Gareth Leeding BAIMP3 Production Analysis – Start The Surveillance


I wanted to create a piece that comments on the increasing usage of social surveillance that is occurring in society, by providing 4 simultaneous streams of video on 4 separate screens, while also allowing the user to reference simulated information on a fifth screen. This information will consist of a constructed social networking site, online bank accounts, online phone bills and a personal section so that the user can gain an understanding of any character that is viewable within the four video screens. 


The users ability to reference the simulated database of information to gain knowledge of the characters within the game and to then use this knowledge to find these characters on the four video screens will determine how well they understand the point behind the piece. Ideally the user will want to find selected pieces of information within the database and then be intrigued enough to link that information to the video screens so they can understand the reasons behind characters movements.

The user will need to recognise the importance of certain screens at specific times by selecting characters that will only be in the video for a short period of time and then making the necessary links within the database. The user will need to click on a character within one of the 4 video screens to enable the use of the simulated database along with the collection of character cards that will appear within the information page to provide a simple quick movement throughout the database. These character cards will also provide the user a way of navigating through the many characters within the piece. 

The chance to develop a project on multiple screens that allowed a different type of interaction from the run of the mill community website was a major reason why this project seemed so attractive to me. Once I realised what the content of the piece was going to be I wanted to make sure the project had a strong theory grounding, that also reflects the current social climate, this is taking in the fact that there is 4.2million CCTV cameras in the UK and that surveillance is capable by anyone, along with the ease of being able to monitor any users movements on social networking sites, like Facebook. What I found particularly attractive was the ability I had to force a user into a situation that they instantly became a voyeur and they had no choice over the matter, they would have to stalk people to get any understanding of the piece itself. By providing them with specific nodes of information I would be manipulating their thoughts, while also having an effect on their actions within the piece. 

My ability to create an installation for this piece will also influence the users understanding of the piece because I am hoping to develop a multitude of different characters with a number of different storylines. I hope to do this by providing the user with an extensive board behind the monitors showing images, newspaper cuttings, road maps, and bits of scrap paper, basically anything that could provide the user with more depth to the characters stories, I’m hoping that if this is done right then it will lead into to the idea that the person who has created this situation is obsessive, deranged and extremely intelligent. The aim of this is to get the user drawn into the piece before they actually have touched a mouse, once this has occurred then this board of information could be used to provide clues within the piece and enable cross-media integration into the piece. Another avenue down the cross-media integration is building a site that potential users could access before or after they have used the original piece to provide them with more information, hints at characters to concentrate on and something that gives them a feel for the project before they have played the piece. I’m hoping that this will also be a tool for drumming up awareness of the project. After researching into installations and how awareness is created of them and I came to the conclusion that it is common practice for them to be covered in industry magazines such as Design Week, Graphik or Computer Arts but there is a distinct lack of online resources to accompany or promote any installation work. Any online coverage is usually restricted to sites like http://www.pixelsumo.com/ or http://mocoloco.com, which post images, videos and reviews on the installations rather than giving the creator a chance to provide an insight. This obvious gap for creating awareness and supporting material for my project will hopefully lead to a deeper understanding of particular story lines, to indicate that I believe surveillance and the collection of data is possible by anyone and to start building a relationship between the user and my project.

When considering my project I undertook a comprehensive search throughout every media because of the lack of obvious examples that were directly linked to my idea. When considering how the film industry took on surveillance and the idea of being a voyeur I immediately led myself to the film ‘Phone Booth.’ (2002) I believe this film takes the idea of changing someone’s life and manipulating their movements at the demand of the voyeur and thrusts this to viewers thoughts, this bought to my attention how simple it could be to manipulate the viewer by placing specific signifiers in my footage that could reference films that evoke certain emotions. This film provided a lot of inspiration for the camera angles I am proposing to use, in many shots it shows the view of the voyeur from a sniper position which instantly gave the feeling that the audience are in that position watching any movements and also feel in control of the gun due to the view through the sight of the gun, I realised this was the perfect vibe that I wanted to give off, obviously the cross-hair wouldn’t be on my videos but small signifiers such as a counter clock in the bottom corner of every video, the name of the street being embedded into video and the images coming though in black and white all lead to the stereotype of CCTV footage. 

The film Sliver (1993) was instrumental in the development of how the interaction would occur on my screens because in the film there is a CCTV room that has over 50 screens in, this is hard to take in the first time you watch it due to the mammoth task of watching all the screens in certain scenes. This made me consider how much is too much, if I overdo the amount of information the user is taking in it could detract from the amount of information that the user can take in. On the other hand I want my piece to have depth and for the user to have to take the piece in a couple of sittings to gain an understanding of everything going on. Again in this film the voyeur is manipulating characters to fit their demands, in transferring these ideals in my piece I want the user to be able to watch and understand but not being able to affect what’s happening, I feel that by doing this I will force the user to be frustrated because they are unable to influence the piece. I am hoping to draw upon the users curiosity and prove to them that invading privacy is part of human nature. 

