy in spectator. 

This specific understanding shapes my theoretical assumptions and 

methodological approach. Hereafter, I will elaborate on the ontology video as expressive 

medium and present my research questions and methodological framework.  

2.1.  Research Questions 

Before formulating my primary research questions I took time to establish a 

consistent theoretical framework that would inform my research design. I have also 

researched the domain of politically-engaged performance art as well as its roots in art 

of avant-garde that eventually allowed to frame the study and guided my decisions about 

methods and potential validity concerns (Weiss, 1994, Maxwell, 2005, Creswell, 2003)  

Maxwell outlines primary functions of research questions: focus the study by 

linking the goals and conceptual framework and giving guidance on conducting the 

research by pointing to the methods (Maxwell, 2005, p. 67).  

Throughout my study I was guided by the following research questions: 

3. How and to what degree does networked digital video elicit active participation of 

the viewer? 

4. What audio-visual techniques artists employ to mediate and materialize the body 

of the performer in front of the camera and how this corporeality is translated to 

the spectator? 

The methodological approaches I use in this study are set to guide my 

exploration of the viewer’s subjective experiences of the networked video as well as the 
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context of the media artefact. The design of this study is a two-phased analytical process 

that enables a critical reflection and addresses my research questions.  

2.2. Applying Phenomenological model of Cinematic 
Identification 

In Chapter 1 I defined the research domains that form my field of inquiry. I will 

now introduce methodological framework that illustrates the interdisciplinary character of 

my study. Of particular importance is to introduce the methodological model that will 

address my research objectives.  

To analyze videos we apply Sobchak’s and Meunier’s phenomenological model 

of cinematic identification (Sobchack, 1999). By “identification”, Sobchack refers to the 

way viewer engages with an action unfolding on the screen. This approach is, however, 

different from the Lacanian concept of image identification. Rather than talking about 

identification with characters and with the structuring gaze, as film theory based on the 

mirror-stage in Lacanian psychoanalysis does, Sobchack adopts the model of 

experience introduced by Merleau-Ponty. She argues that film viewing requires to 

consider embodied identification with the “sense and sensibility of materiality itself”. 

(Sobchack, 2005, Ince, 2011).  

...That is, existential and embodied act of viewing becomes the paradigm 
of this exchange of perception and expression; that is, the act of viewing 
provides both the necessary and sufficient conditions for the commutation 
of perception to expression and vice-versa…Filmmaker, film and 
spectator all concretely use the agency of visual, aural and kinetic 
experience to express experience – not only to and for themselves, but 
also to and for the others.   

(Sobchack, 1999, p.21) 

The phenomenological model of cinematic identification suggests that viewer has 

agency in differentiating every experience of an image roughly by what is considered: 

1. memory, 
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2. fiction or phantasmatic imagery, 

3. document. (1999, p. 253). 

Relying upon Meunier’s seminal work, Sobchack searches for a more dynamic 

and engaging viewing experience than that in fiction cinema. This experience is coherent 

to the way we identify with the on screen images as “existentially and specifically known” 

to us (1999). Thus, home movies and documentaries represent objects that in our 

perception are present as specifically known. On the other hand, she adds that one 

viewer’s phantasmatic imagery can be another’s memory. That being said, the 

phenomenological model of cinematic identification is dynamic and based on subjective 

experiences. Sobchack, following Meunier, argues that the viewer identifies with the 

screen image and cinematic objects based on the genre structure. Much activist 

performance combines both documentary and fiction structure as well as low-fi amateur 

aesthetics. My methodological framework explores the cognitive and embodied 

experience of activist art video and interpretation of this experience by “expressive and 

perceptive viewer” (Sobchack, 1992). Going back to the discussion about  political 

mimesis and sensationalized body, Gaines suggests to look at radical documentaries as 

an example of the “use images of bodies in struggle” (The Strike, 1924; Word is Out, 

1977; Seeing Red, 1984 and more). She suggests that documentaries can advance 

social change as long as their “aesthetic of similarity” creates a continuity between the 

body on the screen and the viewer; the resemblance of what is happening on the 

screen, its political contextuality, thus, makes viewer act upon it and transcend his/her 

action in real life. (Gaines, 1999). This argument, however, deals with documentary 

realism. My research addresses documentation of activist performance. While “realism” 

of what is happening on the screen is important to what is concerned to be document 

according to Sobchack - Meunier model, it’s important to remember that performance as 

an art genre implies the use of expressive techniques as well as performativity of 

documentation (Auslander, 2006). I will elaborate on this point in Chapter 3.  

The works I suggest to explore in this study adopt aesthetic strategies that 

attempt to “bring the viewer closer to the objects on the screen” as well as the moving 

bodies. In her essay “Nostalgia for a Digital Object”, Sobchack (1999) argues that 
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Quicktime videos tend to intensify viewers’ corporeal sensation (Sobchack, 1999). This 

materiality is created through the size of Quicktime video screens, as well as “gaps, 

gasps, signs and repetitions”, Sobchack claims.  

 Hence, when viewer watches networked videos filmed on portable cameras or 

mobiles phones or posted on user-created content-platforms, they much easier engage 

with what is happening on the screen than with the what Sobchack refers to as 

phantasmatic imagery. 

2.2.1. Using Visual Data: Image Materiality as Approach to Studying the 
Visual 

Research projects that focus on visual media might be able to offer sociological 

insights into phenomena that can’t be analyzed by any other media (Flick, 2007). Flick 

outlines two key approaches to studying the visual and using visual data:  

• the creation of images as research methodology;  

• study of the images produced or consumed by the subjects of research.  

As such, the study of images, network-distributed images in particular, requires 

an approach that would inform its empirical research and extend the principle of 

subjectivity6 (Stoller, 1989, Flick, 2007). I would like, however, to elaborate more on the 

material affordances of the image that allow to link the two methodological approaches 

that I use in this study.  

Image materiality is not a method per se; rather, it is a property of visual objects. 

However, when studying the context of the visual objects, it alters the study design as it 

addresses the agency of images (Lister, Wells, 2001, Flick, 2007). According to Lister 

and Wells (2001), an analytical approach towards image materiality within visual cultural 

studies focuses on “the cycle of production, circulation and consumption through which 

images meanings are accumulated and transformed”. These ideas are integral to the 

 
6 Flick discusses analytical strategies that “invoke subjectivity” in visual research such as 

phenomenology (2007, p.51) 
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areas of inquiry related to networked digital video. Digital image and its material 

properties are linked to ‘social’ properties of looking2 (Flick, 2007,p. 31). These 

methodological approaches come from visual anthropology and can also be applied to 

historical processes of seeing, representation and images generating meanings.  

Summing up the observational approaches to visual studies, Pink outlines key 

areas in the approaches of studying the visual: 

1. the context in which the image was produced; 

2. the content of the image; 

3. the contexts and subjectivities through which the images are viewed;  

4. the materiality and agency of images. (Pink, 2006) 

She suggests that all these areas are equally important for researching and 

understanding the visual objects and meanings behind them as those lie at the 

intersection of the categories mentioned above. 

 
2 In Chapter 3 I discuss theoretical concepts behind visuality and seeing (Deleuze, Marks, 

Fetveit) 
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Figure 2. Pink’s Model of Approaches to the Interpretation of Visual Images in 
Anthropology, Cultural Studies and Cultural Geography.  

Building on the works of Moore (1993), Rose suggests that there’s a gap in 

existing scholarship as far as the audiences are concerned.  

“Audiencing is the process by which the visual image has its meaning being 

renegotiated, or even rejected, by particular audiences watching in specific circumstances”. 

(Rose, 2001) 

In my study, I will less be focusing on the content of the image and the narrative. 

Rather  I will be addressing the aesthetics through subjectivity and the context in which 

the video was produced (mise-en-scène, political context - see Chapter 4). 

Based on the structure of my study, in addition to applying the phenomenological 

model of cinematic identification of Sobchak and Meunier, I will follow the model 

introduced by Pink to guide me through the visual data analysis. Thus, I will not only 

examine the video and its aesthetics but also the online environment (context) and 
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audiencing. Flick suggests considering the extent to which form dictates and mediates 

the content  (Flick, 2007, p.52). The activist aspect of the networked videos I am 

analyzing suggests that it tends to be constrained by the digital form.  

2.3. Summary of the Chapter 

In this chapter I described the methodological and analytical considerations that I 

use in my research. While the phenomenological model offered by Sobchack offers 

certain limitations considering the reflexivity and subjectivities of the methodology 

focusing of the investigator’s own embodied experience, Pink’s approach that intersect 

four stages of visual data collection tends to bring an additional layer of analysis 

embedding the context and online environments where the videos are distributed. These 

also allow me to analyze what Rose refers to as the audiencing (Rose, 2001) and 

activation of audience through context and image materiality avoiding reflexivity and 

subjectivity of experience.  
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Chapter 3.  

 

Theoretical Background 

 

The image is not a constant subject for changing predicates. The purpose 

of the image is not to draw our understanding closer to that which this 

image stands for, but rather to allow us to perceive the object in a special 

way, in short, to lead us to a “vision” of this object rather than a mere 

“recognition”. 

(V. Shklovsky, Art as Device, Theory of Prose, p.10) 

… A man, however, is changed by his trade. A tool not only extends the 

arm of a man, but also makes him an extension of himself. They say that 

a blind man localizes his sense of touch in the end of his cane…What 

changes a man most of all is the machine. 

(Shklovsky, V. Letter Thirty in “Zoo or Letters Not About Love”, 1923) 

This is a film as concept where the eye has reached the point of not 

seeing. 

(Marie-Christine Questerbert, Cahiers du Cinema, no 296, janvier 1979, 

pp.36-7, In Deleuze, Cinema II, 1989) 
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This chapter explores the concept of numerical (electronic) image and visuality in its 

broader sense as a conceptual approach to analyze digital images. It identifies 

strategies that  bridge media aesthetics, performance and media studies. Referring to 

Deleuzian ideas about the shift from visual to information culture, I will argue for the way 

the viewer can make sense of the digital image based on his/her familiarity with the 

aesthetics highlighting the tactile quality of visual experience.  

As I draw upon Deleuzian understanding of electronic or numerical images, I aim at 

exploring the potentials of the precarious aesthetics of the networked digital videos that 

document performance artworks. Degraded aesthetics of digital image and digital decay 

has recently been articulated and contextualized by media scholars Laura U. Marks 

(2002, 2014) and Arild Fetveit. (2013a)  

Referring to Deleuze, Laura U. Marks points out that what is significant in art takes 

place before being perceived, thus making the image secondary in comparison to 

information that is embedded within the image. The social level of new media art as such 

makes it aniconic (Marks, 2010). Aniconism in new media art unfolds the social and 

political layers and process-based aesthetic (Marks, 2010). In other words, with the 

advent of technology and use of computation in art practices, the understanding of 

visuality has changed.  

 

…What is different now is the new level of invisibility - though not 
immateriality – of information. Post-industrial culture: using our eyes not 
to see and look at pictures but to read information.  

...All around us -  computer screens, mobile phones and other hand-held 
devices, the television screen subdivided into flows of information, 
signage and advertising...demand cognitive attention as information to be 
processed, not sensuous material to be experienced. 

(L.U. Marks, 2010, p.2) 
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This is what Deleuze predicted when reflecting on the shift from visual to information 

culture, by referring to this shift as “replacing the eyes of nature” (Deleuze, 1989). The 

electronic image, that is - digital video - comes into being to transform the image 

cinematic and cinematic experiences (Deleuze, 1989). Deleuze suggests that electronic 

images reconfigure the ontology of the image coming into being in the eyes of the 

beholder.  There is a structural change related to the organization of space and how the 

space influences the way images are produced and perceived (1989, 265). 

