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Nancy: There were a couple of people who co-founded the Artculture Resource Centre (ARC) from the student council at OCA. The student council budget was probably a hundred and eighty five thousand dollars a year and nobody had a clue how to handle money... I mean, we didn't... you know, what’s balancing a checking account? That was back when Paul Fleck was the president of OCA and there were some interesting things going on around a strike that took place in OCA.

Ann: What year would this have been?

Nancy: 1978-9...

Ann: Ok...

Nancy: The support staff/secretaries went on strike for a first contract. Anyway, a lot of stuff happened... And I remember someone from the student council running by me when I was sitting in the front hall of the school. They said they're doing such and such… and they were going to give a speech… they handed me the text and said "Here... we’re going to give this speech." I looked at it and said, "You can't say that... You can't say that! And I was asked: "Rewrite it... You've been to university; you've had a university course in English, so rewrite it." And I said, "Well, pay me!" and they said "Ok." So, I rewrote it. What happened was… I wound up joining the student council and one of my first suggestions was that we all pay ourselves monthly stipends – so we could pay our rent. We provisioned funds to all the student proposals and events that took place and at the end of the year – we had money left over.
Luis: So the start-up money for ARC came from OCA?

Nancy: Yes...

Luis: It was an OCA startup...

Luis: Is that what you're saying? 

Nancy: Well some startup money… also our personal money. But anyway.... What year was it? Hang on... Montreal.... The Judy Chicago dinner party was in Montreal.... in 1981? The Judy Chicago dinner party was in Montreal and we wanted to go see it. So, at the end of the school year we went to the Bay street bus station and said to the ticket agent “we want to go see the Judy Chicago dinner party in Montreal”. Remember we were a bit immature… the agent said "do you want three tickets?" and we said "No. We want to rent the bus." And it was ten grand in cash.
 Ann: wow
Nancy: We pull up to the front door of OCA in the bus and we take a bunch of students to Montreal for the weekend and it was all done through student council. At the end of all that we still had money left, we managed to do a few more crazy things and then…… we always wanted to start a media art gallery and you know this is what art school students always want to do… We want to curate and exhibit. So, we found a storefront at 789 Queen West and it was easy to slide into it
Luis: Yeah usually things aren’t conceived full form.

Nancy: Yeah.

Nancy: We paid first and last rent. Our landlord was Philip Carter the architect, he lives above one of the storefronts in that block now. And we met him early on, and …you know, very quickly we were all putting in our own money, very quickly things turned bad financially. Derek Dowden and Graham Smith and Peggy Smith [Graham’s younger sister] said to me "you have been to university, you be the bookkeeper”. “You've been to university so read this”…..and they said “proof read this” and I was looking at an Apple II plus computer with VISICALC and looking at it and thinking "how am I going to do bookkeeping?…Derek and I set up a bank account, incorporated the place, and made a board of directors out of it". I went to see Ella Agnew and she incorporated us for free.
Luis: wow
Nancy: we ran out money fast. Our first exhibition was Brian Eno – “Mistaken Memories of Medieval Manhattan”. A fellow came along out of Charles Street Video, I wasn’t working at Charles Street yet, but Ed Mowbray was a videographer…. so Ed curated Brian Eno but on the opening day Brian Eno was supposed to arrive Ed wasn’t to be found. Ed just disappeared he was…he lived in a house off Bloor Street, it was completely empty of furniture…he showed up later at the gallery.
Luis: What age were you right then?

Nancy: 1979? ummm 

Luis: with Ed and ARC…
Nancy: I was born in 57.

Ann: 57 67 77

22. Nancy: Only a little older than others. I went to university and did a couple of undergraduate years. They were out of high school. Derek was older than me. He was 28. I was 22. 

Luis: right

Nancy: he was older than me. And Ed Mowbray…Graham Smith and his sister Peggy Smith were involved… and Graham was an artist – seems that Derek was not a practicing artist though he attended OCA. And an architect named John Circa. So if you go back to the 1982- Parallelogram [artist-run centre magazine edited by Tanya Mars]… the programming listings for “Artculture Resource Center” (ARC) are:  Brian Eno “Mistaken Memories of Medieval Manhattan”…. “Books by Artists” which consisted of electronic books by artists - I curated. John Hassell, Nobuo Kubota, Elaine Sharpe… Geoffery Shea…Christa Shadt… Rob Stewart, new video works, John Porter, Peter Fitting, John Oswald, Joan Phillips performance, Derek Graham, Gordon Monahan…. Peter Hastenteufel, Niagara concert, Kim Tomczak…. Pam Patterson, Steve Wasney, David Askevold…
Anne: oh that was…
Nancy: this was in…
Luis: …in what…?

Nancy: This programming list of exhibitions and events, took place October November December 1983. Parallelogram came out quarterly….this was a quarter year…
Ann: right …every 3 months

Nancy: every 4 months
Luis:That’s a lot, its super busy

Luis: So, was there a focus on like sound? video? performance?

Nancy: Tom Sherman was the section head of the newly founded Media Art section at the Canada Council. We were the first gallery, first media arts gallery in Toronto, and the first to get money from the Canada Council…. we received ninety thousand dollars after we were operating for the first eleven months. The first eleven months were hideous financially.... We were putting our own money in … we ran booze cans every Sunday night. And we didn’t... they were so… disorganized they didn’t even get the beer! I went across the street to Stavros Restaurant and bought his beer in the brown cases - to sell!

Luis: right
Nancy: I paid a higher price from Stavros Restaurant because we got the brown cases - he is not supposed to resell - and – we resold it in Sunday night booze cans to raise money for ARC…they did not simply go to the beer store and get the cheaper beer!
Luis: [laughs]
Ann: yeah

Luis: you kinda need the beer..[laughs]
Nancy: for Sunday night....Also I gave them some  of my personal bank account checks in case of dire emergency payables - we all put some money in. I remember Ed Mowbray saying “Nancy, I wrote a rubber cheque”. And I said “ok.. so what” as that was our normal experience at ARC in those days…everything at ARC was based on rubber cheques - but he replied “it was on your account!” meaning that he cleaned out my personal bank account!
Nancy: we had ARC cheques because we incorporated early but there was no money. So, every cheque was rubber…
Luis: it wasn’t rubber really
Nancy: I think I had personally, I don’t know, about 2500$ total -  I was a student…and he wrote a cheque on my account for 5000$... And that was pretty funny... 

Nancy: Events and Programming…let me see…Nancy Nicol, Rachel Rosenthal from San Francisco in performance. Chip Lord, Graham Smith, Jon Hassell...
Luis: So, Derek was older than you…. he was 28, you were 22.... and you had gone to OCA and graduated…. is that right?

Nancy: ummm I went UofT for a couple of years as an undergrad - I studied at Victoria College with Northrop Frye…
Luis: Where did Derek go to school?

Nancy: I think he came from Ottawa. 

Luis: right so we don’t know

Nancy: I think he spent some years at Carlton.
Luis: studying art?

Nancy: I think he spent some year at Carlton before he came to Toronto and went to OCA…
Nancy: I find it that in the 70's if you look at artists - a lot of them didn’t go to art school… maybe they went to architecture school or … something else... maybe something completely unrelated…. now everyone seems to think they have to go to art school to be considered an artist….at OCA…they didn’t have media arts courses until just before we all graduated…. they just started the having the PhotoElectric department

Luis: they had the Experimental Art department
Nancy: they couldn’t do a lot of media though
Luis: no no

Nancy: it was Richard Hill and the PhotoElectric currents that started at OCA…. and we got into ARC from that focus on new media. What we did it at school was low tech….we're talking early eighties, so today it would be considered laughable… but ummm... 

Luis: so where did the inspiration for running a media gallery come from if in the school there wasn’t a program for that…. where did you get the inspiration to do that?
Nancy: because we had the administrative experience from being on the Student Council together. I helped start the first student women’s group that the Student Council funded... we were the first feminist organization at OCA so we got student council funding…. it wasn’t too much of a stretch for each of us….where you pay rent and you have a gallery, organize events….
Luis: but where did the media focus of that gallery come from?

Nancy: it was Art Culture Resource Center after a fellow named Douglas Davis and his media theory – should be storefront, street-level and it should be media focused. Doug Davis… book called “Artculture”, so we called it “Art Culture Resource Centre”.
Luis: Interesting…
Nancy: Ummm. It had to be storefront. We wanted… yeah… and it had to be media. So, you know, that’s like…. Things like… 

Ann: So were all of you in “The World in 24 hours”?
Nancy: yes…

Luis: Ok

Ann: I’ve read that thing before…
Luis: So its 1982?

