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Klaus Obermaier –
“What interests me now, is how to bring people
into environments in which they can participate”

Interview with Klaus Obermaier,
March 2013 (part two)1

Rodica Mocan: Klaus, I propose you 
to talk a litt le bit now about resources. I’m 
trying to frame what your shows or per-
formances mean in terms of budget. Can 
you give us, very roughly, an idea about 
how much would cost to make, on the 
one hand, a simple piece—something at 
the very low end, with litt le technology, 
but clever, with a lot of thought into it—
and on the other, something very com-
plex in terms of technology, means and 
resources. What are your budgets, very 
roughly speaking?

Klaus Obermaier: It’s very hard to 
remember what a budget is... I think 
Vivisector, for example, was probably not 
very much: just a couple of thousands 
Euros.

1 The fi rst part of the interview was pu-
blished in Ekphrasis, vol. 10, issue 2 (2013).
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RM: Ok, so, it ranges from several 
thousand Euros to…

KO: When I planned to do Vivisector, 
I was working to diff erent projects at the 
same time. So, it was a project for which I 
worked just for fun and just for working 
with [choreographer] Chris Harring. It 
was fun to make it, we just wanted to test 
it out. Then, we wanted to do that piece 
again, and we asked for some money, and 
we got some money (including for buying 
a projector). It was about... 15,000 Euros.

RM: Ok, so at the lower end, 15,000 
Euros… What about the most complex 
pieces, with higher production costs?
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KO: It is a litt le bit hard to say, because I didn’t have the overall budget. For exam-
ple, the programmers were paid directly by the concert house where the performance 
took place, so I don’t really know what they got. 

RM: If you were to ask fi nancing for such a project, roughly, how much would you 
ask?

KO: Let’s see... For example, the actOpera, the big project with 60,000 people inter-
acting, has the highest budget of all pieces, maybe. It was... (let me think, since at that 
time we still had Schillings, so I have to transform them2), it was about 600,000 Euros. 

RM: 600,000 Euros for one project...
KO: This was a very big project! It was taking place outdoor, with many people… 

For this kind of projects, you also have to pay, for example, for various facilities, such 
as toilets, so everything is included in the budget. To be able to develop it, to set ev-
erything up—huge PA systems, huge projectors and lights—means a really great ef-
fort, with a really big budget. 

RM: Who would fi nance it, where do you fi nd money for projects like this? From 
private sources and sponsorship?

KO: No, this piece, actOpera was part of the 2000 Bruckner fest, and they usually 
have a budget for doing this kind of shows. Every year they organize an outdoor show, 
but this was the fi rst and last time when they did an interactive show. Nobody tried 
that again, because it’s really diffi  cult: there are not too many people who do interac-
tive work, and there is not always such a big budget available for this. But, once they 
say they want you to do something, you usually have a carte blanche, you don’t need 
to necessarily establish everything in advance. 

2 Schilling was the Austrian currency from 1924 to 1938, and from 1945 to 1999, and the circu-
lating currency until 2002. (Ed.)

Fig. 1. Klaus Obermaier in dialogue with Rodica Mocan (photo Cosmin Creț)
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RM: This is what I wanted to ask: do they ask you to do a certain thing, do they 
have fi nancial restrictions?

KO: They asked me if I would like to do this outdoor show; I said yes, they accept-
ed, then I thought to an idea for the show and all the other necessary things. I present-
ed them the idea, and what I want to do, since they have to see if the project is feasi-
ble. You know, the minute you pick out a theme, it’s not only about the money, it’s also 
about regulations that you have to follow, with Police, security and the other things. 
Usually it’s like this. Even for the small pieces, like Dancing House installation at the 
Projected Light Biennale [at Bad Rothenfelde], they showed me the whole area, and 
ask if I can do something there. When I have an idea for a certain building I communi-
cate with them and prepare everything. So, that’s how it usually works. 