 

...a new image can arise from any point whatever of the preceeding 
image. The organization of space here loses its privileged directions, and 
first of all the privilege of the vertical which the position of the screen still 
displays, in favour of the omni-directional space which constantly varies 
its angles and coordinates, to exchange the vertical and the horizontal.  

(G. Deleuze, 1989, p.265) 

 

I believe that the important point here is that Deleuze’s idea (1989) about the 

numerical or digital image has much foregrounded the effects of technical change on the 

cinematic image. For Deleuze, the transformation of the cinema lies not only in the 

spatial structural shift. We can interpret this to also imply the mobility of the screen. The 

image becomes less visible and more legible7, and the embodied relationship to the 

viewer changes. This point is integral to this thesis from two perspectives: first, how the 

activist performance is captured and how this influences the embodied perception of the 

viewer. I will discuss this further in this chapter and give examples in the analysis 

chapter. 

Going back to Gunning’s “Cinema of Attractions”, screen size—such as the life-sized 

image of a bandit who stares directly out in the audience and points his gun at the 

screen—disrupts the viewer, confronting him with the shock of surprise. For Deleuze, the 

 
7 I used this term in my previous chapters. It refers to what Deleuze conceptualizes as information 

culture; the idea of moving away from ocularcentrism.  
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readability of the image doesn’t require a vertical position of screen. The frame, he says, 

“functions as an instrument panel...where the image is constantly being cut into another 

image”. Therefore, the legibility of the digital image corresponds to the interface. It is 

more like a stream of data, “incessant stream of messages”. Thus, the image no longer 

requires visual but cognitive attention, what Deleuze refers to as “brain-information, 

brain-city” (1989, p. 267).  

The Deleuzian idea is concerned with moving away from conventional 

understanding of computer or television screen as a reference to traditional media such 

as painting. Electronic image read or decoded from the opaque screen should thus be 

approached not as visual media but as interfaces with “inscribed data replacing the eyes 

of nature” (G. Deleuze, 1989, p.265).  

This attribute of visuality fosters the discussion around the aesthetics of the 

numérique or electronic image, a term introduced by Deleuze, and the interface: “images 

inscribed as data” on mobile interfaces and portable cameras that imply movement. 

Therefore the conventional horizontal position of the screen becomes arbitrary for 

perception per se. Such a perspective brings us to the discussion of technology’s 

operation on sensorium. The way we perceive objects on the screen is to some extent 

explains how we perceive objects and information around us. A camera, screen and 

image become not representational media, but a database and algorithms that embeds 

information, not only images, but movements and social interactions (Marks, 2010, p.5).  

Hence, the way we see and decode information now is directly linked to the way this 

data was captured by the cameras.  

Furthermore, the mobility of the cameras for production and capturing bodies in 

movement as well as mobile screens gave (re)birth to the precarious aesthetic and 

degraded image in the age of hi-tech: when much of the information received by the 

image is blocked due to the shaky camera while recording the scene, motion blur, sound 

noise (Fetveit, 2007). Similar expressive techniques can be found in both citizen 

journalism and amateur participatory news making by using personal digital 

communication technologies (Sæther, 2013) as well as in filmmaking and art terrain 

(Sæther, 2013). This invisibility of information of the screen is contemporary visuality. 
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Apart from transparency and opacity, basic characteristics of precarious aesthetics, 

(e.g., video compression), will be defined further in this chapter. I will now talk more to 

the aspects of the precarious that are present in the documentation of activist 

performance art. It is important to separate the domains where this aesthetics can be 

encountered as long as its operation on the sensorium differs.  

3.1. “At a Threshold of Knowledge8”: On Indexicality of 

Precarious Image 

Conceptualized by Arild Fetveit (2013a), “precarious aesthetics” draws attention 

to the opaque as opposed to the transparent and points to the limitations of the 

technology (Fetveit, 2013a).  

… it [the precarious] can be tentatively characterized as an aesthetic style 

or artistic strategy which is reliant upon compromising this perceived 

transparency associated with visual and aural recordings, so that our 

access to something that we want to see or hear is partly blocked. 

(Fetveit, 2013a) 

It can be due to disturbances during the recording processes or technology 

failure (motion blur, capturing street noise, glitches). Elements of noise and diverse 

aspects commonly thought of flaws can in some cases create “a work of art’s allure” 

rather than alienating the viewer from it (Stenstrop, 2013). Fetveit (2013a) argues that 

these factors position the viewer “at a threshold of knowledge, desiring an insight we 

cannot get, the precarious aesthetic commands unique rhetorical and affective powers”. 

(2013a).  

Such a perspective continues Deleuze’s discussion about the legibility of the 

digital images. The potential of “poor image”, as discussed by many scholars,  lies in its 

 
8 This is a citation from Stenstrop’ s work (2013) on precarious aesthetic that I refer to. 
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fundamental complexity and ability for affective powers (Hito Steyerl, 2013, Genevieve 

Yue 2013, Laura U. Marks 2009, Fetveit 2013a).  

3.1.1.  Undermining the credibility of digital? 

Aesthetic perception, Bennet says, is a non-scientific basis for inquiry, a 

“sensuous” knowledge” (2011, p.119). Before reflecting on aesthetics as means of 

knowing and apprehending the world (J. Bennet, 2011), it is important to understand the 

indexical link between the digital image and the physical world. Fetveit (2007) addresses 

what he calls “photographic transparency” -  the threshold  where our society is 

saturated by digital images and flows of information through a ubiquity of cameras 

(Fetveit, 2007). The advent of digital manipulation has challenged the credibility of 

photographic discourse. However, contemporary society has become more dependent 

on the visual evidence coming from ubiquitous cameras (Fetveit, 1999). This 

“transmutation of visual culture” is paradoxical: on the one hand, digital images are 

lacking credibility, on the other - they are indexical to reality (Fetveit, 1999). Unlike 

scholars who argue that digital media no longer have an indexical bond to the pro-filmic 

real, Marks and Fetveit argue in different ways that the digital recorded image remains 

indexical. 

Electronic imaging is indexical in the broadest sense, in that the medium 
bears the physical mark of the object whose image it transmits. 

(Marks, 2002) 

The general assumption about the indexical link between the digital image and 

physical world it represents is that this link can hardly be tracked (Marks, 1999, Rosen, 

2001).  Marks argues that this loss of indexicality doesn’t necessarily point to the 

immateriality of the digital image. She posits that “digital and other electronic images are 

constituted by material processes no less than photography, film or analog video are”. In 

Chapter 2 I briefly introduced the concept of image materiality in relation to the methods 

I use in this study. Image materiality is fundamental for understanding the transmission 

and networked digital video distribution. While documentation of the performance is an 

evidence of the performative act being conceived, the expressive techniques used for 
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documentation as well as the devices direct the viewer to “accessing” the credibility of 

this document.  

In an attempt to analyze the “transmutation” as a phenomenon in contemporary 

visual culture, it’s important to consider the complexities that arise from the technological 

limitations. The notion of “familiarity” that I discuss in my thesis corresponds to the ideas 

of truth, credibility and authenticity. For Fetveit, credibility of photographic image has 

been challenged by digital manipulation, that is - editing and digital software. (Fetveit, 

Reality in the Digital Era). Deleuze contested the notion the documentary presents 

“objective” reality, by looking at the documentaries of Perrault and Rouch. He argues 

that the real is displayed not simply by recording the reality but by creative techniques 

and artistic inventions -  fabulation - that are being used by authors to bring a new truth 

into being (Lazaratto, 2008). He refers to Kafka who suggests that the “minor” author, 

from a marginalized position, can create utterances that will serve as catalyst within 

social and political discourse. Even more valid for the cinema, he proceeds on talking 

about the real non-fiction characters making up legends that eventually produce 

collective utterances. Every work of art, he suggests, is a monument, where the 

monument has little to do with memory but with fabulation (Deleuze, 2005). In Deleuzian 

fabulation an artist is a “viewer - becomer” who creates visions of future collectivities 

(Bogue, 2010).  

On the other hand, unlike documentary or reality TV (Fetveit,2007, Ortega, 

2011), the genre of performance art doesn’t require proof of authenticity. What is 

important is the document per se, its exposure to the viewer and how the aesthetics of 

the document activates the audience and affects them.  

I find McLuhan’s take on technology and the way it reshaped our engagement 

with the technology very important for the discussion about perceptual engagement. 

Marshall McLuhan analyzed media-induced phenomena and its influence on human 

perception. His “Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man” and Playboy Interview 

address the ways electric media reshape not only the ways we interact with technology 

but most importantly - explore the psychic and social effects new technology produces 

on sensory ratio. (McLuhan, 1969, p.237). It is of particular importance the way McLuhan 
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approaches electric light and its manifestations. He suggests that electric light should be 

addressed as pure information, the medium without the content which implies that 

electric light is the content per se.  

It is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human 
association and action.  

(McLuhan, M. Understanding Media, 1964) 

In other words, he suggests that it is the technology that influences how we 

experience the artifact (McLuhan, p. 238). This perspective is another way of 

approaching technological impacts on human sensory and cognitive processes as well 

as materiality of film and video genre. McLuhan’s stance, however, does not give the 

viewer much agency.  

Sobchack argues that both the video maker and spectator “are brought into 

perceptual engagement with each other’s perceptive and expressive acts”, which are 

embodied and enabled by technology, that is computer or mobile screen - opaque 

screens - upon which spectator encounters the image (Sobchack, 1992, p.173). The 

capacity of video for expressivity and perception, thus, enables the visual and embodied 

dialogue, what Sobchack frames as “communication body”. 

One way to look at how technology influences our bodily responses is by 

referring to the to the discussion of the failure of technology within the film genre and 

then proceed to the discussion of the video. Much scholarship has discussed moving-

image media’s operation on the body, mostly from the perspective of producing a sense 

of shock (Gunning, 2000, Larkin 2004, Hansen 2000, Crary 2000, Dewey, 2005).  As 

Larkin puts it, “failure of technology”, inability to perform,  media marked by its materiality 

and compression such as noise, blur, distorted sound, has less been discussed (Larkin, 

2004). In this sense, this study is particularly concerned with what Larkin frames as 

“breakdown and failure as default state of technological presence” that take on a political 

presence (Larkin, 2004). Low-fi degraded image, as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

can take various forms across multiple domains: films, photography, citizen journalism. 

 Flicker films (Sitney, 2002) that have largely appeared at the end of 1960s have 

addressed the flicker phenomenon through film medium and its effects on central 
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nervous system through stimulation (i.e. “Adebar” by Peter Kubelka, “Wavelength” by 

Michael Snow, Paul Sharits “T.O.U.C.H.I.N.G.” and more). Flicker is the blank period 

between each frame as well as rapid change in the brightness of light (Parkinson, p.7) It 

can be perceivable (i.e. alternating film frames, early CRT monitors) as well as not (LED 

lights and some other electric appliances); in both cases flicker have certain health side-

effects on nervous system.  

So how does the “poor image”, the precarious and unseen, influence spectator’s 

perception and embodied experience? Digital video shows the capacities of a particular 

camera, for example how it responds to low light. In addition, digital videos are subject to 

decay, as both Sobchack and Marks argue (Sobchack, 1999, Marks, 2002, p,157-158). 