Nancy: That’s with Ars Electronica. And in 1983 we curated the art component of “DIGICON 83” in Vancouver for Tom Berryhill. We curated NAPLPS – it is an acronym for “North American Presentation Level Protocol Systems”…. It was a protocol. You could use it for animation…though it took a long time to make an animation of say, a car that has wheels that turned. We stored the work on 8-inch floppies. A group called “Toronto Community Videotex” or TCV… formed in the front gallery at ARC and we showed NAPLPS work at DIGICON. We exhibited a Doug Back installation and some videotext art at DIGICON 83.
Luis: so this is basically computer work… you are talking about now. Because new media… you know was kind of like video and moving images or kinetic installation - but now you’re actually…
Nancy: you’re on the Apple II…
Luis: now you’re talking about your computer brain. You know this thing... that evolved out of this new media in the 80s…. what roots did they take? Right? So… I’m hearing your computer brain talking now.

Nancy: that’s a good point and if I may say, I worked on a show at the Ontario Science Centre in July to October 1984 called “Portrait of the Artist as a Young Machine”. 

Luis: you worked on it?

Nancy: in 1984, as a student… July to October 1984. It was a very important show for the Ontario Science Centre.
Luis: And were you making the installations in works in 84? Like the hairdryer.

Nancy: No
Luis: Those were done later?

Nancy: Yes they were later. Ontario Science Center was ‘84. Trying to find a year… And the artists they exhibited were from the US, etc. I think… I’m quite certain it was 1984. I still have the t-shirt from it… Anyway, the computer that ran the OSC exhibition was a DEC VAX the size of a small refrigerator or bigger. And the networking - cables that ran - as thick as my finger and a pin ran straight up down through them. It was on a raised floor with a glass room, and this was the unix mainframe computer that ran this whole exhibition. I used ‘sendmail’ on it and also played ‘rogues’.
Luis: Is this the show at the Science Centre? Or the one…

Nancy: Ontario Science Centre…
Nancy: The OSC show was very important because there was a piece “Aaron’s Garden”… it was a graphics drawing program run on a separate VAX computer from the mainframe. By an artist… I remember him partly, I think… because I recall his son in law was Paul Davies the astrophysicist, I think... And “Aaron” was a program that drew using a computer. Raised the idea - that art was information - is “is art information theory?” …back then we asked that question, now we know, yes it is. 

Luis: Is information theory, art?

Nancy: it was being asked as whether or not art is information theory. Can a computer draw? Kurzweil type questions started to arise and they arose largely because of the OSC show and our work at ARC. The notion was starting to be asked about the role of art in computers together.
Ann: It’s starting to be asked because things are becoming obvious. Explicit that things are changing…
Nancy: you can buy an Apple II computer…. you could buy a commodore 64

Ann: People are saying “this is my artwork” and other people are saying “What?!”

Nancy: what is this really….really rudimentary thing happening on the street level
Luis: At the same time it’s tearing the interior of art apart, stripping all its form apart because…

Nancy: there was some resistance…. but the Ontario Science Center show was big. It was in the public imagination. It went on for several months and it was mostly American artists - but “Aaron’s Garden” was very important because it was the only piece in the show that raised questions regarding art and theory. And people began asking the same questions that you just raised. It was the Aaron piece that really addressed questions about art and information theory.
Ann: Can you describe the piece bit more or how it raised those questions? Or do you not want to get into that? Or should we just…I don’t know the piece at all, I’m even trying to visualize it.

Nancy: (looking on the Internet at “Aaron’s Garden” documentation) Ontario Science Center – 84… Harold Cohen – “Aaron’s Garden”, large scale digital drawings….. It raised the question of “can a computer draw?
Ann: (looking on the Internet at “Aaron’s Garden” documentation) Its metaphysically funny…...these “Aaron” images – the painting up above in the middle is an orangutan... And…Wow! It is beautiful!

Nancy: But you know if an elephant draws an elephant, can an elephant draw? And they are saying the same thing…

Ann: (looking on the Internet at “Aaron’s Garden” documentation) And that one looks like a Michael Snow and it looks pretty much like the ‘orangutan’ work in a way….
Ann: But anyway I’m just saying Nancy, can a computer make work? It’s kind of like the same question. You believe it or you don’t. Clearly they can. Right?

Nancy: Ok…

Ann: But we are appalled in a sense that….

Nancy: I used to say, people want to see the future. Then that’s what we’re going to show. So we did all kinds of stuff… “The world in 24 hours”. When did we do that? [looking at Internet documentation]….it is all in German…. oh here it is… Slow scan video over fax line. Slow scan video was a way of sending a frame of video at a time over fax line. We used semaphore flags to spell a word. I forget what word it was... I don’t know that but we spelled one letter at a time.

Luis: And with fax….?

Nancy: A single frame of video at a time. That’s what we sent. That was our contribution. The fellow who organized it for Ars was Robert Adrian who was a Canadian living in Austria. Wasn’t he married to Heidi Grundmann? She ran a radio program for artists. They were both Canadians. Problem is, one of the important pieces of documentation for the event listed me at ARC as Jane Wright…

Luis: Oh..

Nancy: Yeah… Jane Wright…. I think Robert Adrian mixed me up…probably the only female video artist he could think of in Toronto at the time was Jane Wright… I guess…
Luis: Were you familiar with…. around this time Vera Frenkel was doing the kind of…

Nancy: She was the second exhibition we did after Brian Eno!
Luis: So you guys exhibited Vera Frenkel?

Nancy: The exhibition was “Stories from the Front and Back”… because Vera had just returned from a residency at the Western Front. And she exhibited material related to that residency in the second exhibition that ARC had.  I curated “Stories from the Front and Back”.
Nancy: Right away next with Vera.

Luis: Why did you choose Vera?

Nancy: I admired her as a woman artist

Luis: how old was Vera? Approximately

Nancy: our age now… I paid for that exhibition -  ARC had no money…I have to pull up a timeline on my laptop here…. Notably we hosted Ted Nelson from the “Xanadu Project” - he was the guy who created the term “hyperlink”—the concept of hyperlinking on the Internet. He visited in December ’82. We exhibited “Women in Architecture” feminist architecture in January 83….. But Vera was November 81, Brian Eno was would have been October 81. Then Rachel Rosenthal the performance artist from San Francisco December 81, Lisa Steele video screening early 82, “Women in Architecture”  - middle of 1982. I don’t think Graham Smith curated anything but he exhibited, and his sister Peggy and Derek had a relationship. So she lived upstairs with Derek. Then an architect named john Circa got involved along with his partner Elaine Sharpe...
Luis: when did Charles Street…?

Nancy: I got hired at Charles Street because…

Luis: …those spaces not InterAccess… but…

Nancy: oh right InterAccess.. ..Derek and I were curating DIGICON ‘83. We exhibited video tech and then …. Bill Perry, Paul Petro, Geoffrey Shea, Jeff Mann, Ian Duncan…came along and we got NAPLPS equipment from the Department of Communications and we installed it at ARC…artists made appointments to work with the equipment. They made animated models… At the time it seemed like amazing animation. We kept doing that…videotex then a small group of people formed around the idea of doing just videotext. The legal trade name of InterAccess is Toronto Community Videotex. TCV was formed in the front room of ARC gallery.
Ann: So there was this offshoot of this videotext project…

Nancy: At ARC…

Ann: That ended up being InterAccess… okay…

Nancy: I got TCV [Toronto Community Videotex]…. the first email address they had….when I went over to UofT in December ‘82 to get an email account for myself. I got an email address @utzoo which was the zoology department at UofT. utzoo had the first network of computers that ran TCP to talk to each other… It just happened that Henry Spencer was at the zoolology dept and he connected the network at utzoo with the Internet in the US – primarily using “sendmail”. So we were the first people on the Internet in Canada… I had an email account and I got TCV an email account. It was all text only […] you had to learn a little UNIX to use the Internet then. There was nothing there graphically. There was no “usenet” there was only “sendmail”. And “telnet”… Basically, there wasn’t anything else.

Ann: so this is still ‘82?

Nancy: December—

Ann: Amazing…

Nancy: there was a retrospective of InterAccess not that long ago and I sent material to a woman named Chris Gehman but nothing came of it...
Luis: Right…

Ann: is there and archive for ARC? Is there an archive or deposit somewhere?

Nancy: There are listings of ARC programming in Parallelogram magazine up until 1984. It is full of entries of events and things that we did. We weren’t as notable as for example, Art Metropole [note: Ann Dean worked at Art Metropole] Art Met exhibited Bill Viola….when we were exhibiting Brian Scott, or Tim White and Julia Stockton at ARC…. and Art Met was showing international artists. You know, we were happening….
Ann: So you have documentation?

Nancy: some…all the Parallelograms are in the Fine Art Library at UofT

Ann: No, but I mean the institutional archive…

Luis: ARC ended in ‘84?

Nancy: No… Well…for me it ended in ‘84. What happened was it was getting very strange…. we had so much money… the Department of Communications had a grant where if you ran a deficit they’d pay it. So… in 1983 we had a fifty thousand dollar deficit. We use to revise the budgets for grants at the post office by taking a piece of paper, cutting the courier type font, and using white-out to glue the numbers down, photocopy it, and post it.
Ann: Wooooow!

Ann: Damn I wish it was that easy now! Who has the archive of the institution?
Nancy: What I did was scan the material... I scanned it and I gave it to UofT in a donation in 2013…and I gave some to Art Met a long time ago…I have high-resolution digital copies of all the documentation. I didn’t want keep the hard copies of posters and stuff…
Ann: No that’s good! Just to… for future research …its important to know where it is.