The way the book ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ (Orwell, 1948) deals with the idea of a controlling and restrictive world is closely linked to the way I want to represent what is happening in the my CCTV screens but without the ability to control people in the same manner, I want the user to feel like they are in control but in actual fact that are not. Later in the book the main character, Winston Smith, develops a forbidden sexual relationship where the police are actively searching to rid of this behaviour, this is reflected in my piece when the user has the ability to trawl through information to find out exactly what is happening but has no option to manipulate any behaviour within the piece, I am hoping that this will affect the users emotions so much that they want to do something about it, some of the storylines will be provocative and suggestive to infuriate the user into wanting to find more information about the characters and their situations. When looking further into the book, one of the characters states “the object of power is power,” when relating this to my project I want to give the user power but give them no means of exerting it. 

Most of the focus points of my piece that I hope to draw upon are closely linked to developing the relationship between my project and the user, Michel Foucault’s (1991) ideas on society and how power and knowledge combined with an increased visibility of a subject on an individual level in an enclosed environment where this information is unwittingly taken from an individual are imperative to providing a theoretical base for my piece. This naturally leads on to Jeremy Bentham’s (1995) designs of the Panopticon, he specifically designed a prison that meant that inmates could be watched at all times without being able to tell if they are being watched thus echoing the sentiment of an invisible omniscience. I want my user to feel like they are this invisible omniscience, to give them that knowledge and power but to retract the ability to do anything about it.

When looking directly at Installations the company AllOfUs (www.allofus.org) is a frontrunner in developing innovative, conceptual and educational pieces, an example of this is their piece on Albert Einstein for the Science Museum where they took educational material about Einstein’s life and then made 3 games using alternative methods of input, an example being a bicycle moving forward and backward to dictate movement within one of the games and to give the user the idea of being inside Einstein’s mind they created a gigantic head in which the user steps inside. When applying this innovation to my project I see the use of navigation within the piece as imperative to keeping the user willing to participate, something simple yet enjoyable, making functionality enjoyable seems to be the unwritten rule when it comes to a successful media product. This particular piece inspired me to develop further interaction within my piece, the idea of taking apart a dance mat to create physical buttons is technically possible its just I need to develop a way of implementing within my piece without sacrificing functionality for fun. Another thing to take from this project is the ability to attract a potential user by creating an intriguing environment in which the user wants to approach and interact with. Hopefully I can achieve this through the design of the installation, I mentioned earlier that I wanted to include a board behind the screens that show images and other types of relevant media, AllOfUs’s development of installations indicates to me that they see the design of the installation just as important as the software to play the piece upon.

When it came to considering where my project would be placed against other well recognised products I found that I wanted my piece to be placed in art galleries and exhibitions which meant that my piece had to have a strong theory links and also link to popular issues affecting society at present so that a multitude of people could understand and relate to it while it would give those who believe themselves to understand high art pieces that have a deeper meanings food for thought. As opposed to being a lowbrow commercial piece that is strife with advertisement, an example of this is when Gorillaz advertised their new album within their own Habbo Hotel, I see this as an inappropriate course of action for keeping respectability for my project. When developing for enjoyment or functionality I believe that Facebook (www.facebook.com) is developed for social fun within a functional environment, however this heightened functionality lends itself to voyeurs being able to stalk movements of anyone within their network. It is this ease of fun dominated by functionality that I want to replicate within my piece, I believe that it gives the user a simplified structure that allows for easy navigation which allows the user to investigate in a way they feel comfortable. Whilst also drawing on the ease of which anyone can watch what others in their network are doing, this is where I am hoping the curiosity of the user is going to lead them to in finding my piece enjoyable and inviting.

I am hoping that my references to different media artefacts evoke thoughts and raise questions that lead to an understanding of how the society we are living in today is being dictated to us by an often unwilling sharing of confidential data and that surveillance brings issues that are often unanswered by the figures that deem the constant watching of society as a positive rather than an unnatural invasion of privacy. Whether the user understands the complex nature of Foucault’s theories or the simplicity of Facebook’s functionality the principle behind them is still the same, having that ability to watch or dissect individuals when they are blissfully unaware is what my project is all about.

When it came to understanding the technical development behind my project I initially wanted to develop for it in Flash but I quickly realised Flash’ video capabilities had improved but were nowhere near Director’s abilities to handle multiple video files simultaneously. However the integration of Flash files into director has allowed me to create the button overlays for the compressed FLV files in Flash and then export them as SWF’s to Director, this enabled me to greatly reduce the prospective file sizes of the videos which will lead to a slower and smoother running of the final piece. One issue I presumed would occur would be the machines ability to run 5 simultaneous monitors playing different interactive videos however the more RAM we placed in the PC the smoother the piece runs and although this is being distributed between two graphic cards we still had success. 
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