RM: It is very clear how you progressed from, for example, projecting on bodies, 
to building up towards interaction and more and more complex projects. Is there any 
direction that you see developing in the future? I mean, you used stereoscopic images 
before Avatar, and now it’s mainstream and everybody is doing that. Is there any oth-
er direction that you see it could happen with the existing technology, which is basi-
cally putt ing new content into existing technology? Is there something that you’re ex-
ploring, or a direction that you see yourself going towards?

KO: Yes, there is something, and it still sticks with the idea of interaction, more pre-
cisely to extend it to the audience. Still, interactivity is not fully mainstream, but I’m 
quite sure it would become more and more utilized. Of course, this doesn’t mean that 
everybody has to do interactivity, it makes no sense... And this is true for all technol-
ogies. You have to know why you use something, otherwise it’s just a waste of time. 
But, what interests me now, is the thing that is quite obvious in our times: how to bring 
people into these environments in which they can participate. But this does not mean 
participation in the sense of installation art. This is already done; it works so well, there 
are so many good examples everywhere in the world, so this is a fi eld that is covered. 
But, funny enough, there isn’t almost anybody doing something clever with interac-
tivity in stage performance. I’m talking about the combination of professional perfor-
mance of stage, whatever stage means (with musicians, actors, dancers), and where 
the audience can participate, in a way or another. It’s a really diffi  cult fi eld, no doubt, 
because as I always say, it’s very boring for a professional performer to wait for an in-
teraction with the audience. And why would they do it? They are professionals, they 
want to work in a professional environment and perhaps for them it’s not so produc-
tive to interact with non-professionals... Of course, dancers and actors use interaction 
a lot, but in a non-technological way. The challenge right now is to fi nd the technolo-
gy that can be used in this context, for larger masses of people; the second challenge is 
the audience: how to fi nd a way to involve the participants, and to interact with those 
who are not embarrassed because they do something on stage; you have to give them 
a choice, as to be able to choose the att itude. The choice to participate or not is entire-
ly up to them. No one should be up on the stage just because one is sitt ing in the fi rst 
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row. So, we had audience participation in the analog way, but what we are interested 
now is to use new technology, to create new technologies, or use existing technologies 
for that end in a very special way. I think this has a nice future because everybody is 
now interested in iPhones, iPads, people are interested to use technology and to par-
ticipate in Facebook, YouTube or other social networking sites.

RM: So, it is about using social media to integrate them in performance?
KO: It shouldn’t be necessarily social media, but rather tools that you would use for 

social media. We try to fi nd diff erent sett ings. I have a three years research project, de-
veloped together with Ars Electronica Futurelab, in which I experiment in that direc-
tion. You know, usually when I set something up, I have a certain budget, and I have 
to present a show that refl ects that budget. Here, I can really try diff erent things. And 
that’s really nice. I can use trials and interview people about it, so it’s really a produc-
tive research project.

RM: How would you see the text fi tt ing into this? How do you use the text to build 
up a story, to really create a collective experience?

KO: We use a lot of text in the work (St)Age of Participation, for example. People 
contribute with texts in diverse ways. In the fi rst staging of the work (now we are in 
the second year of this research project), we worked a lot with text; we have this per-
son in our group, Martina Mara [Researcher, Ars Electronica Futurelab], who is very 
good working with text in performing arts. We always try to fi nd new possibilities: in
(St)Age of Participation, it’s more or less the audience who create the whole environ-
ment with which dancers interact and dance; the environment is created by text, and 
these texts are transformed in visual elements. We want to explore it further, using the 
same sett ing. We also want to explore a new sett ing as another part of this research, 
since in this project the sett ing is the main thing. So, this is not about using the stage 
in an old fashion anymore. The nice thing about technologies is that you can choose 

Fig. 2. Klaus Obermaier
(with Accademia Nazionale di Danza di Roma and Università IUAV di Venezia – 

Faculty of Arts and Design), The concept of … (here and now), (2010).
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whether you want to participate or not, and you can do it in a way that you att ract the 
performers, but not in an invasive way. 

RM: This is a way to defi ne a new type of distance and a new type of connectivity 
between the spectator and the performer, putt ing them closer, but not that close as to 
be uncomfortable for either of them...

