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The premise of the panel is that understanding how an audience experi-
ences media art is fundamental to understanding the impact of the art work. 
Too often the “idea” of the audience is invoked in media arts rhetoric in 
vague and general ways, and the effect that art works have is discussed in 
terms of expectation and supposition. This panel aims to move beyond these 
limitations and argues that we need to pay particular attention to the use 
and value of specific methods and approaches for studying experience. The 
panel aims to create an opportunity for practitioners and researchers from 
different perspectives to consolidate and develop a vibrant emerging body of 
knowledge about audiences of media art, which can empower artists, cura-
tors and academics

As discussions around the necessity of archiving and collecting new 
media work expand, it is arguable that future iterations of such artworks 
can only have cultural meaning if we are able to provide information on the 
context in which they were experienced: how and why audiences responded 
to them. This also raises issues about the way such information can be 
recorded and incorporated within documentation of art works.

The importance of the audience as part of the media art event is widely 
acknowledged, and so is the complexity of the many roles of an audience 
can have, such as user, collaborator, creator or deconstructor (e.g. Paul 
2003; Graham & Cooke 2009). However, although concepts like interaction, 
embodiment and conceptual engagement are well theorised, (e.g. Hansen 
2006; Shanken 2009) we are yet to achieve a well grounded understanding 
of audience experience, certainly not comparable to the research into the 
specialisms of other fields such as mass communication audience research 
(e.g. Jensen, 2002; Ang 1996) or museum audience research (Falk & Dierk-
ing 2000).

There is a growing number of researchers and institutions concerned with 
these questions. Leading scholarly research in the area has been facilitated 
by the Daniel Langlois Foundation (e.g. Jones and Muller 2007) and the 
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Ludwig Boltzman Institute (Kwastek 2008). This panel recognises the devel-
opment of a critical mass in this area of research. It’s objective is to consoli-
date this research and to help locate it within the bigger picture of media art 
practice and theory, raising questions such as:
• What does an understanding of the audience contribute to critical strate- 
 gies and vocabularies for discussing and evaluating media art?
• How does our increasing knowledge about audience experience chal- 
 lenge and enlarge concepts of aesthetics in media art and interactivity?
• What can we know – and what can’t we know – about audience  
 experience?
• What different models or frameworks are emerging for conceptualising  
 audience experience?
• How does an understanding of the audience impact curatorial and artistic  
 practice?

The panel has been designed around specific case studies of practice to 
date. This is intended to enable a concentrated focus on how different meth-
ods have been employed to address audience research. The panel aims to 
raise questions about methodologies, including empirical methods and their 
deployment in curatorial and artistic contexts. The examples explore the role 
of the artist as investigator, examining how artists and curators may facilitate 
audience feedback and incorporate feedback as a component of artworks. 
The panel also addresses ways that curators may use information about the 
audience experience in the way they frame, present and document work.

The panel draws together an international array of artists, curators and art 
historians all involved in audience experience research:

Dr Katja Kwastek: art historian. Katja’s research asks what are the goals 
of documenting audiences/for whom do we do it? How do we integrate the 
insights won into art historical analysis of media art, and do we have to rede-
fine the relation between art history and sociology of art?

Position Statement: If we agree that aesthetic experience resides within 
the active realization of an interactive artwork, it also demands a simultane-
ous or consecutive reflection of the latter, and for purpose of research, its 
verbalization. Following up to her more general discussion of interactive art 
research in the morning panel, Katja Kwastek will present case studies of 
Blast Theory’s ‘Rider Spoke’ and Tmema’s ‘Manual Input Workstation’, to dis-
cuss the relation of active realization, aesthetic experience, documentation 
and research of interactive art, with a special focus on the relation of ‘expert’ 
and ‘general audience’ positions in the context of interviews and observa-
tions.

Dr Lizzie Muller: curator and researcher, Senior Lecturer at University 
of Technology, Sydney. Lizzie’s research investigates audience experience 
from a curatorial perspective. She has adapted tools and techniques from 
Interaction Design to work with audience experience as a material, and was 
founding curator of Beta_Space, a dedicated “prototyping” environment for 
interactive art at the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney. She has collaborated 

with Caitlin Jones to develop an archival approach to documenting interac-
tive art based on the relationship between the artist’s intentions and the 
audience experience supported by the Daniel Langlois Foundation and the 
Ludwig Boltzman Institute (2007-9).

