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A mass media cannot communicate effectively without making generalizations about its audience. The purveyors of mass media must on rely on archetypes to acquaint their audience with people, quickly and reliably. This work aims to investigate the extent to which these archetypes make for an accurate depiction of reality and, in turn, the extent to which these generalizations exert influence on reality itself. It aims to confront the discrepancies inherent to the application of impersonal generalizations on a personal level.

A number of projection screens located throughout the greater Los Angeles area act as “mirrors” for pedestrians. A camera records their image on the street and plays it back in front of them, much as if they were looking at their reflection in a storefront window. Any given “mirror” is to be situated in an uncongested area that receives only minor foot traffic, so as to ensure that no more than four to five pedestrians are captured by the mirror simultaneously.

Custom software is able to recognize each human being in the “reflection” as an image distinct from its surroundings. The software would not “detect” a parking car or a passing squirrel. The software would be trained to recognize the unique properties of the human body, and would also “remember” that person as they moved within the scope of the camera. Having isolated the image of an individual, the software then proceeds to compare this image with images of other people collected in a database. It tries to find images of people that bear the greatest likeness to that given pedestrian.

The construction of the database and the information it comprises are the cornerstone of the work. The database is structured in two “columns,” the first being images of people and the second being text-based information associated with those people (see illustration B).
The people contained in the database have appeared in a major motion picture, television program, commercial advertisement, or corporate sponsored internet video outlet. Most importantly, the people have all been purported to be real by the purveyors of their image. We are told they are real either within the diegesis of a given fictional narrative, or literally real, as purported by “reality” entertainment. In either case, to accept their reality goes hand in hand with the suspension of disbelief. As we have been tempered to do, we construct a reality for these individuals outside of the context in which they are presented to us, extrapolating their personalities, fleshing out the details of what we believe to be their “real” lives. These details, whether they be given to us explicitly by the purveyors of the image or they be functions of our own “extrapolation,” constitute the second “column” of the database: the text associated with a person’s image, information one could garner about their lives. Examples include, their occupation, their medical history, their marital status, their possessions, their hopes/fears, their habits/hobbies, their talents, or their musical tastes.

Having selected images of those portrayed in the media that bear likeness to a given passerby, any number of facts associated with the found person(s) would be attached to that passerby in their reflection. If the subject meets the “likeness” threshold for only a single person in the database, all of the information associated with that person is attributed to the passerby. If they bear likeness to multiple found persons, a randomized selection of information associated with each match will be attributed to the passerby (see illustration A).

The visual manifestation of this information could be as simple as a bulleted list situated above the pedestrian’s head in their “digital reflection,” though I’d prefer it be attached to the passerby with an arrow, as pointing is rude and demeaning.

The “transparency” of the process used to attribute descriptors to these pedestrians is of significance. A placard with a description of the project situated very closely to the site of the mirror could give an explanation of its purpose/procedure much in the way I have in the passages preceding this one. However, I believe that the anonymity of the artist is of utmost importance, and that the process or internal mechanisms of the “mirror” should remain obscured. 

The following are hypothetical scenarios that an encounter with the “mirror” might produce:

1. A single individual (“participant”) is met with a set of descriptors that do no accurately describe them, or are not relevant.
Tapping into tradition of the Situationist International, these descriptors evoke Debord’s “spectacle” and its influence on our lives. They could be seen as a form of digital graffiti, an attempt to alert the public. Here, messages not scrawled on the façade of a building, but are equally invasive, derogatory gestures. Pedestrians are confronted with a digital representation of their bodies, as if seeing themselves on a security camera or television screen. Uninvited judgments float in a sort of digital ether. 

I would hope that the participant’s response would be indignant, the labels perceived as an automated attack on their individuality. Participants might believe there is a “man behind the curtain,” or else submit to the idea that a computer is responsible for their judgment. In either case, participants would have to assume this data is strictly a function of their appearance. Those participants with a firm sense of self would not call their identity into question upon seeing inaccurate descriptors. They would hopefully react with alarm at the premise of a society in which these are valid criteria by which to judge or measure an individual, and further, at the premise of a society in which these sort of judgments could be automated.
A good deal of works included in the tradition of media art investigate the extent by which computers can effectively assume the role of human beings and perform human tasks, often exploring the degrees of ephemerality that a machine could meaningfully interpret or “understand.”
 Though it might be seen as a coldly mechanistic process, this sort of appearance-based judgment is typically identified as a human function. Harold Cohen’s painting machine, AARON has proved that a machine is quite capable of producing artworks of considerable aesthetic quality when compared to artworks made by human beings. In this sense one could suggest that AARON “understands” what constitutes a pleasurable image. In the course of AARON’s development, Cohen has noted, however, that the “central issue in establishing autonomy” lies within “higher-level” criteria that its programmer must articulate when the output of the program is deemed unsatisfactory.
 Given the proper resources, a machine will meet its goals, but it is man who must prescribe and revise those goals, often according to whims that one would think a machine be incapable of quantifying. The processes responsible for the mirror’s output seem to imply, however, that given a relatively simple set of parameters, a machine would be able to systematically deduce information as ephemeral as one’s aspirations or tastes. 