KO: Exactly! This is what we want to avoid. Because we know this situation: one re-
fuses to stay in the fi rst row at dance performances to avoid being asked to go on stage. 
So, we want to avoid exactly this. Which is not easy, but it is possible. Twenty years 
ago, I did a performance where the audience was integrated, and where I made peo-
ple interact with the new technology. At that time we had interactive lasers with which 
they can play, or even with the background music created beforehand by the Kronos 
Quartet. So, this is a very early example of a work of this type, and this was really 
great. It was diffi  cult then to fi nd new interfaces, new ways of doing that. Technology 
evolved a lot in the last twenty years: much more possibilities are out there now; peo-
ple have changed, too—they are much more open to participate. People want to par-
ticipate also because of the interface: it’s nice, it’s user-friendly. So, this is also about 
creating nice interfaces, facilitating a good experience and comprehensibility—inter-
faces are easier to understand now. No one wants to learn a program during a perfor-
mance! You need a very simple interface and you have to comprehend it. You have 
to realize what you did when interacting: does this happened just by accident, or was 
it me? This makes the work and the interaction very interesting for people since they 
are able to see their input. 

RM: It’s interesting that you touched on a question that I wanted to ask... Since 
you are yourself involved in research, what are the potential directions of research 
that you see developed in this fi eld? You’ve already mentioned “researching the au-
dience” and their reactions, and trying to fi nd how to get them involved and how to 
take interactivity to another level. Is there any other direction you see happening or 
developing right now? 

KO: Beside the audience participation, I am sure there are hundreds of things going 
on at the moment, but some of them does not seem very interesting to me. However, a 
lot of people are working now with brain interfaces, for example. I like this area very 
much! I was always very interested in that fi eld. I even wanted to do a big project with 
the working title “Brain”; I had a lot of ideas about the sett ing, but we just couldn’t get 
the funding for it because this was in the middle of the crisis and all the funding for 
arts were cut down heavily. But still, this is a work that I would like to make. My res-
ervations are related to the fact that the performers need a lot of sensors on their body. 
I would very much prefer computer vision as an input because it frees the performers 
completely, they don’t have to wear an equipment. The same is when we have audi-
ence participation: we have to equip them with all this gears. So, this is something very 
interesting to do, but so far, I don’t feel it’s a direction that I will take. 
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RM: So, you mention as possible research directions—other than the study of audi-
ence implication and development—improving or fi nding new interfaces, that is, new 
means to infl uence the way people interact with technology. 

KO: Indeed, this is an ongoing preoccupation, in general. In Linz, Austria, for in-
stance, there is a full professor position for the study of interface design. What they 
only do in this case is eff ectively developing interactive interfaces, whatever they might 
be. So, interface is a big issue nowadays. We know it from the iPhone: it was fi rst and 
foremost about interface; it changed the idea of the interface, more or less. And this is 
an interesting point also in our research, because audience participation, when we re-
search for it, is after all about bringing out interfaces that have a high and engaging 
potential for something else that they were initially designed for. You research in one 
direction but you can fi nd ways to use it in a complete diff erent way. 

RM: Audience participation is very close, as a concept, to computer users’ experi-
ence, just that it has a diff erent focus. Let’s move now more to the pedagogy part of 
these things: you generously decided to share with students what you’ve learned over 
the years. When you teach intermedia, where do you start? What would be the basics 
that you have to teach them?

KO: When I started to teach in Venice [at IUAV University], I kept the course 
very open. That means that the students could opt for working, more or less, in any 
kind of media, refl ecting their diff erent fi elds and preoccupations. That means do-
ing even web pages (I did web pages myself too, so I worked with them with spe-
cial eff ects in diff erent programs on this area). I had people in the class doing instal-
lations, performance, acting, dancing. The problem was that my class had too many 