Another of the striking features of contemporary visual culture “transmutation” is analog 

nostalgia (Marks, 2002) when “artists are importing images of electronic dropout and 

decay,  “TV snow”, and the random colors of unrecorded tape, in a sort of longing for 

analog physicality” or searching for indexicality of digital image. One kind of 

embodiedness of digital video, hence, is in its structural and aesthetic exploration of the 

materiality of analog video: reviving early analog techniques such as noise, grain and 

sound noise. Regarding the physicality of the digital video, Marks argues that many 

contemporary artists turn to the expressive strategies popular in the 1970s analog video 

such as single-shot, lack of editing, close-ups (Marks, 2002). These techniques 

manifested in digital video are of particular importance within the activist performance art 

domain.  

First, this perspective discussed by Marks is important for contextualizing activist 

performance art, its site-specificity and the use of digital video for its documentation. 

Secondly, by exploring the possibilities of the medium and the body in public space, I 

would like to give example of politically engaged performance artworks that exemplify 

the bodily mediation in performance captured on digital video. Valie Export’s famous 

performance “Touch Cinema” (1968) exploits female body as an interface, though giving 

the artist a leading role in controlling the time for interaction. The artist performs on 

Munich's Stachus square which is crowded. She uses a cardboard box located on her 

body. A box represents a mock-up of a cinema theatre where the viewer is invited to 

open the box and touch the artist’s body. Another performer is inviting the audience to 
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participate in this activity. It is a dichotomy of the vulnerability of the nude female 

objectified body while the artist stays in control of the time one is allowed to touch the 

artist’s body. An integral aspect of documentation is to capture the crowd, show the live 

audience the chaos of the performance surrounded by crowd. Camera captures a close-

up of a young woman walking; it follows a man approaching the artist and zooms in the 

megaphone. The editing is very basic and plays an arbitrary sequential role.  

A remake of “Touch Cinema” performed by Valie Export Society in 2000 mimics 

the aesthetics of the video. Following Marks’ argument, it becomes obvious that the 

video looks as if it was produced in 1968. In “Touch Cinema” (2000), camera captures 

the performers walking in the streets of Tallinn, approaching the passersby. Recorded at 

night, the images are quite poor and grainy which, in this particular case, adds to the 

feeling of alienation. The presence of megaphone in the empty dark square loses its 

meaning as well as liveness of the act compared to the original performance of 1968. In 

one sequence (5:42 min), the camera captures a crowd of people approaching the 

performer. Shaky camera, blurry image and audio disturbances combine the liveness of 

the performance with “the shock of indexicality” (Marks, 2002). This sequence 

emphasizes the evocative and thrilling appeal of bodies materialized in front of the 

cameras and the conscious use of degraded aesthetic to capture those.  

A good example of how digital video intensifies a sense of presence and 

engagement is Dread Scott’s performance piece “On the Impossibility of Freedom in a 

Country Founded on Slavery and Genocide” (2014). It examines the continuous struggle 

for freedom in American society. Taking place under the Manhattan bridge, the 

performance explores the present-day issues of racial discrimination and marginalized 

communities. The body of the artist gradually approaches the fireman, resisting the 

pressure of water flow. Interestingly, camera captures the multiplicity of the piece: 

performer’s hands hiding behind the pressure of water, superimposing on his clothes 

and body,  shaking under the increased stream of water when approaching closer. This 

sharp-focus intensifies the experience of the piece, switching  the optical vision to what 

Marks termed as haptic (Marks, 2002). The artists mimics oppression through literal 

resistance against the water pressure. Close-ups, diverse angles capture the water’s 

pressure pulling the artist further from the fireman. We see his clothes getting wet, the 
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wrinkles on his shirt under the pressure of water. He approaches and attempts to come 

closer, turns back and falls. His face expresses struggle. All these aspects (i.e. facial 

expression, imperceptible and subtle hand gestures trying to cover the body from water 

pressure) would be impossible to capture without documentation and sharp-focus. I will 

further discuss the use of digital video for performance art and current dichotomies in 

scholarship in the following chapters.  

3.2. Distribution, Access, Compression: Poor Images - 

Overlooked Networks? 

In the preceding sections I discussed how knowledge obtained from the image is 

shaped by the aesthetics of the digital and how in turn this is linked to the physical world. 

Another aspect that is important to discuss is how digital video is integrated to the 

physical world through the distribution mechanisms. Using Steyerl’s notion of “poor 

images”, I explore how videos circulate online and constitute the hybrid environment of 

video-sharing2 networks (2009).  

In the discussion of digital video’s role in contemporary activist performance and 

its distribution, it’s important to consider how video transforms due to distribution. I 

already described how YouTube functions in terms of its economic strategies by 

monetizing through advertising. The question is how distribution and access manifest 

themselves in the digital video, its aesthetics and address of the spectator. Now I would 

like to discuss what Gioavanna Foscati (2011) categorized as resolution in relation to 

digital video accessibility and reproduction (Lenk 1997 ). Because they are smaller files, 

low-resolution digital film and videos are distributed much faster than high-resolution 

movies, and they are supported by a wider variety of platforms that encourages social 

participation. High resolution ensures that a digital video can be accessed in any format 

without loss of information from the digital image (Foscati, 2011). On the other hand, 

 
2 Further on in this thesis – “content-sharing” as I address video's communication 

modalities and the ways video manifests itself  online from these perspective (I will be 
addressing comment thread, number of views and meta data).  
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considering the disturbances during the recording process and devices used to film the 

performance, the resolution in the majority of the artworks I address in this study is 

relatively low (854x480, 2000 Kbps). Steyerl (2009) categorizes poor images as “copies 

in motions” affected by free distribution, slow digital connections, compression and 

reproduction (Steyerl, 2009). Her influential essay on the poor image touches upon an 

important theme on the “class society of images”: how do we differentiate images? High-

end from poor? Resolution is attributed, hence, to market and class structure. Activist 

performance videos voluntarily took on the marginal position eliminating themselves 

from elite world of institutional art market. Circulating online, their low-end quality and 

marginality become even more apparent.  

Marks in her essay on Arab glitch argues that glitch aesthetics focuses on 

“materiality that constitutes an everyday problem in poorly infrastructured countries” 

(Marks, 2015). Compression and low resolution, two basic aspects of digital image and 

glitch, are manifested within the networks and power relationships online. Digital media 

uses compression for efficient reproduction and transmission (Marks, 2015). 

Compression is “is an economical way to store and reproduce data by omitting 

superfluous detail” where digital image loses in its quality (Marks, 2014). By contrast, the 

spectator experiences glitch and digital artifacts: aberration of colours, distortion of 

motion, displacement of the original image information (Foscatti, 2011).  

…glitch is a regular occurrence in countries where electricity is 
undependable, where sudden power outages interfere in the electronic 
production of screen outputs. Thus glitch also indicates incompetence or 
corruption by governments that are supposed to deliver basic services.  

(Marks, 2015) 

While glitch is a mark of political structures manifested through interruptions in 

transmission in electronic signal, low resolution and compression are signifiers of 

accessibility and spreadability of digital media. As I mentioned earlier in this Chapter in 

my discussion of the precarious, these approaches are important for my work as through 

the analysis of the videos one can get information about the social layers and 

movements by going through the multiplicities of the phenomena listed above. 
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It is true that artists sometimes play with and mimic glitch and other digital errors. 

However, the works I analyze, random effects that are present throughout the video are 

not as much for the sake of experimentation with the medium but indicate digital decay 

and online compression. Video as communication body transmits data that is supposed 

to be read by various online video-sharing platforms, not necessarily YouTube alone.  

Low resolution and compression are signifiers of artworks that represent the 

opposition, resistance and grass-root movements: these videos are not selected for art 

exhibition or large screens. Most of these activist art pieces (Art Group Voina, Philippe 

Huang, Pussy Riot, Petr Pavlensky, Reverend Billy and more) are not showcased in art 

institutions, but instead the work is distributed online as the main area of circulation. Yet 

such works are also often banned and deleted from content-sharing networks such as 

YouTube. A good example is the video of Art Group Voina (2013) whose video was 

removed from YouTube after gaining more than 4790 likes. The performance was a part 

of “Voina Wanted” action in Denmark. Thus, after being withdrawn from content-sharing 

platforms, digital video loses its materiality9, in Phelan's sense of live witness of a 

performance.  

The resolution of peripheral video-sharing platforms is smaller than YouTube (480 

maximum, while YouTube allows viewers to distribute HD videos). Hence, aesthetically 

hybrid videos capturing the physicality of the performing bodies stresses the politics of 

distributed aesthetics and how these mechanisms function. The work by Eva and Franco 

Mattes, known as 0100101110101101.org, questions the dominance of YouTube. 

“Performances By Everyone For No Every Day” is a participatory online performance by 

Eva and Franco Mattes. The collective crowd-sourced anonymous non-professional 

performers and gave them instructions for performance and recording. All performances 

were recorded on webcams and mobile phones. Apart from YouTube, the videos are 

distributed on LiveJournal (Russia), YoKu (Japan) and other peripheral networks 

displayed in lower resolution. The content of each performance is not activist or touching 

 
9 Here by materiality I refer to the materialized, digitized form of the performance as opposed to 

its ephemerality. I use this term as critique to Phelan’s usage of the term “representation” 
addressing video within performance art domain (Phelan, “Unmarked: The Politics of 
Performance”, 1993) 
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upon socio-political issues per se (“Licking Rim”, 2014; “Balaklava Snacks”, 2014). 

However, the distributed aspect of this piece – that is, introduction of alternative social 

networks - indexes the socio-political qualities of the video and its production. Distributed 

aesthetics is simultaneously dealing with the asynchronous production and multi-user 

access (Munster, A., Lovink, G. , 2005). This social level of distribution is marked by the 

way users engages in conversation online. In this particular project, we see tendencies 

in the aesthetic usage of cameras and how cameras capture the ritual. 

I would like now to go back to Steyerl’s essay and her memorable argument 

about the aesthetic premises of low-fi video. Steyerl states that the relative 

inaccessibility of hi-res images due to cost leads to “the neoliberal radicalization of the 

concept of culture as commodity” (Steyerl, 2009). Low-fi images don’t have any value in 

this “class society of images”; instead the aesthetics allows the free circulation and 

access. This is another way of looking at why artists decide to leave the documentation 

mostly unedited giving it a “raw” touch. The important point here is that this raw low-fi 

amateur image increases the chances for active participation. In part because an 

average viewer can identify with the aesthetics of these videos and relate to them based 

on one’s memories and familiarity with the technology used to produce these videos. 

I would like to mention that amateur aesthetics can take many forms, especially 

in our media-saturated society. As such, mobile aesthetics “disrupts the conventional 

opposition between the realm of quotidian and that of the aesthetic” (Brosch, 2011). This 

area refers to practices dependent on mobile computing such as Wi-Fi access. In this 

regard, the term amateur should be applied to all digital videos produced by non-

professionals for personal purposes. Thus, these videos produce the effect of familiarity 

in the viewers and engage them because they possess a similar low-fi aesthetic and 

indexicality towards daily life events as well as by the use of similar cameras or mobile 

phones to film these scenes.  

In her analysis of YouTube videos Patricia Lange (YouTube Reader, p. 83) 

argues for separation between the amateur and “user-created” videos as compared 

against professional content. These categories suggest an interesting viewer 

perspective, in particular, communication modality of the videos posted on YouTube. 
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The aesthetic of so-called videos of affinity (Lange, p.83) can be used by professionals 

as well to create more personalized, “warm” messages and establish the link between 

the viewer and creator. What is important here is the scope: the amateur videos, with 

their clear audio-visuality that wide heterogenous audience can relate to, influence the 

way viewers use online videos for communication purposes, hence, medium-specificity 

of content-sharing platform enriches the possibilities of video. Thus, the exposure to the 

amateur image is a substantially different experience because low-fi poor image carries 

a very particular visual, social and economic marker. 

