
JULIA SCHER: SURVEILLANCE ARTIST

Julia Scher creates gallery-bound and site specific (de)installations that wrench surveillance from its normal context and blur the distinctions between viewer (voyeur) and subject (target). Scher maintains that only from within the experience of being immersed in multiple surveillance roles are we able to expose and neutralize what Foucault called panopticism—a state of unremitting surveillance—and de-install the apparatuses of control. 

Scher’s work incorporates live and pre-recorded video footage, interactive computer bulletin boards, spoken word/sound effect audio collages, and sometimes props and actors. Within these environments she weaves audio/visual textures with techno poetics to create a thick atmosphere of mock-paranoia and enlightened bafflement in which simultaneous states of mind and perception are common. The circulation of images in the context of surveillance inherently suggests a complex series of power relationships and perceptual dynamics. Her work challenges commonly held beliefs of surveillance as a static, linear phenomenon. Scher retains the original form of security equipment as it highlights the invisible and effective nature of surveillance captivity. In concert with its new function as a messaging system within an aesthetic context, the equipment itself becomes a fetishistic totem of scrutiny.

The audio component of the transmission sites often consists of gentle, lulling voices cooing a bricolage of techno-speak such as cut up fragments of surveillance/technological jargon, mock voicemail menus, and cyber-koans relevant to interactive surveillance and control: “Please feel free.”  This pseudo language consistently bangs up against the other features of the piece to undo and break up the words, the logical wallpaper of technology. This bricolage happens within the monitors where the words and images collide with each other in an attempt to understand what is being withheld or distorted. The soundtrack, in other words, is an ironic ubervoice juxtaposed with relentless images of control. This hypertext overlay sardonically twists the rhetoric of security and is meant as a deconstruction of the panopticon. The cooing, stewardess-like voice spewing techno word salad is indicative of instability yet suggests an imaginary identification with the apparatus. In regard to control, one effect of the tension between identification and opposition is a phantasmagoria of simultaneous technophilia and technophobia. 

Panopticism has developed into an intangible network(s) of control. The technology of surveillance has reached such a level of effectiveness and pervasiveness that there is no way of knowing precisely when we are actually targets of surveillance. If we assume that we are being observed at all times, there is no need for an overtly oppressive KGB-like mechanism of control. In this scenario, panoptic circuits have been internalized and existence unfolds (or implodes) within a womb of surveillance. The surveillance state is self-regulating and essentially oppressive, but in a very subtle way. Ambiguity is built into most surveillance situations through the stylized, even inviting design of material sites. 

Although panoptical circuits are being forged all around, spearheaded by a plethora of technological innovation, the patterns are not seamless and can be recognized. Normally we do not have the privilege to watch, the freedom to participate in the collection of surveillance, but Scher’s transmission sites  allow interaction with the mechanisms of control by showing watchfulness, sometimes to fetishistic degrees, and providing the opportunity for dual expectations (of the watcher and the watched). These de-installations essentially create isolated points of understanding along the huge, undifferentiated grid of control. 
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