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Intimate Transactions ð 
Art, Exhibition and Interaction

BOOK REVIEW BY ANN MCLEAN 

Firmly founded in an elegant eclectic 
collaboration of theories, philosophies 
and practices, Intimate Transactions 
intrigues and inspires. The text 
and DVD support and explore the 
interactive, networked performance-art 
experience developed by the Transmute 
Collective under the artistic direction 
of Dr Keith Armstrong at Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT). Two 
of the key artists in the collective are 
choreographer, Lisa OôNeill and music/
sound technician, Guy Webster. The 
collective was formed about nine years 
ago, and has progressed through three 
stages of which Intimate Transactions 
is the third.

The text itself presents as a slick catalogue of 
well-written articles, interspersed with high-gloss 
images that captivate the imagination. Each 
presents a different angle on the collaboration, 
from totally accessible theory, to complex but 
clear design details, to feedback from participants 
evidenced in thorough but engaging research. The 
underlying collaborative vibe and style of Intimate 
Transactions is one of tactile, weightless, animated 
beauty initiated by the participantsô own whole 
body movements. The actual machinery and the 
practicality of the interface are explained well in the 
text, but are even more accessible when viewed on 
the DVD that is included.

My personal reaction to this text, not having 
experienced the real life Intimate Transactions is 
one of fascination and envy. It inspires notions of 
interactive experiences with meaning based in 
deep ecology. The individual sound-scaping for 
each avatar and participatory physical movement 
relate to many concepts, particularly the philosophy/
psychology of the self and other. Dance (movement) 
and sound are so totally involved in the product that 
óuser-ledô is hardly sufýcient a word to explain this 
dynamic interface design. Editor, Jillian Hamilton 
has skilfully presented a complete, concise and 
creative document of eclectic range and scope.

Intimate Transactions Bodyshelf and participant at ACMI, Melbourne. 
Photograph David McLeod.
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Keith Armstrongôs rich theory brings forth enticing 
depth as he unfolds the many contexts that 
the Transmute Collective has worked through 
during its history. To Armstrongôs credit, Intimate 
Transactions succeeds as an experiment in the use 
of cross-disciplinary talents, networked specialised 
communications technology and elegantly applied 
theory. Previous stages in the Collectiveôs work, 
outlined in Armstrongôs chapter, have been equally 
unique and innovative.

Lisa OôNeil writes of the application of her dance 
specialty, the Suzuki actor training method of 
absorbing and using external stimuli and reþecting 
that back to the audience. In this collaboration, 
OôNeill imbues the participants with movement, 
handing over the responsibility for the interaction/
performance. Her non-confrontational body work, 

also displayed on the DVD, 
leads the user/participant/creator 
to realise very quickly that all 
their movements, interactions 
and reactions inform further 
movement and further creativity 
through practice. The experience 
is engineered to allow the user/
participant very great scope and 
immediate and intimate feedback in 
real time. This program clearly has 
interesting implications for the ýeld 
of game design.

Zeljko Markov created the userôs 
physical platformða body shelf. 
Taking us step-wise through his 
process, the eventual design, 
although sophisticated in its function, 
is still clearly and simply a shelf 
which provides purchase and the 

opportunity to use the legs, arms and body core to 
interact with other participants through their avatars.

The key point here is that through OôNeillôs inþuence, 
full body movement translations, Markovôs innovation, 
and facilitation of the capacity to use whole of body 
expression, the interaction is removed from the 
typical, predictable seated-at-console primarily using 
just-the-hands model of response and input. This 
is unlike many games where a direct response is 
mimicked by the avatar and the agenda is domination 
of your opponents. In fact, the interactions are more 
complex; the aim of the interaction is not to dominate, 
be stronger, faster or to win in any particular way, 
but to ensure the continuance of the ecosystem, the 
world itself. Of course, as those who play games are 
conditioned to shoot ýrst, it is not surprising that one 
new participant asked, óWhere do I shoot?ô

Avatars Interacting Within Intimate Transactions by the Transmute Collective. 
Avatar Design Stuart Lawson.