Some scholars approach YouTube, the dominant video-sharing platform and 

information management system, as a database (Kessler, Shafer, 2009, Manovich, 

2009). Others suggest to refer to YouTube as infrastructure as it employs video feeds 

and links them to other websites such as Flickr, Google Maps, Last Fm and more 

(Kessler, Shafer, 2009). Embedded links make it possible to access YouTube database 

not only through the interface managed by Google but any platform where the link is 

embedded and that uses YouTube logo (2009, p. 279). The important thing for 

consideration of how the circulation and search of the video functions is that video files 

are not machine-readable. Hence, the information management only relies on metadata 

relieved from the name and description of the video (2009, 279).  This description as 

well as other semantic input provided by users is analyzed algorithmically to retrieve 

videos. All this informs what Kessler and Shafer call “hybrid interaction” by enabling user 

participation at many levels. 

It’s important to mention here that even though the Web 2.0. is believed to be an 

environment with  relatively easy access to content, platforms such as YouTube are very 

niche-oriented and function according to sedentarist models. 

Spectacle is not primarily concerned with looking at images but rather 
with the construction of conditions that individuate, immobilize, and 
separate subjects, even within a world in which mobility and circulation 
are ubiquitous. In this way attention becomes key to the operation of non-
coercive forms of power...Spectacle is not an optics of power but of 
architecture. Television and the personal computer, even as they are now 
converging toward a single machinic functioning, are anti-nomadic 
procedures that fix and striate. They are methods for the management of 
attention that use partitioning and sedentarization, rendering bodies 



 

51 

controllable and useful simultaneously, even as they simulate the illusion 
of choices and "interactivity”. 

(Crary, Jonathan, “Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and 
Modern Culture”) 

Therefore, looking at the architectures and structures of distribution mechanisms, 

Crary offers an alternative way of looking at the contemporary participatory networks 

such as YouTube. While there are other viewpoints on how media landscapes, and 

YouTube in particular, are characterized, one of them is Jenkins who argues that 

“proliferation of different groups...some grassroots and amateur, some civic, producing 

and circulating content” (Jenkins, 2013), I believe that Crary’s argument is significant for 

the discussion of the YouTube’s economy in general. As I mentioned in Chapter one 

relying upon Grusin’s argument (2009) about niche-oriented content of YouTube, Crary 

suggest to look at networks from the perspective of geopolitics and power mechanisms. 

3.3. Digital Video for Contemporary Activist Performance Art 

As Sobchack puts it, while perceiving the world through the camera, the 

filmmaker (here and further in this thesis - videomaker) is less concerned with the 

technology (Sobchack, 1992, 177). Rather, his intentional activity is in engaging and 

experiencing the world through the video camera. There is, however, “a juncture of 

eye/viewfinder and fingers” that is body and opacity of the camera, interior and exterior. 

The video maker can’t be fully absorbed by the visibility of the world, particularly within 

the domain of activist performance art. He stays aware of the mediation throughout the 

process of recording as the visibility and his own engagement is dependent on many 

factors and can be interrupted by disturbances during the documentation process and 

technology failure. Absorption of the camera can, thus, never be complete (Sobchack, 

1992).  

Instrument-mediated perception is never experienced  as exactly identical 
to direct perception, that is,  perception experienced introspectively 
through the lived body as “mine”...There is always an “echo-focus” in the 
spectator’s perception of the world that marks the perception as mediated 
by an instrument.  
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(Sobchack, 1992, p.178) 

Byron Black’s performance “Leaving the Ground” (1981) explores the “echo-

focus” through objectification of the technology.I say “performance” but at the same time 

this work marks the significance of the video documentation that becomes integral to the 

piece.  

In “Leaving the Ground” the artist Byron Black records his individual perspective 

of going through security controlled areas in Japan where taking photographs and video 

recordings without permission are strictly forbidden. By doing so he explores the use of 

video and visual techniques in surveillance as well as body practice as intervention. The 

actual crossing the border can’t be considered as intervention as such, however, the use 

of the hidden wearable camera installed on the suitcase of the cameraman-performer 

allows us to reconsider the dichotomy between the live and the recorded: the 

significance of the quality of the documentation as such. The angle of the frame is 

limited:  the camera is filming the front view, becoming the “eye” of the camera man, 

however giving the spectator the rich experience of going through the border, 

registering, and even  scanning the luggage (under the heading “I Survey the Body 

Searchers”). At this point, the camera is capturing something that is literally hidden from 

our perception. Moreover, the location of the camera, its invisibility on the suitcase of the 

performer makes the borderline between the spectator’s introspective perception and 

perception mediated by the instrument very blurred.  

3.3.1. Perfomativity of Performance Video Documentation 

As Auslander (2006) suggests in his essay “The Performativity of Performance 

Documentation”, early performance art wasn’t supposed to be staged for the camera; 

however, this tendency changed and performance artists reassessed the value of 

documentation of live art and the presence of audience as such. Auslander gives an 

example of Gina Pane and the way she describes the working process. 

• It creates the work the audience will be seeing afterwards. So the 

photographer is not an external factor, he is positioned inside the action space 
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with me, just a few centimeters away. There were times when he obstructed 

the [audience’s] view!  

(Auslander, 2006).  

Auslander opens an interesting discussion about the way performance can be 

documented and suggests looking at it from two perspectives. He argues that 

documentation encompasses two categories: 1) documentary and 2) theatrical. The first 

category is supposed to represent the traditional relationship between performance art 

and its documentation, where documentation provides a record of an art piece and the 

evidence that it actually occurred. This connection is purely ontological. And most of the 

performance art falls under this category. As for the second category, it is supposed to 

mean the cases when performance was staged solely to be filmed or photographed and 

has no significance as an autonomous event without documentation. I believe that there 

is another perspective, when documentation, and video in particular, has a strong 

significance and is a part of performance piece when we can not establish the 

relationship between one another. That is, video is not a mere notation of the 

performance but has a social and political significance: video documentation becomes 

integral to the performance and when the video embraces communicative qualities when 

being embedded and circulated.  

Phelan looks at performance as actuality, lived experience that, even when re-

performed, bears the mark of being “different” (Phelan, 1993). Documentation of 

performance, hence, is a mere representation. The record of the performance is not a 

performance per se as long as it loses its nowness (Phelan, 1993, p.147). I believe that 

this criticism of performance documentation can be addressed from various 

perspectives.  

Supporting Phelan’s view, many scholars suggest that there are fundamental 

differences between “the live” and “the recorded” since performance frames time and 

space as singular and unrecoverable and this is in direct contradiction to a record in 

which time and space are constructed as fixed and reproducible: video can be accessed, 
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reproduced at any time, stopped, and watched again (Rye, 2003). This can become a 

substitute for a live performance.  

Media interventions that take place both in physical and media space argue 

against the above-mentioned statement, such as The Yes Men and their numerous 

interventions (e.g. US Chamber of Commerce, 2009). The Yes Men impersonate 

corporation spokesmen and administration representatives through media interventions. 

Their “live performances” are usually broadcasted live (Dow Chemical, WTO). Live 

broadcasts preserves the nowness (Phelan, 1993) of the performative intervention, while 

the recording ensures the access to the performance online and makes it available to a 

broader audience. As with many political artists, the target audience is much larger than 

those being present at the moment of the actual performance. Adapting the tactics of 

both physical and media interventions, The Yes Men profit from the video footages and 

broadcast turning it into their artistic tool: their performance becomes a newsreel 

footage. The footages are mainly posted on YouTube, while official announcement made 

by art collective receive much attention from press and community.  

I would also like to argue, following Groys, that digitalization allows for new 

aspects of observation. A viewer in a traditional art space or when viewing the non-

moving image, a painting or object-based artwork, he says, “has control over the 

duration of his or her contemplation”(Groys, p.87). However, the situation changes with 

the moving images as the viewer is being dictated the time he needs to observe the 

video. Online, however, they can control the videos by pressing the stop-button, 

rewinding and watching it as many times as needed. 

Finally, Varney and Fensham (2000) draw upon Annabelle Melzer’s discussion 

around video as documentation: she claims that video is a form of notation with a 

purpose to study or deconstruct the life event for its further reading. This might be true 

for theatre performance she is referring to. In activist performance art video is equally 

significant as the live performance. In most cases, unlike with theatre performance, the 

art piece can not be restaged or re-visited by audience, whose physical presence is 

relatively inessential for the piece in comparison with the documentation of the actual 

act. The recording of the activist performance encompasses both a socio-political 
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statement and the aesthetic of the recording the exemplifies the non-fictional mode of 

the documented that viewers can relate to. Performance by RADEK Group and Dmitry 

Gutov, “Demonstration” (2000) operates with the physicality of the crowd, movement and 

reinterpretation of political symbols from the Soviet epoch such as red banners and 

flags. By intervening in the crowd that is crossing the street (i.e. pedestrians), performers 

mimic the demonstration by taking out red banners with slogans “Sex, Marx, Karl, 

Pistols” that makes the illusion of the real Soviet march. The cameraman, standing on 

the opposite side of the street, documents the act of crossing the crossroad with 

banners. The editing is essential: its slow motion, low-fi quality. The soundtrack, ( 

“Zabriskie Point” by The Sex Pistols Antonioni (1970), redirects us to the political and 

counterculture context. The very low quality of the footage also lends itself to hiding the 

faces of the pedestrians. “Demonstration” can be found on Vimeo, however the art 

collective has exhibited the piece internationally and the video was shown at the 

international art shows. 

3.4.  Summary 

This chapter explored the multifaceted approach towards the legibility of the 

digital image in the relationship between body, public space and online space. It 

presented selected literature that provides important background to explore how 

networked digital culture has transformed the way we perceive and produce images. On 

the other hand, there are obvious tendencies  towards the aesthetics of precarious and 

the “poor image” that signifies the return to the analog image. There is also a new 

attention to the materiality of digital media, as with artists’ acceptance of video 

compression. Most importantly, interconnection between the conceptual frameworks of 

precarious aesthetics and the indexicality of the digital, contextualized current 

tendencies for digital video performance documentation.  

Within this chapter I attempted to support my main arguments on the activation of 

audience, that is how is the legibility of the digital video related to the viewer’s 

experience of the video online.  



 

56 

First, I began with the Deleuzian point on the shift in visual culture. This idea 

informs my theoretical approach on how digital video comes into being to transform the 

image cinematic and cinematic experiences, mainly through mobile screen as opposed 

to the screen static and horizontal. These ideas are linked to the way digital image is 

perceived. Image legibility is influenced by the current tendencies in precarious 

aesthetics or what is usually referred to as poor image.  These tendencies are justified 

by the failure of technology, low-fi technology and transmission. My goal was not only to 

look at the scholarship but analyze how this failure influences spectator’s perception. In 

this respect, I turned to the discussion of indexicality and analogue within the digital 

video domain. 

The analysis of these ideas is related to the concepts of spreadability of media 

and its circulation online. In the next chapter I outline my interest  in how online 

distribution reshapes the video and transforms viewer’s engagement. 

Finally, I gave an overview of current scholarship about the dichotomy between 

the live and the recorded and the way digital video is used for the documentation of 

performance by providing examples from contemporary activist art domain.  