Nancy: (looking at computer files - archival images) - Here is a review in “Arts Canada”… Ars Electronica… Eldon Garnet…David Rokeby….DIGICON 83. Paul Wong performance slow scan video…..
Ann: Do you remember who at UofT - was the contact?

Nancy: Yes…. I do…Andrew Davidson…. 
Ann: Ok. In which department?

Nancy: He does the acquisitions…
Ann: Yeah it is important to know what’s publicly accessible.

Nancy: It is at UofT…. Oh and I sent a box… to…. Goldsmiths in London. They had issued a call for women media artists to send archival material.
Those were the two places I sent archival material to – I think they’re wise choices – Goldsmiths is a big archive.
Ann: I think there’s… …a strong… feminist movement… right now in Great Britain or London. They’re very strong… and unlike some other parts of Europe… where in the UK it is more feminist similar to North America…
Nancy: In 1984, we hired a woman to do administrative work because everyone was exhausted…it got to the point where…I remember for one artist’s performance we had printed a stack of posters. The artists used her entire artist fee to pay for nice posters - six hundred dollars. We tried to pay CARO rates back then. And Derek threw them in the garbage…he was too messed up to make sure they went out and got posted up.

Nancy: …and then I thought …this is not right…

Ann: Right…
Nancy: we hired an administrative person. And a short time later she came up to me and said “I only work for Derek now”
The two of them did a coup and took over. I went to see Ellen Agnew about it and she said “Look…do you want to run it?” I said “no…not alone…it’s not something you can run alone… so I said “ok, let them run it” …and I left. The Toronto community deserted them for a while but after a time some artists began to show there again and the gallery moved to the North side of Queen street.
Ann: Right so….
Luis: The coup was in ’84 you said…

Nancy: Yeah. Late ’84..December, October…Fall…
Ann: mm hmmm

Nancy: And then I started curating for ASpace immediately.

Luis: uh huh…
Nancy: ASpace had a completely different structure…it ran through different committees – I started the Electronic Arts Committee…this is the poster for the Toronto Community Videotex exhibition “Art is Communications” at ASpace….
Luis: Oh yeah, Nice. I love the graphic. Looks like it has been eblasted….
Nancy: artists - Dennis Day, Rob Flack, Bill Perry, Doug Porter, Nell Tenhoff…these are some of the people who started InterAccess – and this exhibition was at ASpace.
Ann: No more ARC dude ranch…now we’re on to another structure… ASpace

Ann: Peggy Gale was director?

Nancy: Doug Sigurdson was…
Ann: Doug Sigurdson was the director oh, wow

Nancy: Yes. And he knew a little bit about what happened with Derek and …many artists in the Toronto community started giving Derek the cold shoulder at ARC…Tom Sermon propped him up for a long time…
Ann: Right

Nancy: I curated “David Rokeby” at ASpace...and I curated….”The Hearsay Project”…
Ann: You need to put the …

Nancy: in a way I was lucky…although it was pretty traumatic ...what happed at ARC- it was really appalling. At ASpace I curated electronic artists bookworks...performance by John Ritter and George Lewis… “Art is Communications”…Norm White…Cory Wyngaarden’s exhibition “As a Wife Has a Cow”. I curated Sarah Diamond’s exhibition entitled “Heroics” – that’s actually the very first the first exhibition I curated for ASpace when I left ARC and moved to ASpace. Here is more… “Ear to the World ’87”...This is …come see….
Luis: oh. Oliver Kellhammer…
Nancy: radio teletype decoding - Oliver had an idea to take items from news stories and take the teletype feeds and decode them ...and do some programing to find out..most common references etc…you know.. I think it was key words…

Luis: Hmmmm. Like what are the most recurring words…
Nancy: yes..but using radio teletype

Luis: Amazing

Nancy: These are some of the reviews from the NOW magazine...and flyers, publicity, etc. “Infermental” was a video series in 1984. I didn’t curate it – I brought it to Canada.
Ann: Yeah…because that was the international…annual …right?…for a while…
Nancy: There it is…the poster for the series at ASpace – I brought it to …ASpace in 1986 – I organized it to travel - Kingston, Ottawa, Winnipeg, Toronto, Guelph. That’s how I met Morris Carroll– met him at Forest City in London Ontario.
Ann: I just want to say…that question earlier: ”what is it the thing about art-- that we know is art …that can keep us going back…historically …like the history of painting and sculpting. These are like big elements – always present in contemporary art. But the technology stuff …I mean living in it in culture…we’re always getting the latest technology…like we pay no attention to when it shifts up…and looking at the history of technology…because I’m always kind of going forward wondering ...what were they trying to do …they were trying to pull out the repetition of key words and concepts in the “The Hearsay Project”…they were demonstrating …you could get patterns …from the technology …and that’s kind of interesting…
Luis: Yeah..

Anne: Right, to think artists were…what can they make with this…
Luis: Well it reminds me of many websites like an anonymous website or whatever….they have a cloud of the most recurring….trending topics…so you know at any given moment what  …what are the most discussions, or the most articles coming in …and you can kind of click and find those articles

Ann: Right…

Luis: in a way they were doing it ..you know…in ’84, ’85 ,’86, something that’s kind of taken until… 2012 or 2013…to materialize as a wide spread social phenomenon…you know , so it is interesting finding out the possibilities of media and trying to tease it out and see what happens.

Ann: Intuitively or something…
Luis: Yeah

Ann: What they were looking at …what’s the properties of the media they were examining….and now here it is in popular culture…it is a great property of the technology….also, Nancy….what about the…semantics ..so…except they are doing it during the dot-dash era – whatever the computer language is… and do you think….like do you remember a lot of text – you know that whole Fortran- well I dont want to say programming language - all that semantic text – all those peoples who’s language is heavily investigated in the art world as well…do you see the relationship between …was there a dialogue or an empathy with the language arts phenomenon?
Nancy: yes and the conceptual artists too…
Ann:…and the media? Was the media …was the media like …do all the words fit in like meta …

Nancy: I think it was the conceptual artists – I got the feeling they preceded us in a way. Artists like Jonathan Borofsky – seemed like an immediate precursor just as Doug Davis with his book title “Artculture” inspired us to call the gallery the Artculture Resource Centre – it had to be storefront street-level…
Ann: Didn’t Jonathan Borofsky draw Big Rabbit? 

Nancy: Yes…
Ann: Oh it also had numbers…?
Nancy: Yes. He was numbers…

Ann: or…or…know to be unknown …actually…Wilson…who was like strictly language…
Nancy: And the language arts stuff we looked at when I worked at Art Met with you …I was a young intern ….and you showed me a lot of stuff…
Ann: What year did you …we work there together?...was it after ARC and before …

Nancy: I don’t know the year but the material we looked at… it was awesome…. You know some of the stuff in the exhibition- “The Counter Intelligence” exhibition at the Barnicke Gallery now, a lot of those artists were first introduced to me through you…

Ann: Conceptual language – is that what we’re dealing with?...Non material…non-traditional…but thought…concept-thought…the media artist… you became in your later career, a practitioner. You know, it is not related to language art…like that…like…language deconstruction or any of that …no

Nancy: Sure!....”Guerilla Tactics” in 1987 … One artist was thinking about shopping mall art …David Rokeby worked on something entitled “Narcissus”. Lynn Hershman had an interactive narrative work - they were all thinking of what was later called ‘culture jamming’….
Ann: ok

Nancy: which in earlier times might have been what you refer to as – messing with language….
Ann: Right. Sure, but in the New Media then – ‘culture jamming’ in the New Media, rather than deconstructing -language maybe…or something …

Nancy: Mark Dery, the writer called it ‘culture jamming’.

Ann: Right.

Nancy: …before that, we were building on what we had seen by all the artists like Bernd and Hilla Becher etc. Stuff we saw or those we me

Luis: The Bechers? The photographers?

Nancy: They did text/languages…
Ann: Right.