Today we know machines that do just that, though based on different criteria: ecommerce sites that recommend new purchases based on items viewed and items bought, internet radio that learns our musical preferences and tailors stations accordingly, and even social networking sites that suggest new friends. These systems only know as much as we teach or tell them. They provide their tailored assumptions by analyzing our past activities and make some codified effort to remember these activities. The mirror, on the other hand, is not so much responsive as it is judgmental, and prods as the dystopian implications of responsive technologies as such.
2. A single individual is met with a set of descriptors that accurately describe them.

If the software is constructed with care, I believe this scenario would be common. Evidencing its technological feasibility, websites like www.myheritage.com or www.starsinyou.com are capable of likening photographs of their users to those of celebrities with considerable accuracy, and may even go so far as to deduce a user’s ethnic makeup. Los Angeles, accurately described as “the city of media,” is full of aspiring entertainers eager to score a calculated “foot-in-the-door” by fulfilling the roles of archetypical characters disseminated by the media. The phenomenon is by no means limited to those who wish to participate in the media however. If the mass media must rely on archetypes to communicate with their audience, in turn, the “everyman” digests these archetypes and alters his appearance accordingly in order to communicate himself to his or her peers. The process by which we select those to surround ourselves with is at some level a function of appearance—again, the work of Debord’s “spectacle.” In either case, accurately recognized participants are forced to consider a substantial accusation: that they are complacent (though unwitting) participants in a feedback loop that serves to homogenize culture and human behavior. The media generalizes reality, and reality in turn obeys/mimics media.

The symbols and patterns disseminated by the media in order to standardize this form of unspoken communication are absorbed by individuals in such a way that the archetypes they unknowingly seek to embody do their living for them. A heightened form of alienation, the fact that one might be identified accurately by vulgar symbols as such (by a computer no less) resonates with Greil Marcus’ reading of the spectacle’s ubiquity: namely that “the externality of the spectacle in relation to the active man appears in the fact that his own gestures are no longer his but those of another who represents them to him.”
 The image with which a viewer is confronted upon encountering the mirror is not so much a reflection as it is an avatar—not so much a “human” as it is a human-like image whose essence can be reduced to a list of three short items or less. This digital reflection is a caricature not unlike the one from whom the descriptors are derived. Against the backdrop of commercial Los Angeles, rife with advertisement, one might view these descriptors as “consumer lubrication,” subtly guiding a woman whose image matches that of one depicted as a shoe-addict in a sedan commercial towards a Nissan dealership or Payless. 

3. The mirror captures two or more individuals who discover their “reflections” and sets of attributed descriptors simultaneously.
This is a special for the fact that we have defined a second level of participation. Not only is a participant’s interaction with the mirror of significance, the interactions between participants are of interest themselves. Here, we’ve introduced the prospect of embarrassment, of self-consciousness, of identity preservation. Whether a given participant might feel compelled to defend what they see as the respective accuracy or inaccuracy of judgment in the eyes of their spectators would be of particular interest. Would they go out of their way to disown this reflection if it were wrong, or otherwise attempt justify/discredit its precision? 

Again, this begs comparison to Greil Marcus’ research on the Situationist International. Quoting Debord, Marcus defines the spectacle not merely as “a collection of images, but a social relationship between people, mediated by images.”
 At its core, the mirror seeks to confront the viewer with a visual manifestation of this mediation, at once making tangible both its absurdity and reality. Marcus uses this opportunity to evoke Walter Benjamin, who in 1928 held that “the freedom of conversation [was] being lost”—Marcus attributing this to the nature of Debord’s “spectacle.” 

Benjamin adds that “if earlier it was a matter of course to take interest in one’s partner, this is now replaced by inquiry into the price of his shoes or his umbrella. Irresistibly intruding upon any convivial exchange is the theme of the conditions of life, of money. What this theme involves is not so much the concerns and sorrows of individuals, in which they might be able to help one another, as the overall picture. It is as if one were trapped in a theater and had to follow the events on the stage whether one wanted to or not, had to make them again and again, willingly or unwillingly, the subject of one’s thought and speech.”

If in 1928 the freedom of conversation was being “lost”, today it is in the process of being stolen. Like two mothers who have arranged play-dates for their children upon learning they both like Power Rangers, the mirror is capable only of connecting strangers through the utmost frivolous commonalities, and always before they would have the chance to found a relationship based on any sort of meaningful or personal bond. 
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