 

57 

 



 

58 

Chapter 4. Image as a Trace of Action. Audio-
Visuality, Corporeality, Distribution. 

 

Some of the performance is unseen and some of it is witnessed.  

(Janine Antoni, “Perform, Repeat, Record: Live Art in History. 2012) 

One day Trotsky, Zinov’ev and Bukharin came to Stalin and said, “you’re 
not right. Let’s talk about it.” Stalin whipped out a pistol from his desk and 

killed them right on the spot. And he ordered that the corpses be buried 
quickly. 

(Prigov, Seven New Stories about Stalin, 1989) 

Assembling multiple forms and formats of performance with live art 

documentation has come more into use relatively recently. (Antoni, 2012) Antoni 

explores numerous documentations that exist to diversely capture and describe this art 

genre that goes beyond the definition of performance but also includes the ideas of 

“liveness” and “nowness”. Antoni’s inquiry into the documentation of performance 

suggests that live art is subject to a threat because of the documentation as long as “live 

art documentation is now available for sale, exhibition and canonization” (2012). While 

the live situation, Jones argues, echoing Phelan, can establish “a flesh-to-flesh 

engagement”, the audience’s relation to the documentation can be equally engaging and 

intersubjective (2012).  

What is important here is the indexicality of various types of documentation and 

performance per se (Antoni, 2012). Antoni gives an example of Rabih Mroue, Lebanese 

performance artist who merges lecture, video and photographs as a narrative form “to 

disclose his personal archive of images and experiences from conflict-torn streets”. This 

form of representation and documentation, thus, becomes a way of reflecting on 
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“remembering and forgetting” about the lives irreversibly lost during the Lebanese civil 

war (2012).  

In this thesis, I highlight what Antoni calls “the dependence of performance on 

documentation.” In Chapter 3 I discussed the specificities of documenting works of 

performance art while capturing the moving body in public space. I observed the 

dichotomy between the live and the recorded that exists in current scholarship within the 

performance art domain. In this Chapter I proceed with the analysis of two artworks that I 

have chosen based on the theoretical model introduced in Chapter 2.  

This thesis raises the question of the fundamental relationship between image 

legibility and the generation of viewer’s embodied reception and involvement in the 

context of activist performance art. The choice, selection of artworks and analysis was 

guided by the understanding that low-fi networked digital video activates viewer’s 

sensory responses to video poverty, building a sensory embodied bridge to the video 

performer. I considered several aspects to guide me through selecting these particular 

artworks. 

First, my choice of artists is driven by the idea of contextualizing the genre of 

activist performance art and its documentation which is marked by the failure of 

technology and constrained conditions of recording processes. I am curious to know how 

these setbacks and conditions influence viewer’s perception and activate them. As I 

mentioned in the Introduction In Chapter 1, my challenge was to articulate the niche of 

activist performance, a field that has long existed but still has a marginal position in 

performance studies. I also looked at the dichotomy between the live and the recorded 

within this particular domain. And within all artworks I have highlighted throughout this 

thesis, I focused upon in how audiences read and perceive the digital image. As this 

discussion will illustrate, I am led by my curiosity in expressive techniques artists use to 

capture the moving body on the digital video and the affective powers these networked 

digital videos produce on viewer. Chapter 4 focuses on the specific techniques with 

which performance video sensorially and cognitively engages the viewer. 
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4.1. About the artists 

In this chapter, I introduce, analyze and discuss two performance artworks that 

manifest the aesthetics and affective powers outlined in my theoretical model. My 

research has been composed of multiple stages and was influenced by my personal 

interest in what is usually referred to as “political art”. My first stage reflects on this and 

historically locates this genre; I interviewed artists, curators and critics from international 

art activist community as well as those based in Canada. In addition, I used material 

from my own art reviews accumulated through my position as art critic in the local 

Vancouver visual art community. These artists and experts I spoke with include Kalle 

Lasn, chief editor of “Adbusters Magazine”, Art Group Voina, artists Philip Huang and 

Danya Vasiliev, ATSA collective for grunt gallery, Byron Black for VIVO. I found myself 

interested in exploring the works of artists who attempt to separate their artistic practice 

from the art market. The so-called “performative interventions” captured on low-fi 

cameras and distributed online, or documentaries composed of amateur footage, 

question the traditional juxtaposition of “art” and “real”.  

In investigating these historical premises, I discovered that most of the outbursts 

of activism were associated with political instabilities or occurred in countries under 

conservative regimes and were “catalized by the anti-war and anti-globalization 

movements” (Kester, 2011). In Russia, these were multiple performative actions, even 

aggressive, by Oleg Kulik, Anatoliy Osmolovsky, and then later starting from 2009 - Art 

group Voina, Petr Pavlensky, Pussy Riot. The same tendency can be traced with 

Eastern European performance art (Zoran Popovic, Kwiekulik, Daniel Premec), and in 

Lithuania (Egle Rakauskaite), Germany (HA Shult, Micha Brendel), China (Ai Weiwei) 

and more. At the beginning of the 2000s, however, there was a decrease in activist 

performance art in Russia activity due to the growth of the art market (Maria Kravtsova, 

2014, Wall Paper). By positioning itself outside of the institutionalized art context, activist 

performance, and performative politics (Fish, 2014) gained a marginal, non-commercial 

position in contemporary scholarship.  

For my analysis, I focused on two artworks – “Decemberists Commemoration or 

No One gives a F about Pestel” (2008) by Art Group Voina and “Lunar Homosexual 
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Agenda” (2010) by Philip Huang - that challenge the viewer’s participation and that 

experiment with the use of expressive techniques to materialize the body in front of the 

camera. Both of them use intervention as tactics to shock the audience, engage it and 

attract public attention.  

4.1.1. Art Group Voina. “Decembrists Commemoration or No One gives 
a F about Pestel”, 2008 

Art Group Voina is an art collective whose work is based on socio-political 

critique of the current regime in Russia. They use radical approaches such as 

provocations of authorities as well as mockery and performance, street art, video. I first 

encountered the work of Voina back in early 2000s.  

Voina uses the tactics of provocations to conquer the public space, as well as 

mockery and showmanship. Members of the group refer to early theatrical traditions of 

Russian Futurism while trying to separate themselves from institutionalized art context 

(Plucer, personal communication). Within the real socio-political situation where artists 

position themselves, they do not think of their work in the context of performance or net 

art and even activism: there is a real street situation that the artists are living through 

(Plucer, 2013). The principle of art production that members of the collective intend to 

manifest in their performative interventions - that is, awareness of bodily location and 

“living the street situation” – seek to erase the border between the live and art and even 

activism (2013). Any event can be captured on camera and distributed online (2013).  

By disassociating their art practice through context and aesthetic techniques from 

the art market, they thus make it open to a broader audience. On the other hand, it 

retains a liminal position. Activist artists, for example art group Voina, chose to stay 

marginal and not participate in art festivals, give interviews to art media and rarely agree 

to give interview to political media. Receiving controversial feedback from the audiences 

online, their work is not contextualized and affiliated to art institutions. Thus, the radical 

content of the artworks, their amateur aesthetics and distribution mechanisms contribute 

to their relative marginality within the art domain.    
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4.1.2. “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, 2010 by Philip Huang 

Philip Huang is a Taiwan-born performance artist currently based in the San 

Francisco Bay area. His art practice explores gender and sexual discrimination 

throughout public interventions and provocations. Huang has a YouTube video channel 

where he posts all the video documentation. He takes on the protest tactics, hijacking, 

screaming slogans and creating posters. The performance I analyze in this study - “The 

Lunar Homosexual Agenda” (2010) - is one of Huang’s most well-known pieces to date. 

4.2. Imitating Politics - Mirroring the Body. 

This research is aimed at exploring the complexities and potentials of networked 

digital video in the activist performance art. By complexities I refer to the limitations and 

failure of technology and the precarity of the digital video. The bodily representation and 

performer’s corporeality is of particular importance throughout the analysis. To do so, I 

applied the phenomenological model of cinematic identification by Sobchack-Meunier 

(1999) and Pink’s model of visual data analysis (2013). I discussed my methodology in 

detail in Chapter 2.  

To reflect on the notion of political mimesis and viewer’s subjective experience of 

the body on screen, I applied the phenomenological model of cinematic identification to 

analyze these two video artworks. Both artworks produce mirroring effects through 

performative interventions and the use of aesthetic techniques to create an in-between 

space, that on-screen and in the audience to affect the spectator. I will first explore how 

creation of continuities between the on-screen and the viewer invites that viewer to 

identify with the video and to also engage with it.  

As mentioned earlier, Gaines (1999) and Williams (1991) argue that 

documentary footage can affect the viewer and lead to political action as it causes bodily 

reactions in the audiences by creating a “sensationalized body”. Williams gave an 

examples of three genres - horror, melodrama and porn that make the viewer “scream, 

cry and come” (1991). Similarly, films and videos that mimic revolutions and riots “trigger 

bodily effects and sensations” (Hongisto, 2011). Williams also mentions that such effect 
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depends on discursive organization of the documentary. Drawing on Sobchack, 

Hongisto (2011) argues that phenomenological perspectives on film experience highlight 

the viewer’s subjective contribution, that is “a subjective relation [of a viewer] to the 

cinematic object”.  

4.2.1. Analyzing the Video. Art Group Voina 

Voina’s “Decemberists Commemoration or No One gives a F about Pestel” 

(2008) exemplifies the use of performative intervention as tactics that both attracts the 

attention of police forces and security and to creating the politically radical situation, and 

that also experiment with the public space familiar to a random viewer. The name of the 

Voina’s performance is a reference to the Decembrist Revolt, a tragic and at the same 

time tremendous event that took place in 1825 in Saint Petersburg. The elite of the 

Russian Empire’s army came in the streets to protest against the new Tzar’s 

inauguration. This protest was suppressed. Some of the protesters were executed, and 

the rest – exiled. Voina’s reference highlights the spirit of the protesters who were not 

afraid to loose their titles in struggle for democracy.  

The term performativity is used here not as a synonym for theatricality but as “an 

active creation of reality”. (Salter, 2010) These artists use public space as socio-political 

context and scenic space for their interventions and importantly they also use their 

bodies as a medium. Cameras (portable, mobile, wearable) are an important constituent 

of their work. Voina approaches the documentation of the performance as an attempt to 

create a physical connectedness with the security during the performance act. The 

performance takes place in Ashan supermarket, one of the most popular malls in 

Moscow. The video opens up with the title and a short introduction followed by stills from 

the performance. As the video unfolds, the viewer hears the soundtrack that is, in fact, a 

famous military, patriotic march “Officers” performed by a Russian pop singer. The video 

has English subtitles. The position of the camera hidden on the body of the 

cameraperson creates intuitive camera movements. The cameraperson explores the 

space and engages with the performers as well as the audience and security in the 

shopping mall. The camera follows a group of actors in a mall who perform a mock 
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public hanging of three victims of the contemporary Russia corrupt regime – a Jew, a 

gay activist and a migrant worker, apparently from Uzbekistan. 

Like many other activist performance documentation, Decemberists 

Commemoration possesses a low-fi aesthetics and was not filmed on a professional 

equipment. The cameraperson follows performers throughout the mall, which interferes 

with the viewer’s grasping the mise-en-scène and sense of space. To put it differently, I 

myself as a viewer, watch the video from cameraman perspective. This technique invites 

me to situate myself as a part of the group, following the team and embracing their 

actions. The camera frames a policeman (0:31) who approaches the camera to check ID 

(Fig.4) 

Figure 3. Art Group Voina. “Decemberists Commemoration or No One Gives a 
F About Pestel”. Still from the video. 2008. Courtesy of the Artists. 
Provided by Alex Plucer. From YouTube. 

