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POST-CONFERENCE REFLEXIONS

Around the middle of January, the Artistic Director of Avatar, Caroline Gagné, 
invited me to attend a conference—as an observer—that was being held in the 
spring of 2014. Avatar, an artist-run centre in Quebec City, is devoted to the 
creation, production, presentation and dissemination of audio and electronic 
art. It is unique in Quebec and Canada, playing an essential role in the ecology 
of the artistic community, in particular through its openness to the outside 
world. On March 24 and 25, I thus found myself at the conference entitled New 
Media: Methods and Practices—with eyes wide open, ears to the ground. 

It may be best to start at the end: at the final plenary session, when the terms 
self-determination and indetermination were mentioned for the first time (at 
least within my earshot). They struck me in the most singular way. First, 
because they turned out to be the key words behind the conference; second, 
because the concepts had to be incorporated into the constellation I had been 
trying to map out for the last forty-eight hours.

Continuing in reverse order, the installation-performance Rainforest IV, the 
seminal work by pioneering sound artist David Tudor (1968-1973), opened the 
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second day of the conference, in its performance version. For the occasion, the 
work was interpreted by sound artist Julien Ottavi (also the founding director of 
Apo33, an organization based in  Nantes), as well as students from the École 
des arts visuels of the Université Laval. 1 The first thing that should be pointed 
out about Rainforest IV is that it is a work based on collaboration and exchange. 
Not only was it the subject of a collective creation-interpretation exercise, but it 
invited the public itself to participate in the second performance at the 
conference’s closing ceremonies.

Now back to the beginning. Over the course of the presentations, certain 
elements stood out more than others. Two in particular seemed to emerge on a 
recurring basis: on the one hand, the presentation of structures and methods 
that called for collaboration; on the other hand, practices that unfolded through 
exchanges—including Rainforest IV, which served a catalyst for reflections on 
the second day. The question then arose: where are the new media? Nobody, or 
almost nobody, had so far even mentioned them, except  occasionally to negate 
them. If the subject seemed off-limits, it was primarily because it was of little 
concern to most participants. Another question then followed: why invite 
people who are unfamiliar with new media to a conference on new media? To 
what end?

The premise underlying the conference’s presentation text is that “propositions 
in current art are invariably directed towards a new media end.” The assertion 
raises questions, to be sure: it can be read in various ways. Does it mean that 
artistic creation is a perpetual process of updating itself, at the core of which 
lie the seeds of what would eventually be called “new media”? As the same text 
affirms, moreover, it is matter of “gambling on an approach based on ill-
defined problematics.” The notion of “media” embraces “all forms of 
structures, paradigms or networks,” technological or not, which artists draw 
upon to create. As a result, there is a nebulousness surrounding the notion of 
“new media”: it has been turned into an imprecise, polysemous term, which 
exceeds its own perimeter of meaning and which, in a way, takes it beyond 
itself.
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 1 These student-artists included Najoua Bennani, Alexandre Bérubé, Audrey Bérubé, Jessica Bilodeau, 
Marie-Hélène Bochud, Carolyn Fortin, Vincent Fournier, Rosalyn Harrop, Jade Lacroix, Simon Laprise, 
Francis Ouellet, Rémy Pelletier and Jean-Michel René.



In opening the conference, moderator Émile Morin freely quoted Wayne Ashley 
(director of FuturePerfect in New York): “The  new is no longer new… So what 
comes next?” As many have observed, the Avatar conference is emblematic of 
the post-media/post-digital 2 era. Referring to a realm beyond digital as we 
know it, these terms have proliferated in recent discourses, and their 
omnipresence denotes a disappearance. 3 Some saw this coming long before 
others: Negroponte spoke of it in 1998 in “Beyond Digital,” his last monthly 
article in WIRED (a magazine he launched in 1993), predicting the programmed 
banality of digital. More recently, the theme of the latest edition of 
transmediale, entitled Afterglow, announced the end of the party of the digital 
era, with its promises of instantaneity, immaterial infinity and ubiquitous 
communication. In the introductory text to the Berlin festival, we find this 
statement: “Afterglow conjures up the ambivalent state of digital culture, where 
what seems to remain from the digital revolution is a paradoxical nostalgia for 
the futuristic high-tech it once promised us but that is now crumbling in our 
hands. The challenge that this moment poses is how to use that state of post-
digital culture between trash and treasure as a still not overdetermined space 
from which to invent new speculative thought and practice.” 4 Although we are 
at a critical juncture in the post-technological revolution—a time when our 
technological trash is sent to neighbouring continents under the pretext of 
giving them our old “toys”, when “programmed obsolescence” are the 
watchwords in marketing strategies, when we are henceforth slaves to our 
digital tools, endlessly tethered to the Internet—it is also a time to develop this 
still-indeterminate space where we’ll rethink a new situation.

This puts us in the context of the “self-determination” mentioned during the 
closing of the conference. By advancing the notion of incertitude and 
inexactness with regard to methods and practices, Avatar is placing itself in a 
position of resistance to the dictatorial attempts to define artistic practices—
and to the technocentric attitudes that circumscribe certain practices as if one 
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 2 The terms post-media, post-digital and post-technological are used interchangeably in this text.

 3 Paraphrase of Gregory Chatonsky in the introductory text for Emmanuel Lagrange Paquet’s exhibition 
Histoires d’interactions, presented at BIAN 2014 (http://bianmontreal.ca/artistes/emmanuel-lagrange-
paquet).

4  http://www.transmediale.de/content/afterglow



were taking possession of property. Indetermination, and therefore self-
determination, thus become essential conditions for sparking ideas and for 
reserving a space for reflection, to rethink the current issues of the post-
digital/post-media era. 

To go back to the beginning, during the conference we observed on the one 
hand the presentation of structures (Patrick Treguer from Lieu multiple) and 
methods (Danyèle Alain from 3e Impérial) that invite collaboration, and on the 
other hand, the presentation of practices (Victoria Stanton, Jackie Summel, 
Frédérique Laliberté, Alain-Martin Richard) that develop through exchanges. 
We also noticed the scarcity of elements arising from new media and the 
prevalence of a post-media logic—conscious or not—underlying the 
conference. In a kind of aside, we then saw Julien Ottavi and Paul DeMarinis 
elucidating Rainforest IV, conferring upon it a special aura and, it would appear, 
a form of authority.

Is this emergence of themes that mirror modes of human relations a 
consequence of today’s post-media condition? Are our deserts of technological 
waste inducing us to reinject humanity into our so-called “future” projects? Or, 
as stated by Victoria Stanton during the plenary discussion, would this be the 
only option that could save us from the predicted catastrophe? Certainly, 
collaboration and exchanges are working strategies—methods or practices—
that are part of a collective modality: at least two individuals are necessary for 
any event to happen. Whether or not the event in question contains a “new 
media” component, it is defined by the concerted action of individuals, and 
therefore by an underlying desire, motivation or aim. In the end, the object or 
media element is always in human hands—extended out of desire—although it 
sometimes slips through our fingers.

NATHALIE BACHAND

12



37


