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Mexican-Canadian artist
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer
turns on Toronto’s heart
light by blurring the lines
between science, sculpture
and theatre at LuminaTO




f you see large beams of light ema-

nating from the harbour this week,

you might assume that they're

trumpeting the arrival of a new

shopping mall or crap hair band,

You d be wrong, In fact, what
you'll be looking at is a projection of the
city's heartbeat.

Mentreal-based artist Rafacl Lozano-
Hemmer is premiering a new light instal-
lation as part of the inaugural, city-wide
arts festival LuminaTO called Pufee Front
— but he needs you to show up for it 1o
work, The interactive piece is made up of
10 metal cylinders that detect and record
the heartbeats of rshy who choose to
grab on to them, thereby activating a trippy,
personalized light show that can be seen
clear across town.

“We just did a project with this kind of
heartbeat interface, measuring vital signs,”
Lozano-Femmer says over the phone,
“and the degree of intimacy that this kind
of project gencrates is remarkable for some-
thing that is so large and spectacular and
miblic, It ereates a really interesting tension.
H}piraﬂf when we think of these lighes, we
think ot the opening of a new stadium or
some rock concert, or worse, in Eumope any-
way, you think of anti-utreraft surveillance,
and Muremberg Nazi rallies and so forth.
So whether it's military or corporate, the
use of this technology is always to impose
a certain kind of reading or certain kind of
celehration — usually to get people to con-
sume something. We invert that,”

Loreano-Hemmer is clear that Prafre frone
is an cxperiment, one that relies entirely on
the interest of others, “We are hunlfﬂed
by the fact that if people don't participare
then those lights do not move at all — they
don't exist, there'’s no show. We personalize
that space through people’s very intimate
biometrics, [t asks, how docs my heartbear
relave and get lost with evervone else whoe
is participating and who has participated
in the past”

Experiments are nothing new to Lozana-
Hemmer, who moved to Montreal in the
805 1o study chemistry at Concondia before
beginning his art career in the early "90s.
The child of nightelub owners in Mexico
and Spain, he was exposed to the world of

musicians and artises at a voung age, but

science was his first love and it continues
to inspire him.

. 1 did chemistry, it was somethi
T was really passionate about,” he says. “1 sti
am, but all of the things that attracted me
about chemistry — the imental nature
of it, the idea of being able to discover new
things or whatmot — all of that stuff can
also be found in the humanities. | know
that's a totally cheap comparison, but I do
believe that a lot of what I'm doing now is
about mixing things up and watching the
reaction take place.

While still a student ar Concordia, Loz-
anc-Hemmer was the co-host and r
of a weekly radio show called The Postmod-
ern Commation on Montreal’s CKUT, where
he explored ways of presenting complex
ideas through electronic sound pieces. From
there, he and his friends began to ereate
multinwdi:rrﬁarmanrﬁ in galleries that
they dubbed “technological thearre.” But
Lowano-Hemmer grew increasingly excited
about the possibilitics of more unpredict-
able siruations: “1 began working with inter-
active environments, withour rrained actors
and dancers, where the public is the actor.”

Science and technology play a major role
in many of his pieces, and in Pulte Front in
particular, “Our sensors detect
subtleries in the hearr curve,
not just how fast, but charac-
teristics that make your heart
different than others.... Most
people’s heart is more or less
going at the same rate — you
get this thythmic pattern, but
with slight differences.”

When deseribing the
resulting composition, he invokes the
names of minimalist composers like Glenn
Branca and Steve Reich. 1 ask him if he's
going to sce Book of Lenging, the Philip
Glass adapration of Leonard Cohen's most
recent book of poems and drawings that's
alse featuring at LuminaTOL It turns out
he's only going ro be in town for a couple
days, because he's got to get out to the
Venice Biennale, where he is presenting
a sound installation that trns audience
members into walking radio antennae.

One of the goals of the LuminaTO fes-
tival is to set up more collaborations like
Bosk of Langing among different artists

LuminaTO Lowdown
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who have never had the opportunity to
work together before. Lozano-Hemmer
has already let the LuminaTO organiz-
ers know that he'd be thrilled to have the
chance to do something with the Kronos
Quartet. “They said, 'Oh, we might be able
to arrange thar,” That would be amazing.”