Figure 3. shows that the video was recorded on a wearable camera, located 

(hidden) on the head of the cameraman. This shot conveys the angle, from the top to the 

bottom, as well as the fact that the policeman doesn’t see the camera while checking the 

ID. 

As I view the video, I follow the performance not from the static point, embracing 

the mise-en-scène and the scenic space where the sequence is built by the means of 
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montage; the camera, in this case, becomes the “eye” of the viewer. The viewer, hence, 

is a part of the action, thus contributing to the action by his presence and fully 

experiencing it. 

The camera frames the policeman looking directly in the camera while checking 

the ID. The policeman stands very close to the cameraman so that I can see his face 

quite distinctly. The scene lasts 15 seconds. Because of the soundtrack, the words are 

inaudible and I can only see the interchange of glances and the proximity of the face. 

This is a petrifying proximity to the policeman and the fact that the image is very blurry 

and shaky makes the distance between the body on screen and the viewer’s [my own 

body] shorter and much more intimate (Marks, 2000). This proximity creates a visceral 

tension in my own body causing the feeling of uneasiness. The passersby throw glances 

at the cameraman being interrogated by the policeman. Being isolated from the speech 

as well as being watched and looked at deepens viewer’s experience of the video and 

identification with the cinematic object by what Sobchack terms as “charge of the real” 

(Sobchack, 1992). On the one hand, the viewer doesn’t hear what the cameraperson is 

being told and asked. The soundtrack dictates a certain experience and rhythm framing 

as to how the work is experienced. On the other hand, the viewer is then more exposed 

to other aesthetic techniques used in this documentation. The scene with the policeman 

checking ID sets a tone for the rest of the video: it attracts one’s attention as it frames 

the close-up of the policeman for more than 15 second. The intensity of the scene, 

unfamiliarity as to what the interrogation is about raises viewer’s [my own] level of 

anxiety and produces an embodied innate connection between myself and what is 

unfolding on the screen. 

From the viewer’s perspective, the space of the performance (Ashan Mall) 

creates a sense of connectedness. It is important to mention, however, the contextuality 

of the performance. From the beginning of the video it is clear from the English subtitles 

that the performers are based in Russia. Although the artists are Russian, the video is 

targeted to the English-speaking audience. I will discuss the audiencing further in this 

chapter when I comment on the context and agency of the digital video distributed 

online. 
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The “Decemberists Commemoration or No One gives a F about Pestel” doesn’t 

explicitly introduce the plot to the viewer; the viewer can only make inferences. Following 

the camera, the viewer is invited to explore the space and encounter the characters 

throughout the performance (policemen asking for ID, the guard, random people doing 

groceries in the mall, security). The way the camera is fixed on the performer’s head 

above the eye-level constructs an engaging experience. The viewer does not only 

become the witness of the event, but becomes a part of the event through the camera’s 

angle and the way the wearable camera captures bodily movements. This immediacy of 

video was well described by Davies in her essay on the production of online videos and 

its immediacy and ephemerality that I discussed earlier in this thesis. (Davies, 2011) 

The video frame guides the viewer throughout the space and sequence; there 

are no zooms in as the camera is fixed and wide-angle. After a few minutes into the 

performance, the frame captures a mock execution of one of the performers, a gay 

activist. The execution is a protest against the homophobic government. The 

cameraperson approaches the body of the executed performer. Constant interruptions 

and the proximity of the executed bodies account both for the artists’ intention to capture 

the scene and the importance for this particular scene to be captured.  

One of the concepts behind the performative intervention is to place the actor’s 

body in the condition of sensuous struggle (Gaines, 1999) and to activate and attract the 

attention of the public. 

Figure 4. shows the frame capture of the crowd gazing at the executed 

performers. This is the first time during the video when the viewer shifts from being 

involved in the performance to observing it.  
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Figure 4. Art Group Voina. “Decemberists Commemoration or No One Gives a 
F About Pestel”. Still from the video. 2008. Courtesy of the Artists. 
Provided by Alex Plucer. From YouTube. Depicting the body and 
crowd. 

This sudden and abrupt switch in viewer’s identity through the cut and framing 

embodies the viscerality of the scene, reminding us of the Middle Ages public execution. 

Bodies are surrounded by the crowd, gazing at the lifeless corpses. Moreover, the cuts 

like the one I discuss here point to the precarity of contemporary activist performance art 

videos. Such cuts leave the viewer with an understanding that some of the content of the 

video was left unattended. I will expand on it further in my analysis 

These aspects account for the creation of what Gaines (1999) terms as creation 

of sensationalized body on screen and sensuous struggle. The committed viewer, thus, 

identifies with what is unfolding on the screen based on his/her memories and footages 

of the related scenes, or amateur footages that touch upon the similar socio-political 

issues. Many scholars have reflected on “citizen camera-witnessing” by contemporary 

street opposition movements (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2014). Camera-mediated society 

has offered a radically new ways of public engagement that began with uprisings in Iran 

and then Egypt, Burma, Syria, Ukraine (2014). These crowd-sourced videos are 

embedded in the memories of the masses that have access to Internet and TV. 
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Interestingly, these videos act not as mere witnesses, but as testimonies to “to mobilize 

global solidarity through the affective power of the visual” (2014). Citizen-camera 

witnessing is used in official news reports and as amateur footage distributed online. 

What is important in Andén-Papadopoulos essay is her argument for the distinction 

between amateur witnessing of mundane daily events (eyewitnessing) and bearing 

witness (2014). While both categories can possess the same aesthetics, citizen camera-

witnessing manifests “embodied risk of filming as resistance to brutal repression” by 

putting the body of the witness at risk (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2014, Tait, 2011).  I 

strongly agree with this concept. However, I would like to reflect on how these ideas are 

manifested in activist performance documentation and the work of Voina, in particular. 

First, Voina’s performative intervention can by no means be compared to the 

conditions of war or riots to which citizen camera-witnesses respond. On the other hand, 

one can not deny that artists put their bodies in a real live context, intervening in a public 

space and performing acts that can usually be read as aggressive, unacceptable and 

even dangerous. There are multiple examples of contemporary activist performance 

artworks when artists were arrested or their performances were suppressed by 

authorities (Art Group Voina, Pussy Riot, Ai Weiwei, FEMEN and more).  

Building upon the argument mentioned above, I would like to consider here the 

concept of the amateur in the context of everydayness and art making. Farias (2011) 

discusses the amateur within the context of art making and how it is manifested in 

contemporary art imagery. She refers to Dewey’s definition of aesthetic experience as 

“fulfillment or completion of an object or event” that involves a unifying element 

(Alexander, 2012, Farias, 2011). The aesthetics of the everyday life is the way in which 

the mundane daily events are experienced and represented. Then, as Farias suggests 

referring to Lipovetsky (Lipovetsky, 1998), we can talk about the aestheticization of 

these experiences. Therefore, the record of everydayness as well as the record of the 

riot can bear the similar aesthetics. This point is important when discussing the viewer’s 

perception and engagement. 

Similarities in mimicking political bodies can be traced in Philip Huang’s 

performance “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”.  
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4.2.2. Mirroring effect in “Lunar Homosexual Agenda” by Philip Huang 

“Lunar Homosexual Agenda” (2010) by Philip Huang is a performative 

intervention in the protest by the Westboro Baptist Church, Kansas, US. The Westboro 

church in Kansas is known for its extreme homophobic stance. The protest captured in 

this video is anti-gay protest by the Westboro church. Taking on the structure of protests, 

Huang pervades the protesting crowd at the Westboro. The camera offers the viewer the 

possibility of witnessing while remaining physically involved. The camera captures the 

body of the performer, Huang, and the bodies of the protesters at Westboro. The camera 

is intrusive; it follows Huang, faces him, thus communicating the atmosphere of chaos 

and rioting. Images of the “sensuous struggle”, protesters with placards and slogans 

such as “god hates fags enablers” shouted by the performer Huang function as a 

compelling expressive force upon the viewer. One might argue that, unlike Voina’s work, 

“Lunar Homosexual Agenda” is more difficult to engage with as the camera acts as 

witness, thus documenting Huang and making it harder for the viewer to identify with 

precisely what is happening on the screen. Huang’s performance carries multiple 

disruptions that carry an expressive implication. For example, Figure 5 shows a woman 

approaching Huang and making a comment on his intervention. She says: “You have a 

lot of balls”. This short phrase is illustrative of the general reception by the Westboro 

crowd. Huang responds: “I have a lot of balls. No mam, I have a spirit in me”. He 

proceeds with religious critique, mocking the protester and their homophobic views. This 

is a turning point when the performer while mimicking the live situation [anti-gay 

demonstration] performs an artistic intervention enabling the protesters to see 

themselves through Huang’s acting. I as a viewer switch from witnessing the protest to 

being in the crowd. First, the camera walks me through the crowd. Then, the camera 

captures the performer [Huang]. This technique bears a conceptual mark when Huang 

reveals his stance.  

Huang, while shouting his slogans, addresses the camera. Figure 6. illustrates a 

group of people filming Huang on their mobile phones. Huang approaches the group, 

continuing his performance, looking straight at the screens. His way of performing is 

direct. He addresses all the participants of the protests at Westboro demonstration as 

well as everyone involved in the process - passer-bys, random people recording his 

performance. He engages with the cameraman in the same way he does with other 
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participants making it difficult to situate the piece within the domains of what is usually 

referred to as life and art. On the other hand, this approach engages the audience 

around him, attracting attention to what could first be taken for granted  - a silent 

homophobic gathering by the Kansas church now illuminated in Huang’s performance 

who is mirroring protesters’ dispositions. 

Huang takes on the similar tactics of mockery and showmanship as Voina does. 

For performative purposes, he uses the elements of costume and placards that mimic 

the protest by the Westboro while simultaneously making himself stand out of the crowd.  

What is striking about Huang’s performance is the coherence of camera 

movements with the viewer’s perception of the performer and the overall happening. The 

camera not only enables the viewer to actually witness the performance but also to 

situate oneself within the crowd of the protesters and be a part of the protest moving 

among the bodies and facing the body of the performer. 
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Figure 5. Philip Huang. “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, 2010. Courtesy of the 

Artist. Stills from the video. From YouTube. Mimicking the body. 

 
Figure 6. Philip Huand. “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, 2010. Courtesy of the 

Artist. Stills from the video. From YouTube. Mimicking the body. 

In this section, I discussed how particular techniques applied by Voina and 

Huang capture the body to create “a continuity between the world on screen” and the 

viewer. I focused on the analysis of camera angles and camera’s movement and argued 

that these aspects of recording inform the way viewer identifies with what is happening 

on the screen. I gave examples of filming human bodies in the context that defines 
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protagonists and implicate the viewer in the acts witnessed, and described the scenes 

that mimic the scene from real life that the viewer can engage with. I will now discuss the 

aesthetics of the digital video and how it contributes to viewer’s engagement with the 

video based on their familiarity with this aesthetic style.  

