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Bill Seaman: Red Dice /Read Dice

Where does one begin to discuss a work like Bill Seaman's Red
Dice? Is there a beginning? The original video footage for the work,
many hours of tape, was shot in June 1997 at several sites in and
near Ottawa, Canada’s capital, where nature is never distant. If this
is the beginning point for Red Dice, there is already a remarkable
consistency of vision here. The tapes show the work of an artist of
long experience who has learned what he needs, what to look for.
The proximity of the locations to the place where the work will be
shown and the consistency of the season in the images form an
interesting undercurrent, but these are not of paramount
importance to the way the finished work will look or what it will
signify. More important, perhaps, is the artist’s vision — his ability
to frame an image, to move the camera deliberately and precisely,
to seek and find the right view, rhythm, or motion, the detail that
enlivens the image. And equally important is his search for images
that will signify an earlier time, without nostalgia. The mechanical
loom, the mill, the player piano, these recurrent images belong to
another century yet persist into our own time, as technologies still
in use or in radically transformed states. Their relatively simple
mechanics or punched paper controls are the ancestors of today’s
computers. More beginnings.

The commissioning of Red Dice by the National Gallery of
Canada has been a long and fascinating process, initiated in 1996
by the then associate curator of Media Arts, Jean Gagnon. The work
will not be complete until it is installed for exhibition. lts first mile-
stone was the completion of a videotape upon which the installa-
tion is to be built. This linear version, voice and music layered over

images tightly edited from hours of original footage to a length of
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fifteen minutes, is already a work of art in its own right. Also, it
contains the structures that will enable interactive technologies to
interface with it. The images, spoken text, and musical phrases are
broken down into cells or units, marked with a beginning and end
that a computer can recognize, read, re-order, and feed back as
projections for all to see. There are English- and French-language
versions. The installation will see this video transferred to laser
disc and combined with software, hardware, interface and
projection equipment that will invite the viewer to interact with the
words, images, and music. There is still much programming to do
before all the components work together.

While the artist was making the images, he was also com-
posing music and writing a poem. In fact, Red Dice encompasses
two poems; one written by Mallarmé in 1897 precedes all of it. The
innovative French poet Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898) was a
defining figure for the Symbolist movement that embraced litera-
ture, art, theatre, and music in the late nineteenth century. His
poem “Un coup de dés jamais n'abolira le hasard” (trs. “Dice
Thrown Never Will Annul Chance”), completed the year before his
death, was particularly significant for the modern period and
established directions for poetry that are widely recognized by
contemporary theorists and creators alike. Upon meeting Seaman,
Jean Gagnon told the artist that he was struck by the affinity of the
artist’s aesthetic with Mallarmé’s poem, an observation that
Seaman immediately corroborated by relating his longstanding
interest in it. To make a work in homage to Mallarmé by
incorporating his poem became the Red Dice project.

Mallarmé wrote and spoke about poetry throughout his
working life. His prose preface to “Un coup de dés jamais n'abolira

le hasard” reveals his intentions; it is rich in suggestions as to why
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the poem might be of interest today.! The visual appearance of the

poem is striking: the typesetting, the arrangement of the lines, and
especially the uneven spaces between the lines influence the way
one might read it. Mallarmé’s poetry is allusive —lyrical and
suggestive, it strives to invoke “pure thought.” It is often difficult
but rewarding to the reader who makes the effort. This is
particularly true of “Un coup de dés..,” which challenges the
reader’s sense of order by spilling the lines over the centrefold of
the pages, separating them by irregular spacing, or breaking them
up over a number of pages. One can vary the sequence of the lines,
the words, or the verses and it is unlikely that any two
readings would be the same. The reading experience bears a
distinct resemblance to some kinds of interactivity developed for
the computers of today, in which the user makes choices about
where to go next in a text. Readers create their own versions of
such texts, and thus participate in “writing” them, albeit within
the limitations of the material and interactive system at hand,
and whatever knowledge and sensitivity they might bring to
the reading.

Mallarmé said of his readers’ experience: “The text imposes
itself in various places, near or far from the latent guiding thread,
according to what seems to be the probable sense.”? This idea of
distance or dimension in the text is reinforced by the composition
on the page. Some words recede, some advance with the size and
weight of the type. The pages resemble in some respects a
musical score, with the various lines seeming to work
symphonically with all the separate parts coming together to form
a larger idea. Mallarmé enjoyed the parallel that he could draw
between poetry and music: “Everything happens by a short-
cut: storytelling is avoided. Add to that: that from this naked



use of thought, retreating, prolonging, fleeing, or from its very
design, there results for the person reading it aloud, a musical
score.”? To extend ideas of music and visuality here, readers are
assigned simultaneously the roles of maestro, writer, artist, and
audience in interpreting the material before them. Central to the
poem and encapsulated in the title is the idea of chance. The title
might suggest that not even a throw of the dice will stop the
possibilities of chance intervening in the re-composition of com-
plex thoughts that the poem demands.

