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aw peop e can honasﬂy
claim they have never stood in
front of a mirrar pretending to be
a pop star — gyrating to cveriuudf
music, striking cartoonishly dramatic
poses, acknowledging phantom cheers, |
even becoming genuinely lost in the
throes of rapture. This and other rituals of
dramatization - such as "air guitar," lip-
synching, and karacke/sing-along bars--
pose a number of interesting guestions
regarding the audience/parformer dialac-
fic and tha power (and perversion) of self-
expression in the context of the enter-
tainment state and i's attendant scourge-
-CONSUMEnsm,

Artist Julia Scher's video seres Karaoke
Carrion is an index of poses enacted in
these rituals as well as an ironic sendup
of the overwrought, worshipful character
sof what is - often simultaneously — a
“cathartic experience and a banal expras-
“ision of adolescent fantasy. Ultimately|
|Karaoke Carron Is an investigation of
© how these seermingly trite activities are,
\at heart, attempts to locate the ancient,
iwemhalming urge to gather and sing
|and celebrate life.

Scher is best known for creating installa-
tions in which she uses the paraphema-

nt tarminology, e'm:'hitacrtura codes,
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sounds, visuals and spaces, as well as
bodies under surveillance -- to hrghllght
the emvironment of relentless surveil-
lance; her installations saturate new
technologies in a social sefting and
open it up as critical space.

Schers work revolves around the
premise that the anly way to effectively
challenge or counteract the alienating
effects of the disciplinary administration )
of society is to literally re-take some
degree of control over those wery
instruments and technigues to which, =
we have become unwittingly subjected.| =
Her installations look at what it means; =
to police and patrol space by engaging =
viewers with experiential simulations of|
watching and being watched.

Surprisingly, Scher's installations of
simulated surveillance sites foster
highly playful experiences for the audi-|
ence, who arg given a unique opportu-
nity to interact with the apparatuses of
control and instantly switch between
the roles of watcher and watched.
Karaoke Carnion is an extension of her,
video surveillance installations and-. :
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madiated consciousness,

lia of security systems — guards, equip-

represents a more internalized per--
spective on exhibifionism and video




distinction between spectator and
performer, Communal celebrations,
especially those invelving music, are
geared to full participation and ara
* |meant to solidify & communal bond;
they must, necessarily, involve every-
one in some capacity. In the commu-
nal jam everybody actually partici-
pates in craating the music and there
is no star system. The shaman or
master musician is more facilitator
than demiurge. Histher function is to
bring the crowd ftogether, not stand
above it. The social context of the
music is Inextricable from the music
itself, many elements of tribal music,
such as polyrhythms and call-and-
response, underscore the communal
nature of the music and are designed
to fulfill its purpose.

- |Advanced industrial societies have
“|generally dizpensed with sanctioned
communal rituals and obliterated
substantial opportunities for partici-
patory group activity, With significant
- |exceptions, the reflex of the market-
:,1 place is to rein in the communal urge
. |and package it through means of per-
3" former/spectator separation.  This
separation has become so
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|boundarnes have Eacum& manolithic.

|As a result, everyone from the nan-l
chalant couch potate to the art-film
devotes o the manic arena-rock sup-
plicant constitutes a vast rabble that,
at least in America, is THE dominant
class -- the Spectator Class. The
!Spec’tatm Class is partly defined by|
|its atrophied sense of play. |
|Still, the communal urge, the need tol
' |participate, while effectivaly buriad,|
has not been exterminated. The pri-

\mordial dynamics of racial memory -|
|- instinctive thoughts passed down
genetically -- have kept intact some
semblance of the wil to convene.

demonsirate the existence of a pow- |
\erful resistance to completely pas-|
" 'sive modes of consumption. This is|
the dynamic at work behind the widg|
:uarietg,,r of forums for personal inter-
|pretations of popular music. Pop

lance because its forcefulness and
ubiguity often causes it o dissohe
the spectator/performer boundary
and compel a response. It is a
response to passivity and a manifes-
fation of the participatory urge.

entrenched and accepted that its

People of all stripes cﬂnhnuallyE

forms it into a paricipatory
medium iz not just the
singing, but the appearance
of the song lyries on a monitor

iarity of the song, the often newly dis-
covered hyrics, and the celebratory

context in which most karaoke @contrast to the grandiose music. She

occurs, fundamentally - if only tem-
porarily -- alters consciousness.