Nancy: The Bechers would do large scale, font-type language and they would, not always, but they would often composite on site. Concrete constructions – but there would be a word…or a word in a frame – 

Ann: I don’t remember the Becher’s putting words in frames… 

Luis: No, I think they only photograph architecture… are you thinking of maybe Lawrence Weiner?
Ann: I just want to ask a question now, which isn’t about like, this is more artistic, right, as an artist when you’re working with computers, which you were increasingly getting involved in – you weren’t making tons of videos – although you did installations…you kind of wanted to put things of this new technology …into things…but …but what I’m kind of trying to ask is…like, if you’re an artist and you’re making things…well…like right now I’m …well I’m kind of collaging…work...or you’re working on …on it…on you want to paint …because you’re interested in the texture …line…colour…you know, whatever – what were you thinking…when you were…

Nancy: I got the feeling that the image it had – was conceptual …they’re giving it an identity …talking about…this is art…this is information…
Ann: Right…
Nancy: this was information theory …you don’t need an artwork…

Nancy: Later I was standing in the front room at ASpace and noticed with the other committees there was increasingly some political stuff going and Doug was asked to leave ASpace suddenly…
Ann: Doug Sigurdson?
Nancy: There was a meeting - I was the president of the board …and suddenly 180 “Artist-Union” people showed up demanding his resignation. I was flushed and surprised. Apparently he had let a young woman go from employ… the Artist-Union was using ASpace funds to pay for the woman’s wages and she was doing Artist-Union work – not work for ASpace. A few of us backed Doug and we all got a thumping…Doug left shortly after and eventually became the head of Visual Arts at the Canada Council. I stopped curating for ASpace after that. At about that time I was in the front room of ASpace and Rodney Werden was there (General Manager at Charles Street Video)…and I said ‘I heard you had a job opening at CSV” and he said “yeah”…
Ann: At Charles Street?
Nancy: Yeah…Charles Street…I said “I’m interested” and he said …he looked me up and down and said ‘ya….’ I gave him my number. I got a telephone call and he said “come on in” …so I went to Charles Street East in the basement - and he gave me a job as a bookkeeper. The trouble is I didn’t know how to do bookkeeping! I did not even know that this column…and all these columns …were supposed to reconcile!
Luis: Because that was never an issue before…
(laughter)

Nancy: Rodney said “Nancy, this is how it works” and I said “Rodney, why did you hire me?” ….he said “because you have a nice ass…” Rodney was a very interesting person…
(laughter)

Ann: Equal opportunity employer – just nice ass, whoever, just come in…
Nancy: Yes - it was… Charles Street. After ARC it was 1984… ASpace – ‘85 to I don’t know what the year is…but that is when I started working for Charles Street and…
Luis: When did you finish at ASpace…was it ’87?

Nancy: ARC was ’79 to ’84. It would have been 1987 – the reason why I would say that is because I had already started to work for CSV in 1985 and I received my first artist grant – from the Toronto Arts Council – to build the “Hair Salon TV” installation.
Ann: Yes, because she got many more after…
Nancy: well…really… we…some of us …rode the wave of new media funding…
Ann: Right…
Nancy: Was I talented…? Was I smart?...or was I just lucky? 

Ann: well you were…you were

Nancy: you decide

Ann: All three 

Nancy: In 1984…I had these monitors and I was thinking about feminism and constructed the hair styling chairs into an installation using video I edited at CSV …but the turn signal controller was noisy – it predated the micro-controller technology I used later.
Luis: the hair salon tv thing…
Nancy: the box that switches the video sources around really is a bank of car turn signal switches, so the box went ‘click, click, click, click’ sounding like a car turn signal. The chairs looked awesome. I edited the video at Charles Street on 3/4 inch editing and then I did not want to curate anymore…
Ann: So once you get to Charles Street with Rodney…and who else was there?
Nancy: Ed Mowbray, Shalhevet Goldhar, Michael Brooks…


Ann: Oh Ed was there…
Nancy: Yes. Then one day Rodney (who was the General Manager) says “Nancy, Ed’s going to be the General Manager from now on”…I said “Rodney! Ed can’t replace you! But he said “not a word…not a word …not a word…Ed’s going to be the Manager from now on”…so I said “ok”. A couple months later Rodney noticed “there’s no more money in the bank…by the way where is Ed?”. I said “Well Rodney, that’s why there’s no more money in the bank.”

Luis: oh wow

Nancy: Yeah. “what happened?” “Well Rodney it went on misc things…”
Luis: yeah…

Nancy: Charles Street…had a bad quarter that time …or half year…and recovered…but Rodney came back that year and came and took over again 

Ann: But once you got in…once you were on Charles Street…and you were doing the bookkeeping…
Nancy: yes

Ann: You weren’t curating...you weren’t …having to manage it…you were just responsible for responding to your little job that you had and you started…making art

Nancy: It started with the hair salon chairs…

Luis: but you started making art on your own while you were working at ASpace were you…?
Nancy: I was working at Charles Street… but, remember I’m in development on that - the editing was on ¾ inch editing and it was slow! Editing tape to tape and shuttling back and forth. Editing was incredibly time consuming, not like it is now. So…to put together three final tapes for the hair styling installation…- to source the material– I had to watch a lot of tv ...I had to tape it on SVHS – which was quite good quality by the way – compared to HD today
Luis: So…you said it was like footage from the ’50’s relating towards women and technology 

Nancy:…tv commercials and tv shows …’I Dream of Jeannie’, -the way Jeannie does that tech thing and pops out of the bottle – that was awesome. And you know, I taped it all off-the-air and onto SVHS videotape. The SVHS was editable quality. I went and cut it into some meaningful montage that I liked, and it took almost 18 months to do…
Luis: so what were you thinking about the role of technology and…either feminism or… representation of women and technology in the ‘50’s?  

Nancy: Thank you for asking that… I was working up to something I had wrote in 1990 – so if I may – this is approximately 1985 we are discussing… and this is the right question but it wasn’t until 1990, when I wrote and thought about it in detail….
Luis: ok

Nancy: and it’s a great question because all the time I was thinking “well what is it to be in new media arts and to be female?…and I knew Ann and I respected the historiography and the historical process of collections – libraries and the academic world. These were important questions that need to be asked and answered. Around 1990 I was hanging around with my friend Tom Burns who was one of the first people to work at “Alias” – the computer graphics software company in Toronto, and I was in his digital lab almost every weekend because he would be there and he let me play around. Alias was computer graphics – I love CG – I don’t work in it, but I love computer graphics and he said “there is a new server in New York called East Coast Hang Out ECHO – it’s for gays and artists” - I looked at it and I thought - I’m working on some text about women and technology - I called it ‘cyberfeminism’ – just playing around with words and terminology - so I hacked it together into a readable text and I sent it to Stacy Horn. Stacy Horn started ECHO – it was like the WELL in San Francisco. She put it in the Gopher section and I referenced the URL. As a matter of fact the www.echonyc  was included in the Wiki item on…cyber feminism (looking at the Internet wiki entry) …the entry is still …’network feminism…history” – the “term came about in 1982 according to this woman who wrote a thesis simultaneously Nancy Paterson wrote for the ECHO server, Australia the Vienne Matrix wrote from this manifesto and Sadie Plant”. It’s a nice way of saying “who the heck knows where it came from” but we all wrote about it in approximately 1991. My paper was posted up on the Gopher server and ECHO did have a critical component, so you know it had academic quality references…
Ann: Right

Nancy: And the paper is still a good read…I believe…
Ann: and you wrote this paper because of your contact with this guy?
Nancy: because people like him kept asking me “you’re a woman artist, you work with technology…what do you think about feminism and technology?” and I…
Ann: “you want to write this thing”…right…right…

Nancy: “I’m an artist” - I had to think about it
Ann: Right…right

Nancy: I had to say something intelligent

Ann: so there was a bit of an issue about woman not being involved in technology…
Nancy: I wanted to write something that would be progressive and distinctly North American…I proposed “Cyberfeminism as a philosophy” …I still do think about this topic…but I didn’t continue working in the area…and there’s a number of reasons why I didn’t follow it up… I was thinking about the way we could use technology, as women, because we’re somewhat marginalized… so that we could understand virtuality. Because we’re always being told our experiences are negated – so we could understand virtual reality really well. It’s “here – it’s not here – it’s here – it’s not here”…I get that. Whereas a man might say ”you know ...I’m going to cut this piece of wood”. I say “it’s a virtual piece of wood” …I can get it. And we were good at it. Women picked up the tools to create virtual art quickly. Sadie Plant, feminist theory….Shu Lea Cheang, Faith Wilding, VNS Matrix, Cyberfeminist Manifesto – they picked it up. Why? Because tech is not a big hammer and anvil anymore. We can all do this …we don’t have to be… this…we can all do media, we can all be video artists…
Ann: Right…
Nancy: and they did it well…
Ann: and you were actually saying “women you can do this –

Nancy:  back then it wasn’t complicated …it was easier, I wrote “pick up and play”  

Ann: Right…..
Nancy: Remember it was very important about the idea of how women’s experience was negated…back then more…a woman’s experience was questioned. A lot of patriarchal established structures - would question feminine and feminist experience – and say “are you sure?” and where… you know …if I was ever mistaken for a guy and I walked in and said - “this is so” …then the response from others would easily be accepted – they would comply.

Ann: Right.

Nancy: Very much so. So Virtual Art that was in cyberspace – we’re good with that…
Ann: Right.

Nancy: Cyberfeminists…a lot of women continued working in that area and today it is termed “Networked Feminism”. I didn’t keep going with it….
Luis: How come? You said there was a variety of reasons…

Nancy: I was having a good time making art and exhibiting – I was travelling to a foreign country once a month…and I didn’t want to get into the theory with my cyberfeminist sisters about “who’s doing this theory best…” 

Ann: So when you…when you were having a good time travelling, showing works of art, was that primarily through technology exhibitions or through feminist exhibits…?
Nancy: Tech. All tech. That’s why I made the bicycle artwork – “Bicycle TV”. I made it simply to be a tech artwork – all the viewer does is ride around in a virtual place, controlling where they go. It is an early laserdisc-based piece. When I made it, there were three other laserdisc-based pieces similar to it in the world. One in Japan, one in Australia and one in Europe. 