Bill Seaman takes Mallarmé’s poem in its entirety into Red
Dice and uses it as the viewer's link to his own work —the
“poetic media-assemblage”* composed of music, moving images,
and poetry that is the main body of the piece. Such mixes of media
are constants in Seaman’s art, constants that he has maintained
through the various forms his work has assumed. Beginning his
career as a performance artist, Seaman carried forward elements of
his performance work into the video medium in the 1980s. Instead
of playing for an audience, he composed and played his music,
wrote, read, and sometimes sang his poetry to the accompaniment
of impressionistic collages of videotaped images. He is well known
for his work in video, and his computer-based work has grown out
of it. Studies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the
early 1980s allowed him to explore the aesthetics, philosophy, and
technical dimensions of the applications of interactive technology
in his art. He has continued his research into the creation of
meaning in computer-based art, elaborating his idea of “recombi-
nant” poetics.

Conceptually rooted in the work of Mallarmé and of other poets,
artists, and theorists of the modern period, Bill Seaman's

recombinant poetics are facilitated by interactive technologies. He
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refers to French theorist Gilles Deleuze’s comment that Mallarmé’s
poetry can sustain “as many dispersions as combinations.”® This
idea is central to Seaman's practice, which extends the
possibilities of authorship and “emergent meaning” through
computer-based technologies. He is deeply concerned with how
meaning is constructed, both in the artist's realm and in that of the
viewer /[ reader / user—he has been known to refer to his
audience as “vusers,” a term suggestve of the broadening of the
viewer's role with the onset of interactive technologies. The
computer’s capacity to deliver words, sound, and music
simultaneously with interactive potential is probably more
interesting to Seaman than the technology itself. These media-
elements are interdependent. Seaman writes, “We could say that
each media-element carries a particular field of potential meaning.
When brought together in a particular context, these media-
elements each contribute a meaning force. Different kinds of media
convey in different ways. Participants also bring along their
mindset, contributing their own perspective (or “meaning force”) to
an ongoing dynamic summing of meaning forces over time.”® He
cites the linguistic theories of Jacques Derrida regarding the
“illlimitable” mutability of the sign: “Every sign, linguistic and
non-linguistic ... can ... break with every given context, engender-
ing (and inscribing itself in) an infinity of new contexts in a manner
which is absolutely illimitable.”” The idea that the artist does not
fix the meaning of a work, that the viewer's perception of it may be
formed in the way he or she chooses to approach it, lies at the root
of Seaman’s recombinant poetics. By offering the words of a poem
with music and images as well as the navigational choices available
via the computer, the artist allows viewers wide latitude for inter-

nalizing the work, for finding ways to relate it to their own thoughts.



Seaman speaks of his work as structured after the rhizome, a
model drawn from botany, commonly referred to in the cybernetic
world and broadly described by Deleuze and his collaborator
Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (1993). Seaman's works are
complex, shifting assemblages of diverse elements that enable the
connection “of any point to any point"s through the navigations
made possible by the computer and the imaginative leaps of the
user. In a rhizomatic structure, meanings emerge in a dynamic,
open, permutational field. While each element might offer a “line
of flight,”® to be experienced in itself or acting upon other
elements, creating and joining new fields of meaning, the rhizome
model emphasizes the interconnectivity, not just of elements with
others within an entity, but with everything that might be affected
by it. Seaman has become a poet of the cybernetic and incor-
porates many of the images coined to describe the theoretical
groundings of new systems into his writing.

How can a machine help us gain entry to this work of art?
What are the vehicles for choice here? An interface is the meeting
place of viewer / user and computer, that ensemble of components,
instructions, images, and so on that enable the user to access the
material held in the machine. An interface may be nothing more
than a mouse clicking on a file name, or it may incorporate more
elaborate ways of activating the machine, such as touch or speech,
gathering sensory data from the user. It establishes the texture and
pace of access. It may carry meaning and be an integral part of
what is presented. The problem of the interface is one that new
media artists, like others seeking to make computers useful, spend
much time addressing.