Fig. 3. Klaus Obermaier
in collaboration with Ars Electronica Futurelab, Apparition, (2004 – ongoing)
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students. They were around 80. Trying to do practical work with 80 students can re-
ally be a disaster. So, I had to narrow it down. Therefore, I thought that it is more 
important to teach them interactivity, as a basic skill. At least they will have an idea 
about what interactivity means and will have some experience in employing it, be-
cause for sure that in the future we will be in some way confronted with interactivi-
ty. The good thing is that this interactivity includes video, visual arts, performing, so 
I thought teaching interactivity will be a good way to start. In the past years, I start-
ed my course with teaching a program called Max in the fi rst week, because it’s one 
of the easiest visual programming languages they could learn at all. They can learn 
in three days how to do some really simple interactive installations with frames dif-
ference, background subtraction, sound input, and so on. Thus, they have time in 
the other weeks to explore more and make their projects. We do practical examples 
with them, I have very good assistants who work in the fi eld (two of them were my 
students). So, they can get the secrets behind it, and they realize that something that 
looked so complicated before, can be done quite quickly now. There are people do-
ing projection mappings in museums; there are some really nice examples with cubes 
which changes as a sculpture using just one projector light. When people see them 
are wondering how is this done. And we show them that the basic of such a proj-
ect is done in about 10 minutes, while the full installation in probably one or two 
days, and then, when you have all this done, one can go on and make them interac-
tive. This is all about: to teach them hands-on how to make such projects; to create 
this “I can do it” att itude. Sometimes, I fi nd out that teaching is lowering the thresh-
old. If you show them a piece like Apparition and say that we will be learning how 
to do that, they would probably drop out. So, it is about showing them something 
that looks complex and then bringing it down to a reasonable level. You can learn it 
in a short period of time. 

RM: Universities have this “quality” of building walls between disciplines and ev-
eryone is hanging on to their walls. It usually takes some time to defi ne the area, and 
out in the free market one have a hard time defi ning himself/herself and fi tt ing into a 
category. What type of specialization, or existing university program would be ideal 
to recruit your students from? Or, if needed, where and at what level we would have 
to invent a new one? 

KO: I discussed with some colleagues who are interested in intermedia works. The 
most interesting for me would be to create something like a master where you have 
already people who know about video, stage design, acting, directing and video cut-
ting, and then put these diff erent specializations together in one single master and fa-
cilitate their crossings in diff erent ways. It is not about what everyone knows and how 
to contribute to a project, but more about learning how the others do. About under-
standing how their work is done. If you, for example, are a video editor and work with 
the stage designer and with the choreographer, then you will work diff erently, since 
you understand more from the others’ work. If you work alone, you may fi nd out that 
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what you did is not usable, so you have 
to make it again. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to know about all these problems that 
come up, and to a certain degree you even 
have to learn others’ work. Imagine there 
would be composers, musicians coming in 
to a master and then studying all these dif-
ferent things in a special master program. 
I think it would be amazing. 

RM: You almost make the case for 
something that is feasible in our depart-
ment, where we have graduates from cine-
matography, photography and media spe-
cializations, as well as actors, theatre di-
rectors, script writers who are graduat-
ing from the theatre school. They can get 
together on a completely new ground. 
We’ve always tried to explore these facts 
and cross the boundaries between special-
izations with the challenges that go with 
it, but we never really thought there could 
be such a space where we could bring all 
of them together.

KO: Imagine the playwright who knows the possibilities of a stage show: what vid-
eo performers, stage designers, directors, actors can actually do, how they intermingle 
in diff erent ways. The playwriting would be changing a lot. I think this would be an 
interesting process that will make any company involved in that absolutely special. If 
you have some teachers who are really good in their respective fi elds and able to cre-
ate this kind of system, it would be really special. 

RM: Masters’ programs are sometimes complicated because they involve also a lot 
of research and being a vocational fi eld, it can be a challenge to get the practitioners to 
really take time and research. Of course, some students are really keen to do research, 
but it is not always the case... What about taking the concept you described towards 
a “master class”, outside the curriculum of a Masters’ program? To make something 
like a training camp: one month of working to a project, bringing people together, cre-
ating and learning free of the constraints of scientifi c research.

KO: It would be even bett er. It would be intense because there are not the other 
things required to complete the Masters’ program, it would be more like a camp, where 
people work intensively together.

RM: This is just a litt le trap that I set up for you! Would you be interested to join 
such a program as the one described?