Luis: And what year is this? …it probably says it…

Nancy: I didn’t put the year on it…back when I made the website. I made it in 1994?
Luis: I think it was before that…Seville 1992.
Nancy: 1989! 

Luis: ok

Nancy: 1988 was the date because it exhibited in the Seville Expo ‘92. Probably took 2 years to build. It always took about 24 months to build each artwork. From start to finish. All this piece consists of - you ride around in the video and it is interesting from a technology – gee whiz – kind of perspective. Back then, in the Tech Art large exhibitions, festivals and shows… if you made an installation that didn’t have any meaning at all – it was simply cool technology – as in the case of “Bicycle TV” all you did was ride around and it would be well received.
Nancy: All these Tech Art exhibitions, festivals and shows were dominated by men with expensive technology type artworks - like “oooh….look at the tech in this, it is so cool…right, isn’t this amazing”

Ann: Right. Sexy tech stuff. New, artists showing what we could do with new technology… rather than content?

Nancy: yes
Luis: and what were the content pieces that you were most proud of?

Nancy: The slot machine - “The Machine in the Garden” 1993. Where you pull the slot machine arm (called a one-armed bandit). The viewer pulls the arm and the video plays - whipping by. Each edit was a ‘wipe’ from above – vertically rolling to simulate the roll of the screens in a slot machine – speeding up and then slowing down – coming to rest on the different images or three same or 2 same and one different, etc. I was thinking about randomness and change and gambling science, and experiments, and rockets and stuff… “is this going to work?”. Science experiments. Three themes on three screens…like the hairstyling chairs. I thought of ‘speak-no-evil, hear-no-evil, see-no-evil”.  Three-cubed is twenty-seven, so there are twenty-seven different ways the video can come to rest after pulling the slot-machine arm. The video plays above and behind the installation on three large screens and also on the smaller LCD screens mounted inside the slot-machine.
Ann: Right.
Nancy: Back then, with analog video - it was not possible to edit with a ‘wipe’ from above, you could only edit with a wipe to the side. So it was about 900 hours of editing.   CSV did not have the controller for the job. I made do with what we had. There was only one video editing controller that would edit with a ‘wipe’ from above – the Sony 9000 controller, and the only one was in Banff. 

Ann: Right. It feels that the slot machine – and the notion of gambling – is like, poking little needles into cells, you know, one a microscopic level, you know….
Nancy: Yeah.

Ann: and like you know ..and then the whole notion of …
Nancy: the scientific method! Quantum Physics.
Ann: you know, like this just seems really immersive to me, that you come out of that thinking  - “ I don’t want to hold back anymore”.

Nancy: I premiered this in 1993 at SIGGRAPH in Anaheim, CA. I met Danny DeVito – showed the slot machine - “The Machine in the Garden” to him.
Ann: What did he say?

Nancy: He was with a team of people who were working on Batman and 1993 was the year that computer graphics hit Hollywood. It was the year of the Jurassic Park movie. It was the year they were thinking about how to do Batman.

Ann: I have this other notion too…I don’t know how prevalent or rare it is, but in these years Nancy’s talking about, if you look at her resume too, she went far out ...into places…it’s not this story about the local Toronto scene…but actually, lots of diverse places. I see that on your resume later - when you’re publishing papers for your degree - that you’re almost gone on - into the network world..…right? 

Nancy: The Internet…network studies…
Luis: yeah, well… I noticed that too…that when you were talking about exhibitions…when you were curating at ASpace that they were, you know - a show picked up that was touring from somewhere else or that you organized a tour of Guelph, and London and Toronto…and that everything was the idea of a network…consciousness…is just very natural that things should connect far and wide… should travel from one place to another ...like it seems very… very second nature to the way you work and think.

Ann: that’s true, it did. It came out later, big time.

Luis: Yes. 

Nancy: the “Memory Dress” in 1999, was a lesser work though I still have it. It’s a dress…and on the front and back – they are pieces of magnetic-core memory. Magnetic-core memory precedes integrated circuits. It consists of ferrite beads in a copper lattice - to store information. These pieces are worth a lot of money as collectibles – they are really rare.
Ann: Do you… does UVictoria…
Nancy: Sorry?

Ann: UVic has the dress? ...art gallery of Victoria? 

Nancy: I have it… I never donated it anywhere, I still have it in storage.
Ann: Oh the dress

Nancy: It was co-designed by Suzanne Timmons custom designer for Holt Renfrew at the time and one of the family -the Cowboy Junkies Timmons …are her brothers and sisters. Now she is custom designer for Hudsons Bay.
Luis : so the memory pieces are used as jewelry pieces?  … is there memory in it? Like, is there a particular thing that you store it in?

Nancy: they are simply pieces of magnetic-core memory 4X4 inches square. I have four pieces, I used two of them in the dress – there are the four pieces in the image…
Ann: So, you seen this technology and thought “it’s like a jewel”

Nancy: Yeah.

Ann: And “I’m going to grab it for the generation who throws it in the dustbin of tech history”
Nancy: They’re very hard to find. Extremely rare. The magnetic-core memory, very rare

Ann: And it was somehow attractive  - like gold or silver or something 

Nancy: Yeah…so I though let’s show it as a rare thing. 

Ann: Right.

Nancy: that’s a nice dress …I think Sarah Diamond wore it once….which was a good idea. May I mention also another kind of divergent work was the outdoor sculpture …at the Tree Museum in Gravenhurst, Ontario – “Not Waving, Drowning, Swimming”. In that outdoor installation the grass grows up around the work and the white porcelain arms are set as arcs as a swimmers arms arc out of the water – alternating left and right strokes. I wanted it to look like swimming…

Luis: Which piece?

Nancy: Its up at the Gravenhurst Tree Museum…the arms that come out of the water or in this case out of the tall grass - that I hope, look like swimmers arms – three of them, and when the grass is high, it looks like this.

Ann: Right. Three of them…
Nancy: Yes. 

Ann: Not waving, drowning, swimming…
Nancy: I wanted to do an outdoor work. “Coppelia” was a short video for the Bravo channel– the only video I ever produced which is single channel playback – the viewer simply watches it. All my other video production was for early interactive video installations. In the “Coppelia” video, which is a 4 ½ minute video - I ran out of money half way through production. So, the first half of the video is the dancer dancing from monitor top to monitor top - looking down at what people sitting at the computers are doing. Then the robots that I had were introduced… and then it ended…not too incredibly brilliantly, but not too bad either.  

Ann: Is this video viewable?

Nancy: the BRAVO channel shows it every now and then…
Luis: So she’s dancing as people are working?

Ann: That’s a nice image.

Ann: and you couldn’t do this now days, with the new thin flat LCD screens –

Nancy: Well there are flat screens now – the dancer dances from top to top of each CRT screen – it wouldn’t work today.
Luis: There’s not enough space to step on!
Nancy: With “Das ist Meine Neue Freundin” – I was inspired by the Lara Croft heroine…and I had been shooting a .45 down in Florida where my family lives and I thought “the targets are really great with holes in them…” and so I used them in this simple installation. The plastic toy guns, laser-beams coming out of them and all kinds of lights and cool stuff that happens when the viewer shoots them...it’s fun. With the installation - “Suit of Armor” – this was a collaboration with Camille Turner. And I also I collaborated with Shelly Niro on an installation “How the Rest was Won” for the McIntosh Gallery at the University of Western Ontario.
Luis: So that must have been very recently.

Nancy: No…couple years ago.

Luis: Ok, Yeah.

Nancy. The installation Shelly Niro and I worked on is not on my website….I did another project around 1999, in computer graphics….
Luis: You have to say what it is for the recorder….
Nancy: It’s called “The Library”. In 1999, VRML – was a 3D interface for the Internet – based on virtual reality mark-up language. As compared to the present, where the Internet has a flat or two dimensional interface - based on hypertext mark-up language. Mark Pesce…developed VRML for the Internet. You can still have a three dimensional browser today, which presents a fully rendered space you can navigate through, not like ‘fake 3D’, which is like a flip book. (Like a video game may be ‘fake 3D’ and the viewer can’t navigate in the environment wherever they want). Fully navigable 3D is fully rendered 3D, and the viewer can navigate anywhere – the viewer can slice an orange in half, and the orange falls apart and there is a middle to the orange – it has mass and volume and environments can be navigated completely independently. Mark came out with this and I was always interested in computer graphics so I became interested. I had a team who worked on a 3D model using ALIAS software and we modelled the interior of the Parliamentary Library in Ottawa. It is a very beautiful building.
Ann: in 3D?

Nancy: yes we modeled it.

Ann: and you did that by taking photographs of it and feeding in –

Nancy: there is a wire frame model of the whole thing. Then the librarian in Ottawa -

Ann: like an architectural drawing you mean?