Approaching Red Dice, the viewer will find an electronic tablet

and pen, which he or she will be invited to use. On the tablet, the
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words of Mallarmé’s “Un coup de dés ...” will appear, arranged to
faithfully match the original layout. Viewers can page digitally
through the entirety of the poem, if they so desire, and read it at
their leisure. But they can also touch the poem with the pen, and
the touches will activate navigational icons in whatever order the
Mallarmé poem is touched. These icons appear in the margins of
the poem and, when touched, activate the projection of corres-
ponding images, lines of poetry, and phrases of music. These are
projected seamlessly, rhizomatically ordered according to
the viewer's touches in infinitely variable combinations and
recombinations. The act of touching pen to tablet suggests writing
and the viewer’s participation in the “writing” of these works.
Other viewers in the room will be able to watch the actions of the
person navigating the work via a second projection that will show
what is on the tablet, and to experience simultaneously the
projection of Seaman’s media-text. The presentation of Mallarmé’s
poem at this key juncture underlines its position as a work that
has opened doors for subsequent artists.

Red Dice will offer other options and encourage viewers to
explore further the power and intricacies of recombinant poetics.
The interface will provide ways to recompose the music without
the sound of text being read, for example, or to concentrate on the
video elements or the text. Seaman describes the experience of
navigation in the installation as floating, skating over, or flying
between images, words, and sound, in a choice of two languages.

There are, of course, more connections beyond the subtle
perceptual mechanics described above between Mallarmé’s poem
and Bill Seaman’s own poetic media-text. Seaman shares what he
perceives as Mallarmé’s concern with expressions of desire. This

personal, emotive layer that forms a significant part of the content



in both poets’ works, expressed in both imagistic and abstract
terms, embraces the breadths and depths of the subject. Desire, in
psychoanalytic terms, is deeply connected to sexuality, the urge
that drives all others. Mallarmé expresses sexuality symbolically -
with a storm alluding to sexual passion. Or sexual passion to the
passions of poetry. Seaman, on the other hand, speaks overtly
of sexuality as well as using it as a metaphor for cybernetic
searching. And, like the French poet, he reverts to sexual
metaphors in his references to the industrial and cultural tech-
nologies of Mallarmé’s day — “the folding engine of perception,”
“shunting reflections,” “floating frame pulse,” with pulsating,
rhythmic sounds recalling mechanical action transformed into
music, or images of machines at work. The machine images and
the echo of their noises in the music coupled with the sound of
his own voice reading become sensual and organic in Seaman’s
hands. They work as temporal pointers back to Mallarmé’s era and
concerns, but they also suggest the immediate intricacies of desire
and the artist’s reflections on his own sexuality. Many such
intersecting symbols or approaches bridge the works and the times
of the two. For example, Mallarmé’s allusions to navigation at sea
and thence, metaphorically, to other passions, are echoed in
Seaman's use of the word “navigate” in reference to the operation
of a computer and from there to the sea of emotional desire.
Seaman transforms these symbols to engender an idea of
sexuality in the digital age, of the cybernetic world having an
anthropomorphic quality, inextricable from its cerebral underlayer.
Mind and body are indeed synchronous here, and neither Seaman
nor Mallarmé ever loses sight of this idea.

What the effect of bringing the two works together will be and

what sort of reading and art experience the totality of the work will
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offer are only conjecture at this point. Bill Seaman thinks of the com-
puter as the “desiring machine” described by Deleuze and Guattari,"
and he questions how the computer might become a medium of
sexuality. He likens it to artist Marcel Duchamp’s idea of the shop
window, which shows us things we cannot necessarily have, exciting
possibilities with parallels to the erotic, the desire to possess
another. The computer offers these delights iced with greater
complexity, labyrinthine approaches, the floating, relational,
emergent meanings in which Seaman invites us to immerse
ourselves. A seductive agent, the computer opens up the possibility
of possibility, of chance, as Mallarmé said, intervening even after

the dice are thrown. Red Dice / Re-Dice / Red Ice / Read dice

Janice Seline
Associate Curator, Media Arts

28 March 2000

Notes

1. The preface, and the poem, are available in various sources, including
(in French) Stéphane Mallarmé, preface by Yves Bonnefoy, [gitur,
Divagations, Un coup de dés (Editions Gallimard, 1976, reprint 1996);
(in English) Mary Ann Caws, ed., Stéphane Mallarmé: Selected Poetry
and Prose (New York: New Directions Books, 1982).

2. Caws, ibid., p. 105.

. Caws, ibid., p. 105.

. Bill Seaman, Red Dice / Dés Chiffrés, artist’s statement to be
published by the Adelaide Festival, Adelaide, Australia, where the
work was presented in video form in March 2000, p. 9.

5. Seaman, ibid., quoting on p. 4 from Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz
and the Baroque (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota
Press, 1993), p. 31.

6. Seaman, op. cit., p. 6.

7. Seaman, op. cit., quoting on p. 6 from Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc.
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988), p. 79.