Collaboration is key o all of Lozano-
Hemmer's art, because he must work with ©)
teams of computer programmers and !tﬁg- o
ingz companies to put cach proj ether.
And whﬁna work is ﬁnithlidﬁ:fmﬂmm -
a member of the audienee, W

“One thing that gives me a lot of plea- €
siire is.;: see how . le mlackc it their own =
— to be surpn 's reactions to
the work, t:;P&cc whailt:;;?mmc up with,” I.a';
he says. “Will some people see this as a o
totally cheesy romantic operation? Prob-
ably some will say [dismissively],"Well, my &
heart is being beamed 50 kilometres into =
the sky."Others will sce it as a social project 9
where you get to talk w peaple you don’t m
knew because vou're sharing this experi-
ence. You finally promenade down your
ity not to go to work or to your home.
You're spending time in your city doing
something other than shopping. I don’t
really know how people will react and tha
is really the fun part,”

In the last 15 yeiirs, Lozano-
Hemmer has become a major ©
international artist, exhibiting -
in countries all over the world, =
including Switzerland, Spain,
England, Auvstralia, China and =
Japun. Curiously, Pufse Frone
marks one of his first major
exhibitions in Canada.*T am sup-
ported by the Canada Council,” he says,
*bur I'm supported 1o show something in
Holland urﬁ.:pan... anywhere but in Can-
ada it seerns. But hopefully that’s begin-
ning to change.”

Luckily for us, this neglect does indeed
seem to be coming to an end, In addition
to Prfie Frome, Lozano-Hemmer is show-
ing a smaller installation through the
AGO ar the TD Centre and a lintle piece
of his is featured in the group show “Auto
Emaotion” now at the Power Plant.

With a laugh, he says, “In Toronto I'm
doing small, medium and large!”

EMAIL LATTERSSDYDWELKLY.COM
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Someone obviously took "go big or go home” to heart. If you want to catch aven a fair parcentage of what's going on at this brand-new “festival of
arts and creativity,” you may want to take the week off work. Here are a handiul of the events we're espacially keen to see (complete schadule at
wwrws luminato.com; tickets avadlable from 414.872-1111),

BOOK OF LONGING Tao of the worlds
oookiEl rephuagenadians maka beactibul
music logether. Composer Philp Class
mitorpeats lastding-ladies’man Loonaed
Cohen's most recont collection of
postema, drasings and musngs. Despite
the surramer haat, expect o wen black
wrtlenechs, Jumie 1:2, Bpm; June 1, Tpm
$25-81 75 Elge Theatre, TH Yonge

LEQMNARD COHEN'S DRAWN TO

WORDS Mo Cobont dnd irs free! The
Canadiian sangariter's lint art exhibition
will festure mide than 30 peces that ha

creatod over the past 40 years, nckiding
landscapees, still Ifes, portrmts snd lots
of rabad ladies. June 4-10, 100m-Spn
Dirabirniky Golary, 122 Scollard

NOT THE MESSIAH (HE'S A VERY
MAUGHTY BOY) Eric Idle snd Joban Du
Praz prosent what they duls & “comec
oratono mspired by Manty Pythen's
Lite of Beiam, Turna out our Tamma
Symphony Orchestra conductor Pete
Cundyan i bdli's coun, Who krew?
Jurvg 1:2, & at 7:30pm. Roy Thomaon
Hall, &0 Simcoe.

LEE-CHIN CRYSTAL OPEMNING

We'ne dymg to know what tha Danesl
Liteskind-oewgnod stricture s gomg o
look ke, and wa're pypchod thad ofl that
wcaflcidng o finally coming down. Free
dume 2, dunk, umtil dure 3 21 &pen.

WALKER PROJECT/RISK
EVERYTHING Gaoege F Walker s
practically having s own festvall
Factoey Thoatre [125 Bathusl) presents
thinea of hew acelavned Toranio-based
pliys — Escape From Happingss, Betier
Livengy ard Tiough! — ard Polish direttor

Grrogars Jarryna romderpeats Bak
Ewerpthing

AN EVENING WITH GORE VIDAL
Nl sniid, Juna 6, Bpm. §25, Elgn
Thistre, 189 Yonge

L'ART BOAT Yos, LurnéinaTOk bas 43 owr
zat? 115 whisk you from the Distillary
Dinitnct 1 Hanbourfront without having
12 battle ety afhc. Chock cut sculptuees
only viibie from tha wator whils
aryrying mautsciang performing oo board
Chock wwer luminato.coen for detail.
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