Position Statement: Nearly a century ago the pragmatist philosopher John 
Dewey argued that aesthetic experience plays an essential role in helping us 
reflect upon and adapt to changes in our environment and our relationship to 
the world. This argument helps explain the distinctive aesthetics of media art 
forms, which critically engage with the transformation of human experience 
through new technology. How can curators respond to the importance of 
experience in the aesthetics of media art? Lizzie will describe two curatorial 
strategies: first the use of iterative prototyping to allow artists and curators to 
work with audience experience in production and presentation, second the 
use of video and interview techniques to create experiential documentation.

Peter Ride: curator and Research Fellow, University of Westminster, UK. 
Peter’s research addresses how different organisations have a different 
understanding of their audiences and this is a ‘framing’ device that can affect 
how a work is encountered and experienced, for example how the audience 
experience of the same work in a science museum can differ from experi-
encing it in an arts festival. He also looks at way that audience research can 
be used to re-define the curatorial scope of an exhibition.

Position Statement: The role of a curator is often to ‘open up’ possibilities 
for artists to be inventive, innovative and challenging, and therefore focuss-
ing on reception rather than creation sometimes seems counter-intuitive. As 
a curator I have been involved in many projects that – while stimulating and 
conceptually challenging – clearly did not deliver for a large portion of the 
audience what they expected from the way the work was very sincerely de-
scribed to them. Should this create a greater conundrum in new media arts 
than in other creative areas? Should conceptual complexity be considered 
in relation to functionality? These questions are articulated in various ways 
by audiences and demonstrated through their behaviours as well as through 
their oral responses. A proposition may be that the role of the curator ex-
tends to facilitating the audience to ask questions as well as gaining their 
feedback. Peter will discuss projects which have enabled curators to explore 
these issues around their practice.

Dr. Chris Salter: artist, Associate Professor, Design+Computation Arts at 
Concordia University, Montreal and researcher with Hexagram. His artistic 
work and scholarly research focuses on the ways in which theories and 
practices of performance can be used to understand the complex ontological 
and perceptual entanglements between human and technical environments. 
He has exhibited his work internationally and is the author of Entangled: 
Technology and the Transformation of Performance from MIT Press (2010).

Position Statement: JND (showing as part of the ISEA2010 RUHR ex-
hibition) is a sensory environment for one person at a time in which total 
darkness is accompanied by extraordinarily small variations of sense stimuli 
such as vibration, light and sound at just differing perceptual thresholds. Its 
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performative frame already demands the installation’s makers and cura-
tors to deal with the durational and singular audience experience aspect 
of the work – a tension given the almost shopping mall “event” like nature 
of most media art exhibition models. Moreover, the fact that the installation 
plays with sensorial experience in ways that cannot be articulated in verbal/
written form while directly experiencing the work also challenges standard 
ethnographic methods (like semi-structured interviews, questionnaires) 
which gather audience response after the experience. Chris will discuss the 
process of making JND and the issues posed to traditional ethnographic 
techniques by such a performative sensorial work.

Dr. Nathaniel Stern: artist and writer, Assistant Professor at the University 
of Wisconsin – Milwaukee. Nathaniel’s research combines traditional art 
historical trajectories with contemporary understandings of performance, 
interactivity and embodiment, in order to bring new insight to art and art criti-
cism. How do we embody, perform, and interact with art in the gallery space, 
and what is at stake in how we move-in-relation?

Position Statement: While most critical analyses surrounding interactive 
art will explain that a given piece “is interactive” and “how it is interactive,” 
very little attention is paid to “how we interact.” How are audiences, literally 
and physically, “moved”? How, in these interactions, does the process of 
embodiment relate to, for example, architecture or language? How does the 
ongoing formation of each influence and enact the ongoing formation of the 
other? What do we learn about the emergent categories of body, space or 
meaning-making through these infolding relationships? Nathaniel will put 
forward a critical framework for engaging with interactive art, and utilize this 
framework to explore in-depth questions about the work of Camille Utterback.
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