4.3. Performativity of the Real: Aesthetic of Imperfection in the 
Work of “Voina”. 

Aesthetics of the digital image and digital video, in particular, has widely been 

discussed by scholars and media and cultural theorists. My own research is concerned 

with the questions of how the invisibilities caused by the failure and limitations of 

technology engage and affect the viewer positioning him or her “at a threshold of 

knowledge” (Fetveit, 2013). Digital technology, thus, offers two basic states of mediation 

when the media artifact is immediate or hypermediated (Bolter & Grusin, 2002). One 

could argue that imperfect image, image marked by disturbances and compressions, is 

thus hypermediated. On the other hand, such aspects of digital video as noise, motion 

blur, obscure angles and glitch as well as interruptions in editing and sound noise, point 

to certain aesthetics, amateur aesthetics and image indexicality that the viewer can 

engage and identify with.  

I will now elaborate on how the potentials of poor image and the precarious are 

exemplified in the works by Voina and Philip Huang respectively. 

As Marks notes (2002), there are works purposefully mimicking digital errors like 

“skipping of a CD” or abrupt cuts. Some artists are doing this intentionally, experimenting 

with hardware and looking for analogue touch for the digital works. Within the activist 

performance domain, such technology flaws celebrate its political and social marker. The 

disturbances during the recording process and interruptions in editing point to following 

aspects of this art genre: ephemerality, its immediacy and constraint conditions of the 

recording process.  

“Decemberists Commemoration” combines the viscerality of the performers’ 

bodies with the abrupt cuts, glitch and intricate changes of view. Visually dense, the 
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multiplicities of the layers can roughly be differentiated by 1) those arise from cameras 

mobility, and 2) low resolution. The former are represented in shaky camera, motion blur 

and opaque framing and motion noise. The latter - dither, glitch, artifacts and motion 

noise. 

These disruptions in the flow reveal the following conditions. First, the 

performance was recorded in restricted conditions (ephemerality of performance, 

security and police forces). The artists were, most likely, unable to use more 

professional equipment due to the activist nature of the performance. Furthermore, these 

interruptions point to certain media qualities of the technology used: its low-fi resolution, 

portability, ease of use. The viewer makes inferences as the aesthetics of the video is 

low-fi and has an amateur touch. It is easier for a viewer to contextualize this kind of 

video as long as it invokes certain level of familiarity on the aesthetic level as the viewer 

has encountered the home-video footages and, most likely, produced it (Davies, 2011). 

Juhazs points out, much of the content on YouTube is produced by non-professionals 

(Juhazs, 2012) Davies suggests that the popularity of YouTube is explained by the 

appeal of amateur aesthetic many viewers can relate to in their everydayness (2011). 

Throughout the video, the viewer is subject to constant movement through the 

camera positioned on the body of the cameraman. It is manifested in the shaky camera 

scene and motion blur, framing coherent to the cameraman’s movements. The 

perception is, thus, embodied and the way the viewer experiences the work celebrates 

the ever-present on-screen body of the performer-cameraman through the precarious 

aesthetics of the digital video.  

Multiple interruptions and fragmentation affect viewer’s perception and engage 

him/her through familiarity with the technology and footage seen on the YouTube and 

other content-sharing platforms. Similarly, obscure angles of the camera create an 

immersive embodied experience. The low-fi aesthetic of Voina’s videos and activist art in 

general is mostly related to the fact that they have to film in constrained conditions such 

as lack of time, absence of permission to film, inability to set the camera, poor lighting. 

On the other hand, this footage is not aimed for exhibition purposes, therefore, not 

meant to be hi-resolution.  



 

74 

It raises the question of how this everydayness is manifested in digital video and 

how this can be actualized as a political instrument that engages the viewer. 

Figures 7 and 8. illustrate the examples digital glitch, motion blur and aberration 

of colours. 
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Figure 7. Art Group Voina. “Decemberists Commemoration or No One Gives a 

F About Pestel”. Still from the video. 2008. Courtesy of the Artists. 
Provided by Alex Plucer. From YouTube. Glitch and Motion Blur. 

 
Figure 8. Art Group Voina. “Decemberists Commemoration or No One Gives a 

F About Pestel”. Still from the video. 2008. Courtesy of the Artists. 
Provided by Alex Plucer. From YouTube. Glitch and Motion Blur. 

In her seminal work “Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media” Marks 

notes that many artists provoke digital errors and breakdowns. In this particular case as 

well as with the works I describe in my thesis, failure of technology acts as a political 

marker. On the other hand, artists purposefully keep the videos that document 
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performances unedited. By keeping these errors and distortion of motion, they take 

advantage of digital technology that bears a mark of opacity. Precarity in digital video 

provides a compelling crudeness, inability to fully grasp the full picture of what has really 

happened and what caused the technology to fail. These videos are aimed to show the 

liveness and ephemerality of the act as well as the immediacy of the medium, 

untouched. These failures of technology elicit a cognitive attention that video requires 

(Deleuze, 1989, Fetveit, 2013a). It keeps the viewer guessing about the conditions of 

filming, what one missed and what caused the technology to fail. The unprecedented 

amount of opacity in low-fi videos that document performance is, in fact, strikingly 

powerful in terms of engaging the viewer. Minute 4:37. The camera follows the security 

guard attempting to “clean” the area and make the performers leave the mall. One of the 

security guards approaches the cameraman and stares at him, right in his face. It is 

once again apparent that the camera is hidden. The security guard is felt as aggressive. 

After that I see an abrupt cut and the footage continues with the next scene. As a viewer 

I cannot stop wondering what has happened within that time. I am left wondering how 

much time passed as well as what exactly has happened. Was the cut done intentionally 

and if so - why? Or was it a glitch in the camera? What happened to the performer? Was 

the performer attacked? These ambiguities point to the logic of the precarious - its direct 

link to the authenticity of the real. This link takes place not only through mimicking the 

bodies on screen but also through the accessing the ephemeral and the immediate of 

the performative interventions, as well as the ability to call upon the amateur aesthetics 

that the viewer can identify with. 

Interestingly, such aspect of the video costumes and scenario (performers were 

moving freely and they knew the space very well) proves that the performance was 

carefully staged: the venue was chosen for its relative popularity among local audience. 

At the same time, the audience in the mall is not familiar with the art practice of the art 

group Voina to be able to fully grasp that the performance is staged. This factor adds to 

the effect of shock and engagement of the viewer as well. 



 

77 

4.4. Shaky Camera and Peripheral Angles in Constructing the 
Image. 

The Lunar Homosexual Agenda is saturated by peripheral framing. 

A restricted field of view offered by the video camera, peripheral angles, illusion 

of movement and shaky camera – all these effects can undermine the viewing 

experience. On the other hand, these expressive techniques are particularly interesting 

from the embodied perspective of the medium. (Dourish, 2001) The viewer constructs 

the image based on the footages from protests and news footages that he or she has 

seen. The viewer situates themselves in the environment constructed by the video 

techniques. The use of user-generated footage in news reports creates engagement as 

long as the viewer can identify with its aesthetics. The camera explores the space by 

following the body of the artist while capturing the bodies of the protesters. 

The important point is that when recording public protests, faces of those in the 

crowd are often hidden and obscured on the recording. One can encounter the moving 

bodies and the illusion of chaotic movement, crowd and billboards with slogans as well 

as the noise of protesters shouting them out. Huang as well as other activist 

performance artists take on this incompleteness. As in the real protest, they put their 

bodies out there, intervening in the public space that dictates the process the 

performance is being captured. Here, Huang operates with the physicality of the crowd 

and the aesthetics of the protest. Following Auslander’s term performative (2006), this 

video bears not only a mark of a mere document, but of a theatrically staged 

performance. Again, digital video and its immediacy here is a significant constituent in 

making the statement. Without the document, the performance has very little exposure. 

Capturing the body of the performer and distributing the video conveys the activist 

aspect. It is important to mention here that the content-sharing platforms artists use for 

distribution impacts to the aesthetics of the video. For example, YouTube allows to 

upload HD videos. Whereas other networks, such Yoku that I already mentioned, only 

allow lower resolution. The interface of this networks also contribute to the distributed 

aesthetics. 
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The minimal editing of this piece suggests though a certain rhythm that reflects 

an attenuated and rapid movement during the protest: the camera follows the performer 

as well as other participants of the protest, random passer-bys, policemen, people who 

stopped by to talk to the performer and comment on his slogans (Fig. 9 and 10). The 

overall chaotic movement created by the scene is reflected through the camera - angles 

and editing. 
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Figure 9. Philip Huang. “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, 2010. Courtesy of the 

Artist. Stills from the video. From YouTube. Mimicking the body. 
Peripheral angles.  

 
Figure 20. Philip Huand. “Lunar Homosexual Agenda”, 2010. Courtesy of the 

Artist. Stills from the video. From YouTube. Mimicking the body. 
Peripheral angles.  

The footage is hypermediated: there are multiple disruptions, the editing is sharp 

and fragmented, the camera is not capturing the scene fully but rather “searching for” a 

moment or a scene to witness. For a committed viewer, this information is enough to 

understand that the camera is being carried in the hand or hidden from the protestors or, 
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sometimes seems to be forgotten about (Fig. 10). All this, however, eventually creates 

the effect of “looking through” the medium. (Bolter, Grusin, 2002)  

Acknowledging the tension between the mediated and the real,  these particular 

works offer immediate experience by simultaneously multiplying the sensorium of the 

viewer by the use of expressive techniques, minimal digital renders and affordable 

cameras. In this case, fragmented image and shaky camera exemplifies and 

accentuates the device, the technology,  which was used for capturing the performance. 

It creates a feeling of realism and makes the medium “transparent” for the viewer. (2002, 

pp.27) 

I would like to note here, that it is important to move away from the binary 

perspective in approaching the recorded images (Iscen, 2014). In contrast, the artificial 

and the real can be analysed through multiple levels of operations as well as the way 

viewer engages with an object through sensations (2014). What I want to highlight here 

is the visibility of the medium and invisibilities of the image. This tension creates the 

mark of the real; the indexical often associated with the analogue touch or associations 

and sensations of everydayness through the familiarity with the medium 

4.5. Networks, Agency and Conversational Mode of the Video 
Online 

For the present discussion, it is important to incorporate a discussion of the 

aesthetic of the digital video and analyse the techniques artists use to activate the 

viewer in their embodied collision with the video content. Considering the audiovisual 

means manifested in these works I trace how and where exactly these artworks take the 

political turn and how they are affective and engaging. In the media-saturated society, 

however, communicational modalities of the video and distributed aesthetics contribute 

to how perceptions are formed. Therefore, it is important to consider images’ materiality 

and context. This raises the question of how video’s circulation contributes to its 

meaning through aesthetic. 
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The other important aspect to discuss is how the marginal position of the 

networked activist videos contribute to their reception online. In particular, the 

transformations of the digital video when distributed online. Steyerl notes (2009) that 

video resolution is a mark of class and market structures. Similarly, low-resolution 

encourages faster distribution (Foscatti, 2011). Digital images, as well as digital video, 

proliferate online due to the ease of diffusion. Put differently, the videos’ agency is as 

important for the viewer’s engagement as the context in which the video was produced 

and the content of the image (Pink, 2006). 

Precarious aesthetics can take many forms (Fetveit, 2013). Here, I discuss the 

media marked by its materiality and compression (Larkin, 2004). While I do not analyze 

the discourse of the videos, comment threads and online reception using quantitative 

analysis as it contradicts my argument and methodology, I look at the video’s agency, its 

circulation online and the distributed aesthetics that can be linked to the viewer’s 

experience. The reason why I am not analysing discursive aspects of the networked 

videos using quantitative methodologies is because my goal here is to see how 

representations of the bodies on the screen trigger embodied response and empathy 

based on viewer’s familiarity with the aesthetics. By identifying myself with what is 

unfolding on the screen, I am able to be expressively and perceptively involved in the 

viewing experience. This experience is subjective for each viewer. It is important to 

mention, however, that, in future, quantitative methods can contribute to the analysis of 

image material affordances: audience reception through comment thread analysis, 

comparative number of views throughout various platforms, transnational reception. 