In the prelude to becoming one with il During U2's *In the Name of Love,”
. |the pop cosmos, where the familiar
becomes intimate and thoroughly @her lips as if humming; during a rap-
Jinternalized, the karaoke space -- be
it in the service of a function like af@she tilts her head back as if con-

wedding or bachelor party, or

|karaoke night at the local bar — Is@static closs-up throughout the piece.
“basted in performance anxiety. The @B Karaoke Carrion is not parody, at

patrans scan the song tites and con-

MImmediately it becomes evident that
= the rituals of dramatization described
+ |above_ (karacke, efc.), while driven

* |by an impulse to resist passivity and

consumernsm, produce artifacts and
forums that draw directly from these
same constraining forces. These rit-
uals might be the ultimate form of
celebrity worship as well as an utter
perversion of the communal jam,
mainly because they simulate (how-
ever ineptly) the very star system
responsible for devaluing participa-
tion. To parrot the words of a
prepackaged teen idol or mimic the
calculated postures of a corporation-
spawned chanteuss is really to func-
tion as the ultimate consumer - one
who is actually possessed by the
product. A pessimistic reading might
revesl these rituals to be not drama-
tizations of the communal urge, but
rather manifestations of passivity
and spectacle that enforce the
scarcity of participatory outlets in the
present cultural climate.

Karaoke Carrion is an atternpt to sub-
sume these arguments through the
medium of video and address these
rtuals literally head on. By appropri-
ating the typical processes of icon
worship, Scher is able to both critique
and transcend key rituals of dramati-
zation that revolve around popular
music. In these pieces, she is a one-
wormnan bamage of evenything you|
ever did in front of a mirror in the
throes of pop infatuation but didn't
want anyone to see. Hers is a manic,
deliberately gawky series of “peror-
mances;,” inept caricatures --when
she lipsynchs she doesn't even pre-|
tend to be in synch - of what is

gmusc is a natural focus for this resis-

The element in karaoke that tran$-|
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essentially caricatured emotion (she|

[favors the mannersd passion and
\extreme bhombast of such bands as
|L-2, Live, The Alarm, etc.).
o J L \Exaggerated body language and
= that the entire "audience” can view.  nepudo-gravity are Scher's main
=in & sense, everyone is really) \wtfs* in these pieces. Her backdrop is
= "singing along,” even if only one par- |decidedly random -- a shelf of unre-
s0n is actually parforming. The famil-| . lated videotapes. The whole look of
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the pedformances is similarly stark;
it's truly unspectacular, especially in

bounces around in a sleeveless shirt
and rarely transcends hokeyness,

when the singer hums, she purses

turous part (“free at lastfree at last"),

sumed by passion. She is shot in a

least not merely parody, The camara

~fer with friends, lovers, and newfeannres real emotion, even though it
Afound acquaintances -- all stand-ins

" lfor the arena throngs they probably
Slimagine themselves about to enter-

is mediated through someons else's
song, someons else's emation. The
crude camera work and even cruder
performance mutates the context of
bombastic arena rock - with its star
trappings and effortless technological
perfection--and creates a new inter-
pretation (vs & wis a simulation) that
revedls an authenbcity not present in
the song itself, This interpretation is|
basically a synthesis of a readymads
artifact and a distanced perspective.

These pleces, despite their seemingly
irreverent tone, taple) someathing very
personal that is powerful enough to|
penetrate irony; the distancing actual-
Iy moves the viewer closer. In other
words, the farther away the performer
moves from waorship and slavish imi-
tation, the closer the viewer gels to
glimpsing the song's emotional impact
on her, and meal self-expression
becomes evident. Also, the actual
songs in each plece are given a new
context and may acteally be sean in
an entirely new way, they function not
as commaodities generated by an aloof
star machine, but as accompanimeant™
or anothar instrumeant in a duet.

The camera and the monitor stimulate
performance and provide an immedi-|

ate opportunity for interaction. This
type of motivation is crucial -- espe-
cially with karacke. In this case, media’
technology, in the guise of leisure
equipment, facilitates the creation of a
process that provides respite from
consuming the charisma of others,
and allows us to express and share
our own powerful emotions. In other
words, because of cheap technology
and widespread access o public cen-
ters where we can duet with the stars,
video has ironically becoms the ideal)
means of fulfiling our primal urge to
sing a song.
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