Fig. 4. Klaus Obermaier & Bălănescu Quartet,
Maria T, (2003 – ongoing).
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KO: If it would fi t my schedule, I would most defi nitely be interested. As I said, I 
fi nd it very satisfying. I did this kind of work for one month in Rome, at the Accademia 
Nazionale di Danza. We worked in a small theater with some choreographers, danc-
ers, and I had some students from the art university in Venice, so we had people with 
diff erent backgrounds… They even did some installations and we worked on the per-
formance. So, it was this kind of mixture. People understood how lights are used, how 
diff erent things are set up. For example, I asked one day a dancer to set up the pro-
jector, and he said, well, I cannot do it because as a dancer, I don’t know how to do it. 
No, you have to learn that, I told them. In the future you will be much more knowl-
edgeable about how a performance is set up. You have to know everything. You have 
to understand how the process of doing this and that is. In the future you will have 
a totally diff erent understanding of the whole show, you will also have a bett er ac-
ceptance since you will understand why you have to wait sometimes during prepa-
rations. At the same time, probably most of the dancers will become something else 
when they retire, so they have to understand how most things are working in a per-
formance show. They have to understand, for example, how projectors are working, 
based on the way we use them. They might say “Well, for this I have a video artist.” 
Well, no because maybe you have a new idea, and to implement it you have to under-
stand what the projector can do. Why do we use a wide-angle projector, why don’t we 
use a normal projector etc.? If one does not think about that before, we might fi nd our-
selves, when we prepare the show, that in order to have the right projection, we need 
to get away 15 meters from the screen. Subtle things, but once you understand them, 
they might save a lot of preparation time. 

RM: If you were to talk about your teaching, what would be the most satisfying 
aspect of it? Obviously, you don’t have to work as a professor. You do it just because 
you want to. So, what gives you most satisfaction? 

KO: Students’ enthusiasm. The main thing in art is enthusiasm. I can teach students 
a lot of things, but the only thing I can give them in reality is enthusiasm. It is amaz-
ing when I motivate them, when I see them working over the program, when they do 
something at home, or stay longer in the classroom. This is satisfying.

RM: Now back to you as an artist and to your Romanian experience. Probably your 
fi rst contact with Romania was through the project you have done with Bălănescu 
Quartet and the music of Maria Tănase. She is obviously an icon of the Romanian folk 
music. What do you feel about that project? How did that touch you, what do you 
think about the visuals you added to the music? There are very few fi lmed images of 
her, but those that exist are very powerful and persistent. I remember the fi lm where 
she is holding a bucket of carnations in one of her performances… it is a very artistic 
image. What were the elements you used as visuals and which of them really touched 
you? 

KO: I used the footage that Alexander [Bălănescu] got from the [Romanian na-
tional] television, and they told us we can use them. I used a lot of footage of Maria 
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Tănase and images of that period, to create an atmosphere of how Romania was when 
she was alive; we used also original music with the same goal. In this project, we tried 
to make something new out of the original music of Maria Tănase. Sometimes we 
used images with her singing with the band, thus having her with us playing “live” 
on stage. I even added to these elements, two string quartets that I composed; I was 
really gett ing into the music, as well. The other parts were composed by Alexander 
[Bălănescu]. That was about it: it got me when I heard the music and when I saw the 
fi lms with her. I was captured by these things. I wanted to create something very sim-
ple with these visuals. I wanted to recreate the atmosphere of the time, and the mood 
that was refl ected in the music. We did in a way that was special. It was a very inter-
esting experience for me. It was the fi rst time that I worked with Romanians. Alex is 
Romanian and has a Romanian soul. Of course, we performed together in Romania a 
few times. Interestingly enough, about the same time, I was invited with another show 
in Romania and I performed at the Sibiu Theater Festival. Indeed, when something 
happens, a lot of other things come along. 

RM: As far as I understand, you are still performing the show with Maria Tănase. 
You are taking further this project... 

KO: Yes, we are still performing this piece (like many others, actually). It’s been 
more than ten years, now... 

RM: Klaus, thank you so much for this wonderful conversation. 
KO: Thank you!
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