Nancy: In computer graphics you make a wire frame and then every individual facet of the wire frame is filled in as a bitmap. If you are thinking of a diamond that has facets…each facet has to have a bit-map – that’s a huge file. So you would have redundant bitmaps. It’s a wire frame. This is the building [drawing], you’ve got the interior, and everything is a wire frame.

Ann: and each little…
Luis: like how to model a three dimensional body through splitting it into a polygon or triangles you can model -

Ann: takes curves…
Luis: yeah so kind of sketching it out -

Ann: adding information, put shadows in somewhere where it is darker? Is that the idea? 

Luis: yeah.

Ann: Are you teaching right now Nancy?

Nancy: Yeah, I’m at OCADU on Fridays…
Ann: Oh, right….and what are you teaching?

Nancy: I teach first year, introduction to Time Based Media. I like teaching first year. Ok, look there’s a wire frame model…
Ann: Right. So it is like an architectural rendering…

Nancy: Yes.

Ann: and then you have to fill every surface.

Nancy: But when you finally render that out as a single frame, it takes time to compress, flatten it and render it. For example, the Titanic movie was rendered in a former film set in Mexico. But the set was filled with a football field of servers – that rendered that film one image at a time and I understand it took nine months.
Ann: wow.

Nancy: with “The Library” we made a wire frame of the interior of the parliamentary library and sourced the bitmaps by having the librarian photograph every square meter of the surface of the place. And send us the digital files and we map them onto the model. Then we optimized it – to keep the entire data-set file size smaller. Because when you are serving a big file over the Internet - you’re going to send it over limited bandwidth. But we were thinking “Oh, in the future – the Internet is going to be fully 3D and everyone is going to have unlimited bandwidth...
Ann: But that’s not…

Nancy: not in 1999 - 2000.

Ann: Right.

Nancy: But, you, know, we’re out here like space cadets….
(Background conversation)

Nancy: It was posted to a server and made viewable using the VRML add-ons for the Internet browsers. I tried to keep the website up to date with contemporary software – MAC and PC and LINUX can still view it today – there are …add-ons for browser(s) and then you can navigate the environment. One interesting thing about the environment is that the ball in the middle of the library (where the Queen Victoria statue stands)… is a view of the planet earth. This was very unusual at that time and a bit of an accomplishment.  We took from the NASA website - satellite images of the earth from space. NASA had a website where they updated this image every 3-5 minutes. And we wrapped the image onto the ball with constant updating. So when you look at the ball, the ball is rotating…and it is the earth as seen from space.
Luis: Amazing.

Ann: Right now you mean? 

Nancy: If you can look at it – you need additional software to the browser…
Ann: so you’re saying that this project, the ball is now…
Nancy: Yes.

Ann: Neat.

Luis: That’s great. What made you think if using the library as a setting for this?
Nancy: Because how important libraries are…as compared to the notion that the Internet would make libraries disappear…books would disappear…people would become illiterate…that’s what Kurt Vonnegut said to me in Gainsville, Florida.
Ann: Right.
Ann: But I just am curious, just to ask for a second…when you’re teaching this first year class now…. Let’s imagine 20 years later… from everything we just talked about to everything you’ve gone through to get your degree. When you’re teaching these students in first year class in an art school -- what is it that you’re teaching them? What does the University want you to teach them…and what are you wanting to teach them…. 

Nancy: Well they cut a very prescribed curriculum….
Ann: Right. 

Nancy: I try to give the students a great deal of latitude within the confines of what I’m allowed to do. 

Ann: So they want you to teach them certain skill sets? …they have to know how to turn the machine on and off, and how to work software…
Nancy:  I have a final project for the students that we enjoy. I actually stole the idea from Ihor Holubizky. I telephoned him and said “ Ihor Im going to steal something from you, is that ok?”. He said “well…I guess so – what?”. He’s a pretty cool guy. The assignment is: “Imagine you’re in the year 2025 in the future…you’re walking along the street and you stumble over a technical object from the present day. Imagine it, describe it, explain it – using media”. I do not think Ihor originally made it up but I asked his permission anyway because he had used it in his teaching.
Ann: Right. Using media….
Nancy: One student handed in a final project which was an audio CD - that just had ‘noise’ or ‘static’ on it. He said “the object was invisible and this is the sound it made”. 

Ann: Right. (laughing)
Nancy: In 2000 I was sitting at a dinner party in North Vancouver… I just finished the Stock Market Skirt, which was my first art work that utilized the Internet. Up until then I had only made works that utilized interactive video. But in SMS - the dress hemline – goes up and down based on the value of a stock – you pick a stock for example IBM or Google - and when the stock goes up the dress hemline goes up, the stock goes down, the dress goes down. 

Ann: That’s really cute…
Nancy: I started it in 1995; the development notes show that. I couldn’t get any stock quotes on the Internet till 1998. That was when YAHOO! started to deliver stock quotes. So out of gratitude the artwork tracked ‘YHOO’ which was their ticker symbol. YAHOO! had the first website which featured a little box on the screen where you can put in a symbol and get a value back. I started making it in 1995 using BASIC …and the hemline went up and it went down. It had a stepper motor. I went to Spadina Ave and bought the material to sew a simple party dress. I asked the shop girl for “material that would look good with a stepper motor”. (laughter). We settled on blue taffeta because its shiny and metallic looking. Then I looked at how theatrical curtains go up and down. They have a system of pulleys and rings and so I made this in in miniature under the dress. It has a very expensive stepper motor [about $400.00] so that it is very robust.…It is in the collection of the Surrey Art Gallery in B.C. It has been acquired. This work made me think further about the Internet. When I made it – I thought it was a really good piece and I submitted it to a very important exhibition in Germany where the theme was ‘Finance and Technology’ – and I didn’t get any response. In fact, I was at that dinner party in North Vancouver and I heard another artist say out loud to the group “My girlfriend [no names] has been accepted for this important media art-and-finance exhibition in Europe and she has no artwork! She has to think of an art work and make it really quickly….because she’s confirmed in the show!” Upon this, the group laughed, but not me. I realized that I simply could not compete with this. And at that moment in time, unconsciously - the thought came to me to quit. I did not work on any artworks after that. I enrolled in a PHD program at York University in December of 2002. The program admitted me on a self-pay basis. Very quickly this became unsustainable. Caitlyn Fisher from the Augmented Reality Lab took me in. I owe her an enormous debt of gratitude. 

Ann: what’s the Augmented Reality Lab like?

Nancy: Its up at YorkU -  it deals with immersive technology in which the viewer is informed in some way – a commercial example would be ‘heads-up displays’. Caitlin kept me on staff for a while…and then I really began to get under way. At that point, I threw out twenty file boxes of research and started over again with more focus.
Ann: ok, when did you quit?…when did that show come up and you were like “Stock Market Skirt is perfect for it!”

Nancy: 2000.

Ann: It was just like people were curating…and they were just trying to get their partners ahead…and you just stopped…right ….and you though “I’m sick of it”

Nancy: I’m done…
Ann: I see all these people getting ahead and you though” I’m sick of it.

Nancy: I was being immature. That’s the way life is.

Ann: Right and then this woman had a research lab? 
Nancy: I enrolled in the PHD program to research the Internet not to work with Augmented Reality.
(Ann: Coffee anyone?)

Nancy: And in a way, a very serious juncture has been reached…
Luis: Its great to be talking to Nancy about this.

Ann: Yeah. It is this big period and when things were being developed - the world as people now know it…
Luis: yes…
Ann: the late 70’s to the 80’s and 90’s. It’s interesting too…kind of because Nancy’s talking about like, being a woman with technology …and feminism…but not queer politics. As a queer woman, she didn’t focus on …socio-politically on gender…

Luis: She did on … gender but not sexuality…
Ann: She did on gender but not on sexuality. In her…”I’m going to make art – what’s going to be my social content”…sort of way….it’s sort of interesting too …I wonder what that’s…
Luis: she’s comfortable with her sexuality and that’s why she didn’t dwell on it …and was more interested in…

Ann: the status of women….maybe…
Nancy: I put IXmaps on the webpage with the other artworks…
Ann: which is the IXmaps?

Nancy: Well, the PHD…
Ann: the PHD is from YorkU...

Nancy: I was writing SSHRC grants to support my work, my research and explaining, defining, clarifying what I was working on. It became clear that what I was working on was ‘Peering’. Many people/academics said - “what is that?” and I said “look, its where the Internet interconnects”. But they did not understand. So I thought, it is not so important what I know or what another person knows…but when we talk or interconnect... that’s when we connect …when one thinks of the Internet most research studies focused on bandwith capacity – I thought to focus on interconnection. Where does the Internet interconnect? Where does Sprint connect with Bell - connect with Verizon  - and Verizon connect with Telia from Europe – where does it join up? I thought: the telcos sell you capacity – you have this 4 gig capacity. But isn’t the connections they have with other networks - kind of like your channels on your TV? In a way, I mean, aren’t you buying access to Europe, access to Hawaii, access the USA, access to South America – where are those  peering agreements? The head of the department at YorkU was a person who wouldn’t let my applications pass through and be sent to the SSHRC. She was a gatekeeper. And I was being forced to quit. She said “what is this ‘Peering’? What is this?” I explained on and on. …explain, explain, explain. And then I said, “peering is the term given when the Internet intersects in carrier hotels. Large buildings – full of nothing but servers and fiber cross connections where they intersect. I realized I had to make a visualization. And this became another artwork. 
Ann: pull up and show us on the Internet…
Nancy: it is a hidden….URL now….[http://www.vacuumwoman.com/hidden/url/]...