8. Seaman,op. cit., quoting on p. 7 from G. Deleuze and F. Guattari,

A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trs. B. Massumi
(Minneapolis and London, Ontario: University of Minnesota Press /
Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 1993), p. 21.

9. Seaman, op. cit.,, p. 7, citing Deleuze and Guattari,
ibid., p. 4.

10. Deleuze and Guattari, op. cit.
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Bill Seaman

Bill Seaman was born in 1956 in Kennet,
Missouri. He studied at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, Cambridge, receiv-
ing a Master of Science in Visual Studies
in 1985. He completed a PhD with the
Centre for Advanced Inquiry in the Inter-
active Arts (CAiiA), University of Wales,
Newport, in 1999. He has held teaching
posts in Australia and the U.S. and is
currently professor in the Department

of Design / Media Arts at the University of
California, Los Angeles. His work has been
exhibited extensively in the United States,
Europe, Canada, Australia, and Japan.
Among his awards are a fellowship from
the National Endowment for the Arts (U.S.A)
in 1987, the Siemens Stipendium at

ZKM (Zentrum fiir Kunst und Medien-
technologie), Karlsruhe, Germany, in

1994, the Prix Ars Electronica (Interactive
Art), Linz, Austria, 1992 and 1995, and first
prize for multimedia at the Berlin Video/
Film Festival 1995. While the following lists
concentrate mainly on Seaman's digital
interactive work, his exhibitions of video

and performance art are also numerous.
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1993
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1995
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1996
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1997
1997
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1998
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1999

1999

Selected Solo Exhibitions

Boston, Massachusetts, Institute of Contemporary
Art, The Design of the Grip (catalogue)

Adelaide, Australia, Experimental Art Foundation,
The Exquisite Mechanism of Shivers

Tokyo, InterCommunication Gallery, NTT Media Lab,
EX. MECH., The Exquisite Mechanism of Shivers
(Japanese version) (catalogue)

Sydney, Australia, Room 32, Abstraction Machine
Sydney, Australia, Art Gallery of New South Wales,
Passage Sets / One Pulls Pivots at the Tip of the
Tongue (catalogue)

Bonn, Germany, Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Passagen
Kombinationen / Man mandvriert Drehungen auf
der Zungenspitze (poster)

Hannover, Germany, Sprengel Museum, Passagen
Kombinationen / Man mandvriert Drehungen auf
der Zungenspitze

Budapest, €3 — Centre for Culture and Communication,
The World Generator / The Engine of Desire, with
Gideon May

Selected Group Exhibitions

Montreal, Télévisions (catalogue)

Karlsruhe, Germany, ZKM

Sydney, Australia, Art Gallery of New South Wales,
The Boundary Rider: The Ninth Biennale of Sydney
(catalogue)

Minneapolis, Minnesota, FISEA (catalogue)

Munich, Germany, Artificial Games (catalogue)
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, MIT Twenty-five Year Retrospective
(catalogue, book)

Linz, Austria, Ars Electronica

Karlsruhe, Germany, ZKM, Multimediale 4 (catalogue)
Montreal, Galerie de "'UQAM, Multimediale for

ISEA g5 (program)

Rotterdam, Netherlands, DEAF Festival

Oslo, Electra (catalogue)

New York, Guggenheim Museum SoHo, Mediascape
(catalogue)

Karlsruhe, Germany, ZKM, Media Museum (catalogue)
London, Barbican Centre, Serious Games (catalogue)
Tourcoing, France, Le Fresnoy, Projections, Les
transports de l'image (catalogue)

Pamplona, Spain, Festival de Video Navarra,

Bill Seaman: Video Retrospective (catalogue)

Tokyo, InterCommunication Gallery, NTT Media Lab,
Portable Sacred Grounds (catalogue)

Budapest, C3 — Centre for Culture and Communication,
Perspectives (CD-Rom catalogue)

Columbus, Ohio, Wexner Center, Body Mécanique
(catalogue)

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Pittsburgh Center for the
Arts, Body Mécanigue (catalogue)
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LE NOMBRE

EXISTAT-IL
autrement quihallucination éparse d'agonie

COMMEN(;P\T—IL ET CESSAT-IL
sourdant que nié et clos quand apparu

par quelque profusion répandue en rareté
SE CHIFFRAT-IL

évidence de la somme powr peu quiume
ILLUMINAT-IL

LE HASARD

Choit
Ia phine

rutlhoni quee suspens du sinistre :
yf T Pe s‘ensevelir

anx ectintes originelles
nagueéres d’on sursanta son delire jusqu’a nune cine
fletrie
par la newtralite identique du gonjfre
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