The online distribution of the video and performance can be analysed from the 

web-presence and cultural modes of engagement perspectives. This does not, however, 

imply that the contexts of video distribution does not contribute to monetization of art.  

Drawing upon Deleuzian ideas about the transformation of visual culture to an 

information one, networks represent the opacity and ubiquity of video that “deals with the 

boundaries of human perception” and requires cognitive attention (Munster, Lovink, 

2005). It can be argued that “visualisation removes us from an analysis of the ways in 

which networks engage and are engaged by current political, economic and social 
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relations”. Termed by Munster and Lovink, aesthesia is the ability to sense the socially 

invisible while accounting for the fragmented and disruptive. (2005) While I have already 

discussed the online environment and YouTube as being fragmentary in Chapter 1, the 

question remains, how do activist performance videos carry the social marker of 

distribution and how does this marker influences the way we engage with those videos 

while experiencing them online? 

I am once again watching the Voina’s work Decembrists’ Commemoration. Now, 

I am trying to alienate myself and pay more attention to what Pink (2006) termed as 

image agency. I am looking at the meta-description of the video that introduces me to 

the political context in Russia, performance script, reference to Russian history as long 

as this performance relies upon it, authors, and extra links on the art group’s blogs.  

Interestingly, the official video posted on YouTube by the official art group Voina 

account has a description in English. It was posted in 2012 while the actual performance 

took place in 2008. Therefore, the audience for this version is mostly English-speaking, 

which is evidenced by the comment thread. The comments are mostly positive and 

encourage the performative action. This performance was re-shared by the channel 

targeted for English-speaking audience RT10.  The re-shared video has a logo of RT 

channel and the links to RT official social networks. Interestingly, the video is shorter 

than the original and the first 3 seconds are in black and white.  

The Russian version of the same performance, though, posted in 2008 has a 

different title. It does not contain any description and soundtrack. The video is marked by 

the noise. It is not the recording noise while filming, rather the digital noise that one gets 

when filming with no sound on a very low-end equipment. Presumably, the official 

version was intended to be with soundtrack but this one leaked online. Interestingly, this 

version has much more views (187, 741 in comparison to 9,855).  

Philip Huang’s video “Lunar Homosexual  Agenda” is posted by the artist’s official 

account as well. Huang’s video is quite popular, getting 38 thousand views. In the 

 
10 RT (originally Russia Today) is a state-funded TV channel launched in 2005. 
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description field it offers to join the artist’s Facebook page. I attempted to search for 

Huang’s video on the other video-sharing platforms. YouTube is the only network Huang 

posted his video on.  

4.6. Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter looked at two artworks that exemplified the use of the precarious 

aesthetics in the contexts of digital videos that document activist performance art. What 

is important for both artworks is the dependence of the performance on documentation. I 

examined at the aesthetics of the video and the expressive techniques artists used to 

engage the viewer. Documentation of activist performance is grounded in the 

complexities of working with low-end technology. Therefore, it was important to analyze 

how these limitations influence the way viewer engages with what is unfolding on the 

screen. I discuss the research contributions and the limitations of the study in Chapter 5 

of this thesis. 
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Chapter 5. Conclusion 

My research project aimed at exploring the potentials of networked digital video 

that documents activist performance art. Drawing upon Marchiori’s notion of 

aestheticization of everydayness, my work focused on the complexities that arise from 

bridging aesthetics of media, human perception and performance art.  

Drawing upon Deleuzian ideas on the shift in visual culture to information culture, 

I questioned and reflected upon how these new ways of organizing space and interfaces 

relate to the legibility of electronic images and the way we perceive them. Such a 

perspective brings us to the discussion of the relationship between the technology and 

perception, and technology’s operation on the viewers’ sensorium. In this regard, it was 

important to trace the transformation of the video practices within the context of activism 

and performance art  historically as well as from the aesthetic perspective. In particular, I 

was curious to consider the dimension of bodily representation on camera. The 

significance of the body’s corporeality, especially its representation on the screen and 

operation on the viewer - this is what interested me deeply. I was driven by the ideas 

that the precarious in digital video is often associated with the failure and limitations of 

technology. Such invisibility – loss of content, exclusions of time and video’s poverty - 

can thus enable the viewer’s sensory and cognitive connection to the video. 

The main argument of this thesis is based on the assumption that networked 

digital video imperfections elicit active participation of the viewer based on one’s 

familiarity with the digital aesthetics. I drew upon Vivian Sobchack (1999) and her thesis 

that the engaging viewing experience corresponds to the way we identify with the on-

screen images based on the familiarity. This view was supported by Fetveit (2013), 

Larkin (2004), Marks (2002, 2014) and Stenstrop (2013) in their discussion of the 

precarious. Precarious aesthetics, as well as video marked by compression, is integral to 

this study. Limitations of technology that I analyzed point to the invisibility of the video 

that put the viewer “at a threshold of knowledge” (Stenstrop, 2013). Based on these 
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concepts, I performed an analysis of the videos that document activist performance art 

using the phenomenological model of cinematic identification by Sobchack-Meunier.  

Within this broader framework, I explored (1) how the on-screen body mimic the 

real body, (2) how the mark of failure and limitations of technology during the recording 

process elicits viewer’s participation, and (3) how video’s materiality when circulated 

online impacts viewer’s perception. I will now proceed discussing the contributions of this 

research work. 

5.1. Research Contributions 

First, I would like to note that I find precarious aesthetics and compression very 

fertile soil for further investigation, especially within the networked digital video domain. 

Mobility of digital cameras dictates the way the body can be captured and represented 

on-screen. It further enables discuss mimetic forms, in particular, how the actual bodies 

are mimicked on screen. In Chapter 3 I discussed the concept of political mimesis and 

its significance for performers’ bodies representation on screen. It is important to discuss 

Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s views on mimesis here. Mimetic faculty represented in 

fascist spectacle, they argued, was “made political”. (Adorno, Horkheimer, 2002) 

…The anti-Semites gather to celebrate the moment when the authority 
lifts the ban; that moment alone makes them a collective, constituting the 
community of the kindred spirits… Rage, mockery, and poisoned imitation 
are fundamentally the same thing. The purpose of the fascist cult of 
formulae, the ritualized discipline, the uniforms, and the whole allegedly 
irrational apparatus, is to make possible mimetic behavior.  

(Horkheimer, Adorno, 2002, p. 152) 

Thus,  anti-semitism is a “reverse of a genuine mimesis” as long as it is based on 

a false projection – projection that is generated by the authorities. 

In contrast, in my discussion of my political mimesis in connection with the poor 

image and the precarious imitates the surroundings and “alien becomes intimately 

known” rather than “displacing the inward to the outer world”. (2002, p.154) What is 
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more important is that the precarity of the videos are subject to both expressive and 

perceptive experience. 

In the digital networked videos that I analyzed in this thesis, information is 

obscured by the opacities of degraded aesthetics of those videos. Shaky camera, glitch, 

interruptions in editing, poor audio in Voina’s video are “hidden” by the unifying sound 

track, the ideological march. In contrast, fairly good audio in Huang’s performance, poor 

lighting, no focus, peripheral angles, illusion of movement and the actual movement as 

the camera is installed on the body of the camera-man – all those techniques give us 

little information about what is happening in the scenic space and the viewer constructs 

the image based on  the way performers’ body are moving through the space. The 

degraded image offers a non-verbal and non-visual participation with the viewer. 

 These qualities of digital media and digital image, as pointed out by Hito Steyerl, 

distill “the rare, the obvious and the unbelievable” (Steyerl, 2009). Precarity and poverty 

of networked digital videos documenting performance art point to the conditions of 

contemporary economy when the boundaries between life and art are merged, thus 

creating fertile soil for amateur images production and consumption (2009). 

5.2. Research Limitations and Discussion 

Fragmentary stimuli such as peripheral angles, shaky camera, glitch, however, 

do not undermine the fact that the viewer is more engaged in the viewing process. 

These audio-visual techniques demonstrably enable direct public engagement: the 

viewer identifies with what he or she sees on the screen by reading the image rather the 

seeing it. One constructs the objects and the bodies on the screen. Applying this 

concept to what MacDougal (MacDougal, 2006) defined as cinematic objects and 

corporeality on the screen: bodies on the screen influence the viewer’s bodily 

engagement. Therefore, viewer’s perception is enriched by his/her own responses 

(2006). When experiencing glitch and interruptions, blur, the viewer constructs the data 

lost during the filming process. This precarity caused by the failure of technology also 

has an ideological significance within the context of online activist videos. Throughout 

the viewing process, one is not only perceptively but cognitively involved. Here, I would 
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like to highlight that this kind of experience could not be achieved in the high-resolution 

videos that enable a substantially different, immediate experience for the viewer, one 

that does not necessarily call into the context of an expressive viewer. In poor videos, 

the distance between the viewer and what is unfolding on the screen decreases 

according to their familiarity with the aesthetics qualities and embodied response.  

I demonstrated how these expressive techniques and medium specificity affect 

our perception. Deleuzian electronic image exemplified in Voina’s and Huang’s 

performances by the use of mobile portable cameras elicits and expands the embodied 

experience through the way one gets information about the mise-en-scène and the 

bodies of the performers though the viewer encounter multiple interruptions and 

precarity. Moreover,  both documentations unfold the social level of distributed aesthetic 

(Munster, 2010) and mechanisms communicated through the use of low-end cameras 

and videos distributed through YouTube and re-shared by other channels and accounts. 

In terms of methodology, there could be an interesting extension of the study that 

addresses the communicational aspect of the video and audience’ reception. Further 

study will be required to address distributed mechanisms and audience’ reception, as 

well as transnational aspects of the videos circulation online. It can be valuable to apply 

quantitative methodologies to evaluate users’ response to videos’ online and each 

video’s popularity on YouTube. This approach will not be related to perception as such, 

but could further illucidate audience reception patterns when video is distributed online. 

It could also help to analyze the videos’ audience response geographically. In other 

words, following Pink’s model (2013), it can be valuable to look at the video’s agency in 

public domain. 

Content-sharing platforms such as YouTube give rich data such as comment 

feed and embedded videos that can be analyzed from the perspective of video as 

communication video. Moreover, activist performance sets social action as its primary 

goal. To evaluate comments and related feed using quantitative methods will give us 

broader context for discussion.  
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5.3. Final Words 

Low-fi videos are deeply embedded in our memories. Marked by compression, 

motion blur and noise, digital videos circulate online creating an illusion of unifying 

experience. In fact, precarious aesthetics is the aesthetics of the socially invisible, 

manifested in low-fi videos that replicate the movements of the bodies. Precarity of 

activist performance art videos represent the movements of the physical bodies, their 

fragility and exposure to social and political contexts. The discussed works do not aim at 

transforming the vision of the viewer, nor do they attempt at transforming the contexts 

per se. The emphasis of this critical art practice is on the intervention as a tactics. By 

awakening the viewer to the performers’ bodies on the screen, videos that capture 

activist performance evoke embodied experiences and engage the viewer on multiple 

levels.  
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Appendix A. 

Performance Art Videos 

Art Group Voina 

Official Video 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDVbyR2G0Nw 

RT re-shared video (with noise, 4-minute video) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dw0QY0V_MsA 

Philip Huang 

Official Video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=In8a0PyDjN8 