I made this early carrier hotels flash visualization based on an excel chart I created with at least sixty entries noting sixty very large carrier hotels in North America. I researched where they were located. By the way, for decades - the South American Internet traffic boomeranged through the Miami exchange. They only started having carrier hotel interconnect points in South America in the late 90’s…

Luis: and that’s where different mass distribution networks interconnect with each other.

Ann: it is all a big computer, right? The whole building is a big ….they’re really interesting – the colour coding. Explain the colour coding.

Nancy: Well in Canada there’s three geographically important ones – 151 Front is a very big carrier hotel… and it is where Rogers, Bell, Telus……networks intersect…
Luis: Oh…I see, I see…
Nancy: and exchange traffic. And the terms and conditions under which they do that is very interesting…and incredibly complex and increasingly complex. When it started, it wasn’t so complex….
Ann: But when you say they “join up” – Bell and Rogers, 151 Yonge Street? Is that what you said? 

Nancy: They interconnect. 

Anne: Meaning…

Nancy: So there’s capacity and then there’s interconnection. 

Anne: Where…what’s the interconnection. How does one receive the other?
Nancy: A fiber cross- connects the data traffic… there are rooms and rooms of servers. Each server is this high. There’s probably thirty servers in a rack of servers and it is kept very cold with anti-freeze. 

Ann: Right.
Nancy: and these servers have websites on them, for example…or somebody’s data. Corporate… government…health…

Ann: So that’s a heavily wired building then…because this is my wire – that’s what we’re on – we’re on a wire. We’re on a box on a wire. So you’re saying that wire that goes to the line…
Nancy: your ISP…
Ann: I’m trying to…so then it goes through 151 Front Street.

Nancy: I made the North American carrier hotels flash visualization. I took it to – the head of my Ph.D department, who, I did not realize, wasn’t letting my academic grant applications out of the department….to the prospective funding agencies.
Luis: Why not? … what did they say?

Nancy: She wasn’t in the office….to talk with. The secretary was there and she seemed embarrassed. I said, “Diane, I’ve got something to show you.” I showed her the carrier hotels flash visualization. I said, “Diane - that is the Internet. The carrier hotels outlined in red are where the NSA does surveillance – according to Mark Klein January ’06 New York Times. Klein said I can prove surveillance at these properties. I can prove that this is where they have the equipment for surveillance”. I think Diane, unbeknownst to me, and I think behind the back of the woman who ran the program, may have approached the graduate department… because they suddenly contacted me and funded my research directly.
Ann: Right.

Nancy: direct research funding. But they said, “you be sure to finish”!!
Luis: ok!
Nancy: Well, remember, I’m still brushing up on APA style – my idea of a resume was so creative – I did not keep a very good CV. So much so, that I had to go to my closet – I had a practice by buying a t-shirt at every educational institution or venue that I lectured at. So when I had to make a resume…I went to my closet….to compile the list…
(laughter)

Luis: That’s nice.

Nancy: That’s how I made a resume. 

(laughter)

Nancy: I had made this visualization and a master data table excel chart –of every major carrier hotel location. Who owned it, networks intersecting there. And then I thought “you know what would be a really cool artwork? Is if you could sit here…type in a URL, and see it in the visualization as a red line travelling from your house, to 151 Front, to here, to here and back again to you – displaying the website you requested. Because when you make a website request – you request the data and it is brought back to you. So the picture-

Ann: To see where it went….
Nancy: See where you’re request goes, see how it comes back. And do it with red lines on the screen. That would be a great installation. I met with a hacker friend of mine and we wrote a little utility called “TRgen” that if you download it, and run it on your laptop - no matter what kind of laptop you have – from then on it will populate my database with your Internet routing hops – the IP address of every router you go through. Then we would trace route those, it would say for example, “core router – Chicago” and we could geo-locate them using latitude/longitude and plot them on a map – and know what carrier hotel they’re in. So we started to develop the ability to show you, visually where your data goes. High error rate. High margin of error. For a number of reasons….
Luis: A lot of the information is not public – first of all – where these hotels are…

Nancy: a lot more work was needed. Now, at the time I that I had started to think about this, I was getting back to work on my PHD, I was getting some money and I was writing less about peering now I was thinking more about ‘reachablity’– it is a term in Internet routing border gateway protocol [BGP] for ‘path persistence over time’. It had occurred to me that this is what I’m really interested in. Not ‘net neutrality’. But about reachability. It’s about the ‘expectation that you are able to reach the websites that you normally used to reaching’. If I’m used to seeing X.URL and suddenly I don’t see X.URL – what’s going on? I have the right to an explanation. But networks and ISPs do not respond to inquiries. Networks don’t give reasons for how and why they are or who they interconnect with, what their service levels are, who/how they track – they are just – they’re not accountable. And ‘reachability’ struck me as a better term to work with. I emailed Tim Wu and he responded that it was quite good work.
Ann: So you’re saying that the idea behind the neutrality is kind a pacifying – kind of concept – but that it doesn’t actually provide reachability. 

Nancy: Right. 


Ann: That the neutrality thing – kind of just…
Nancy: that horse has left the barn a long time ago.

Ann: And what, the political issue is about -

Nancy: It is about reachability -

Ann: Reachability. 

Nancy: And it is a very technical term and well applied. 

Ann: Right.

Nancy: Path persistence over time. Net neutrality enthusiasts are generally sociologically oriented. I think Tim Wu would agree and he created the term “Net Neutrality”. At the same time I was working on populating the database - which was on my friend’s computer at his home and then, within fifteen minutes of going live with TRGen, and making it available publically, we had an entry in the database from someone who reverse-engineered TRGen very quickly and trace-routed back to us! We geo-located them to Herndon, Virginia.
Ann: you could see…

Nancy: it was really spooky and it happened within 15 – 20 minutes of going live with the program – I have a record of this. I kept it because it was so incredibly spooky. My hacker friend and I just looked at each other and went “huh?” 

Ann: someone’s picked this up…
Nancy: The few other comparator projects like TRGen… were in Washington State with the Hubble project…CAIDA in California and Tel Aviv…
Ann: And what year is this?...you’re in you’re PHD now…you’re in your second - 

Nancy: 2007!

Ann: seven. Ok.

Nancy: Also I received an email one day from the second largest private equity company in the world – Hines – the email requested: ‘phone us’ and it had a Toronto phone number. I waited till Monday…and I called from Charles Street. Over the weekend, I researched who they are – and found they are the second largest private equity group in the world - after the Carlyle Group. Regarding private equity – you can’t invest with them unless you have a personal net worth that is very high and a potential investor must have a private meeting with them. Their prospectus was 500 pages. I read it and found that, at the time, the only real estate they owned in Toronto was the Atrium on Bay. 

Ann: Ok, so when you called …what did they say?

Nancy: Remember over the weekend I had taken the project down from the public Internet and put it behind a hidden URL. When I called, the fellow said “we’re calling about this project”. I said “ok – may I say it is old and out of date and over the weekend I took it down from the Internet. May I ask, what is your interest in it?” The fellow replied, “…where did you get your information?” I said, “…the information is publically available on the Internet – anybody can research all the things I visualized. I just aggregated it all together and made a visualization”. He said, “oh.” ” I said “…are you at The Atrium on Bay?” indicating perhaps that I had read the Hines real estate prospectus…and he said “yes”. I’m not sure if he really was or not. Then I said “what are you doing in Toronto? Are you interested in buying real estate?” The private equity wing that owns carrier hotels is the real estate investment wing owned by Hines. They have many other types of investments – it’s a private equity group that funds many companies in different sectors – not just real estate and certainly not just carrier hotels real estate. I said “…are you in Toronto and looking to buy real estate?” He said, “yes”. I said, “…151 Front?” he said “yes”. I said, “…am I at liberty to discuss this with anyone?’ He said “no”. And that was the end of the conversation. They didn’t buy 151 Front; they bought a huge chunk of the waterfront between the Corus building and Sherbourne street. 

Luis: Oh
Nancy: the visualization stayed behind a hidden URL …and I went to OCADU and I showed them the research project and I tried to see whether or not they would support it in the graduate department with career advancement or a lab and grad students. Provide enough resources to develop the project…I knew I needed institutional backing, both because the project required database development and also because it made me a bit of a target.
Luis: I was going to ask you…
Nancy: I remembered Mark Lombardi had an unhappy demise. OCADU said they’re interested but …nothing happened. Very quickly I went to see Ron Deibert at UofT – he’s a friend of a friend – and he said “I’m too busy to take you on - but you know, good work”.  So then I was at a TELECON conference and met another important professor at the Faculty of Information at UofT - Andrew Clement and I eventually handed the whole thing over them.

