


interactions we have with ubiquitous physical objects. The
effectiveness of these controllers resides in the apparent
primitivism of the interface and the fact that this simplicity i s
exposed and developed by the sensing properties of the
computer.

2.2 Modulated Objects
Unexpectedly perhaps, these simple object controllers offer an
important insight into the extendable effectiveness of
controllers as artistic communicators. These devices show that
the choice of the physical object itself carries significance. The
J a v a M u g , P h o n e y  and H a t t i e  all use similar sensing
technology The difference is rather in the designer’s choice of
the physical object housing the electronics. The object implies
a type of user interaction while projecting a cultural message
to the viewer.

A coffee cup, a hat and a phone have very different uses, and
for this reason the viewer will contextualize these objects as
categorically distinct. However, these controllers employ
similar sensor technology. But while the technology i s
comparable, the object itself is modulated creating a series of
different instruments. The simplicity of the interface allows for
this kind of object modulation.

In the case of simple object controllers, deciding which object
to use and identifying the modes of user interaction are at least
as important as designing the electronics.

2.3 Extending the Modulated Object
These examples reveal the extension of common physical
objects using HCI techniques. The objects are transformed
from otherwise functional articles into musical things, with
abilities to sequence Miles Davis tunes (Phoney) or techno
(JavaMug), or to scratch a vocal audio signal input (Hattie).

Each of these objects does something surprising,
distinguishing it from like objects. The relationship
established between our understanding of the category of
object and the actual properties of this individual object forms
an intriguing dialectic. Recent work with controllers discussed
here has extended the concept of the modulated object,
combining it with ethnographic theory of shamanic ritual.

3. SHAMANISM AS A MODEL FOR
OBJECT CONTROLLER DEVELOPMENT
3.1 The Shamanic Object
The three simple object controllers discussed above can be
interpreted according to the theory of “liminality,” proposed
by anthropologist Victor Turner (Turner 1974), a leading
scholar on shamanism and ritual. Liminality refers to an
ambiguity arising from everyday tasks being reinterpreted as
symbolic activities. The transformation from common activity
into ritual activity is paramount to an understanding of
shamanism. Ethnographically, rituals are described as “the
collectively patterned performance forms through which
processes of cultural or sacred signification are integrated into
consciousness and social practices.” (Tomaselli, 1996, p50).
Liminality describes this passing from common reality, into a
symbolic understanding that enacts a change in an
individual’s personal relationship with herself and with
society. In the case of the simple object controller, a far less
profound but equitant situation occurs when the common
object is functionally transformed into a MIDI controller.

This author’s study of traditional Alaskan shamanism has led
to multimedia work that takes advantage of expressive
interfaces to construct virtual reality worlds evoking the
transformative rituals of shamanic exploration. The controllers
themselves are object controllers that create a real-time
interface between the artist and the media, much as the
shamanic ritual object allowed the shaman to interface with the
spiritual world. Here technology is used as a means of
representing the magic observed in the mythology of Alaska.

3.2 Ritual Masks and Shaman Staff in Ukiuq
Tulugaq
Ukiuq Tulugaq (Winter Raven) is a large scale multimedia
work for instrumental ensemble, surround sound electronics,
interactive video, dance and theater (Burtner 2001). For the
piece, a special set of masks and a shaman staff were
constructed to be used by the dancer to control interactive
video.

In Ukiuq Tulugaq, a dancer portraying the Shaman character
personifies the natural forces of sun, ice and wind. A desire to
evoke the shamanic relationship between human and nature on
the stage inspired the creation of  these special masks and a
shaman staff. The shaman staff allows the dancer to capture the
detailed changing movement of the masks she wears. A
computer receives and processes the video signal, projecting i t
onto a stage screen. Video tracking technology is used as an
analogy of the shaman’s ability to effect reality by entering a
dream-like spirit world.

Figure 2 shows the performance setup for the Shaman Masks
and Shaman Staff. An interface written with Isadora, processes
the incoming live video and layers it with prerecorded video.

setup for interactive video

Figure 3, shows the processed video result on the top row and
the Shaman dancer on stage on the bottom row. From left to
right, the columns shown are from the Sun (Siknik Unipkaaq),
Ice (Siku Unipkaaq) and  Wind  (Anugi Unipkaaq) movements.
These images are from the March 28, 2003 performance with
Aniseh Khan, mask choreography/dance.