Luis: Sorry, to where?

Nancy: to the Faculty of Information…
Luis: This project is it more…is the interest more to visualize the network…or to connect to that culture jamming stuff you were taking about earlier?
Nancy: I wanted to connect to culture jamming …the UofT people had a totally different perspective than I did. I managed to keep things at a convivial level with them. They took my master data table and developed it into a larger database – there’s no way OCADU could have supported that…
Ann: Just…
Nancy: UofT has many graduate students.
Ann: Right, right, right…

Nancy: my name is still on the project website…I attended consultation things …but the project developed in ways that suited them. And I went in my own direction. They focused on government surveillance, they focused on Cdn-US-Cdn boomerang routing. The federal OPC supported with money –but my area of research since then has developed other ways.  Although I own the domain www.IXmaps.ca - I pay for it every year. I moved into looking at…how commercial…content delivery networks, as well as ISP and ISP Networks – ATT, VERIZON, BELL – and 4G wireless networks track end users. My latest paper – I presented it at Columbia University Business School – is being published in the “Journal of Information Policy”. It explains a little about how the tracking actually works …what technology…provides and what it can provide in the future. 

Ann: That’s the files?

Nancy: 4G networks – in particular smart phone edge networks. 2013 was the most important year in network history I’ve ever seen – all of the infrastructure of these carrier hotels was ripped out and “software defined networking” was installed widespread. You know, Google makes their own networking devices…

Ann: Easier …to track who you want to track…. rather than having to look

Nancy: all your Internet requests and searches for information are brought quickly back to you based on who you are and its routed and stored based on who you are…and it comes back so fast, because the networks use tracking. Google uses Google File System – it’s proprietary. I was at a presentation by one of their engineers in Orlando and learned a bit about it. Facebook uses a version of GSF, that is open source and now they’re also closed off with what they do with it. Facebook has data centers all over the world. Google has their own network their own fiber structure, their own backbone. They rival AT&T – in infrastructure – they have carrier hotels – I tried to start mapping them – Apple has their own, Microsoft has their own. These are major buildings. I was sitting in a meeting with ….with some of the UofT grad students one time and I said, ”there’s a Google data center Charleston, SC - I showed them – using Google Earth -from the bird’s eye view – the data center was a really little box, but it is all ‘whited out’ - like, very opaque – you could barely see it in Google Earth. One od the students said dismissively “oh, it’s really small- it’s no big deal”. I said, “right next door is an aluminum smelter company… see those huge lines? They are power lines. You need an incredible amount of power to smelt aluminum. Guess what. You also need a lot of power for a data center. See that main outline? - I traced a much larger outline around the little box on the screen- That’s the data center. It’s underground and it’s huge.”
Ann: Right…
Nancy: they need a whole –

Ann: They put in underground.

Nancy: Floors and floors and floors and floors. Just like the other one underground. That’s Google. 

Ann: Let me just ask two bifurcated questions, here maybe but …One. So, its 2009 you risk and you give it over to UofT..
Nancy: 2007 to 2009 – I gave it up over a two and a half year period…
Ann: So you’ve been looking at this stuff, but and you’re working on your PHD, at the same time – so all the same…
Nancy: Dec 2009 I finished the Ph.D.
Ann: and all at the same time you’re always still working at Charles Street Video?

Nancy: Yes 

Ann: Right, so …

Nancy: OCADU
Ann: 20 year association or something going on consistently. It has become so politicized - so feminism, in terms of content has shifted a little bit away from a gender argument …to a social argument. Like now, when you’re going into Internet studies – now that you’re into showing this kind of thing, you’re actually talking to everyone saying “hey everybody, look at this”. You’re typing at UofT, you hit send and it ends up crossing the border and ….so I’m just trying to also kind of follow …the notion of yourself as an artist and what you – you know – consider yourself an artist…and that you’re – 

Nancy: Well I had quit - so it surprised me that I created the visualization and I understood that you really never quit being creative…
Ann: Right, the visualization of that think that you are describing– I don’t think that I could understand it if I couldn’t look at the little map and say - “ you’re telling me that whole building is full of servers …then it makes sense - “hey, you’re telling me the communication goes from Toronto to Chicago and now I’m in the United States domain?” …you know…and what does that mean? Right, because there’s…
Nancy: It got…
Ann: Because I can’t cross the border …like that…physically but my information does. Im just sort of looking at the feminist content…
Nancy: cyberfeminism, net studies, intersecting privacy and civil rights 

Ann: Right

Nancy: Is always an area where feminists are…
Ann: Right.

Nancy: human rights, privacy and where they intersect and, yes, so you nail it there but, it is more networking. What you said earlier…which is…it started way back…earlier …networking… we network here and now …we try. You say one thing …I don’t understand …you say something else… I do understand. You say something … I sort of understand. I love it. It’s all we got. Its what we got…and in a way …the world will be entirely governed by networking and its… 

Ann: Right, right. 

Nancy: it is global governance with the IGF – the UN – and then there’s China, Russia and the US – The Internet was historically largely a US property – but it won’t always be – you know-  it’s going to evolve
Ann: Right.

Nancy: the 21st Century is going to be fun. Everything over IP and fast. So, I don’t know, I was just really glad. That I discovered that you could still keep being creative and then it happens despite yourself. 

Luis: Mmm hmmm.

Nancy: So, that’s it. 

Luis: Ok. Because I’m working …with a student…I teach at a very tiny school in Vermont. It’s a really great school…Culture Jamming and Glitch, Culture and this – but also stuff about surveillance…and … Faith Wilding teaches there and she’s really great – and I just think– you guys might have a lot of buzzing ideas…
Ann: Faith Wilding…is one of the main people in feminism and technology
Luis: Mmmm hmmm, she’s fantastic

Nancy: I took six months off last year after I sent the final revision to the Journal of Info Policy and I went to China and I met Ai Weiwei. We had to wait twenty minutes/half an hour – Ai comes out… I said, “Weiwei can I tell you about surveillance” and I spoke with him for a half hour and we had tea. I said “ this is what I think…about surveillance…and smart phones…and…” …and he said “you can come back and stay for a month”

Ann: So are you going to?

Nancy: No. I’m not fond of Beijing and I told him everything that I know – I would only just repeat it again…
Ann: Right. 

Nancy: and people say to me “why aren’t you doing an art work with him?” …and I thought “I’m not going to let my ego get in the way....it is a bit of Buddhism

Nancy: going to keep going ….like you know, something happening whether on the Internet ….or…
Luis: great.

Ann: ok, so what are you doing now?...you’re teaching at OCAD University…you’re planning a project, maybe …a performance …

Nancy: Well, I finished that paper, I took two and a half years to write – I am not writing another paper.
(laughter)

Nancy: Please. No more papers. 

Ann: Right. The thing – they never talk about this – with this stuff though – like my computers broken right now because Ginger dropped ….I don’t need to say who, but …got wet and …

Nancy: Ouch

Ann: and ….I hope …and this idea that so many kids are on my computer

Nancy: Yeah

Ann: so they…
Luis: have multiple users…
Ann: the multiple users must be giving an incredible character study of Ann…right

Luis: I never thought about that, it’s true. 

Ann: so you know, this collection of data premised on this idea that that’s yours every time the mouse clicks it’s you. That my metadata doesn’t look like that…
Nancy: it can be surveilled - to know which user …based on…
Ann: probably it can sift it out – no doubt right, because now …with the video games…
Nancy: which user is always looking at Disney and the other ones who are always looking at other stuff... 

Ann: right.

Nancy: Stephen Murdock did a lot of research …into how it can be ascertained through the heat on the computer, where on the board it is hot …whether or not that computer is turned on at that given time and then they can correlate that…
Ann: yes…

Nancy: Indeed, the nuts and bolts of networking will fade into the background and the needs of subscribers will move into the foreground. They call it quality of service….all that implies packet inspection – this would be at the heart of that transformation it would create a feedback glue which is a string of real time information on performance, your usage, your behavior - your device trends and everything is fed back to the software defined network and in real time 
Ann: Right …

Nancy: Using policy and software, continual adjustments to circumstances…
Ann: Right…
Nancy: change the quality of the end user experience very quickly…
Ann: Right. Its plastic…now

Nancy: Its software.

Ann: Yeah. You’ve got a plasticity that they can…it is …it can be responsive and change itself.
Nancy: There was the exhibition at the Barnicke Gallery at UofT. 

Luis: Oh yeah

Nancy: Barb Fisher 

Luis: Uh huh

Nancy: I thought …you know, there’s really no way that I could have possibly tried to work IXmaps into that show …because the IXmaps thing is not an exhibition work. It’s a website. 

Luis: hmmm

Nancy: It’s a research website, there’s nothing in there to show …you know… 

Ann: well it is visually – it’s a whole concept – I mean, when I first saw it - I seen a visual concept, it’s given to me now. You could describe – you know what, when you do this … 

Ann: ok, I’m going to turn this recorder off….
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