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Abstract: The collaborative media-art project Subway combines the mediation 
of a dance performance with interactive digital technology toward a new 
performative feedback loop. In a response to the restrictive practices regarding 
dancing in public in Iran, Subway applies digital technology to connect 
performers in the USA with those in Iran. Together, they create a new 
mediatised performance. The piece uses digital technology to break a dance 
video documentation into individual frames, which become the basis for a cell 
phone application that allows performers in Iran to re-enact individual poses. 
Finally, each pose is send back and re-assembled in the documentation of the 
shared event. The text outlines the background of this work, its implementation, 
as well as the particular condition for the socio-technological context, and 
ongoing and future work. Subway is presented as a piece of experimental media 
performance art that integrates technology in a transformative way as it 
answers given cultural challenges. 
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1 Introduction 

Subway is an experimental media performance piece that grew as a response to a 
particular cultural condition. It applies various digital technologies – video, cell phone 
application, print, image processing – as well as physical performative actions – dancing 
and posing – to allow for a collaborative performance to unfold. The use of technology is 
not limited to the preparation of the performance or its documentation, but as this text 
will argue, it is integral part of the performative event itself. This set up was necessary as 
the piece consists of a collaboration between performers in the USA (New York, Atlanta) 
and Iran (Tehran, Mashhad, and Ramsar) and the socio-political realities could only be 
addressed through the affordances of new media. 

The project grew from a collaboration between performance artist Ava Ansari at the 
NYU Tisch School of the Arts and digital designer Andrew Quitmeyer at the Georgia 
Institute of Technology and included the participation of numerous performers in Iran. 
This performance as creative and communicative act was possible to unfold as an 
asynchronous dance piece, wherein participants enacted, re-enacted, and remotely 
choreographed each other with digital means as the generative means that shaped the 
particular artistic practice designed for Subway. 

The goal of this collaboration was not to add technology to an artistic practice but to 
build on an existing performance art and create a new responding piece that uses the 
technology as a transformational tool. The digital transformations were designed to forge 
new possibilities for physical expression in a place where these opportunities were 
restricted. 

2 Background 

Dissecting digital cultures, their practices and opportunities, from physical ones, which 
supposedly refer in much more direct manners to performers’ bodies, history, and life, 
has become impossible. As will be outlined below, this does not only speak to 
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technologies of documentation and representation but more importantly to creative means 
of producing performance. Related work in locative media has already illustrated  
the merger of physical and virtual environments. For example, the work of Blast  
Theory on Can You See Me Now? (Benford et al., 2006) or Proboscis’ Urban Tapestries  
(Lane, 2003) have inspired the concept of ‘sentient cities’ (Crang and Graham, 2007) and 
comparable views in the early 2000s. What unites these works is the realisation of the 
permeation of daily life with digital technology. “Like architecture, and increasingly as a 
part of architecture, interaction design affects how each of us inhabits the physical world” 
[McCullough, (2004), p.172]. As an experimental media and performance piece Subway 
clearly stands in this context and is part of the evolving field of digital performances  
(see e.g., Benford and Giannachi, 2011). At the same time, it operates as a piece of 
activist art and an overview of the particular constellation of digital-cultural-political 
conditions is needed. 

Many of the communication technologies applied for the Subway project have been 
credited before to as active components of social change in various forms. The role of 
anonymous communication and how it supports effective mobilisation has been much 
discussed in the wake of the Arab Spring movement (see e.g., Howard and Hussain, 
2011). While their role might indeed be highly supportive to facilitate communication 
outside often state-controlled media such as television, radio, or printed newspapers, it 
also has seen critical responses. Automatic monitoring systems and massive data 
collections question the optimistic view to digital media as the ideal of a free and secure 
platform for political action. Instead, the functionality and design of these media element 
themselves are part of the cultural context. Digital media are neither pure content, in the 
way of science fiction fables, nor are they pure tools, in the way of social media to 
organise the actual protests. 

That is why Subway did not aim to provide a general communication channel. In its 
situation in-between two very different political systems and its theme about dangerous 
and restrictive practices in one of them, it did not suggest new principal ways of access to 
communication. Providing ‘access’ creates the possibility for communication and 
collaboration, but those opportunities still need further facilitation to evolve into a 
discursive framework. 

Subway is an example for shaping such a discourse as a performance through digital 
media. As other digital media, it certainly has an own rhetoric and does not claim to be 
neutral technology. As a piece of activist media performance art it supports a form of 
artistic conversation that invites and engages. To design channels that foster conversation 
as participatory art practice an active framework is needed (Kester, 2004). 

This calls for a project design that builds on the affordances of mobile devices as 
facilitators for such a political artistic engagement. Among the particular qualities of 
mobile technologies is their ubiquitous presence, shared technological platforms across 
boundaries, and wide-spread accessibility. These technologies also support various 
modes of interaction and documentation: they capture images, videos and sounds, while 
including additional information such as GPS data, time stamps, and personal tags. 
Finally, the digital aspects permit expressive computation, which can create powerful 
connections and interactions between participants, places, and digitised data. Therefore, 
these features laid out the technological and design space for our project. 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   4 A. Quitmeyer et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

3 Evolution 

Subway grew from a particular cultural condition. It is an artistic response to existing 
restrictive practices, namely the prohibition of public dancing in the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. In Iran, public dancing (particularly of women) is banned by the morality police 
even in Kindergarten, and seemingly approved public displays can still lead to 
imprisonment (New York Times, 2003). The activity of dancing has been used in protest 
practices by exiled Iranians as well as in other Islamic cultures such as Tunisia. 

As an artistic response to this oppression, Iranian performance artist, Ansari chose to 
record a public dance performance in her new hometown, New York City. Under the title 
‘Dancing by myself in public’ she performed a dance in New York’s Times Square 
Subway station and documented it in a single-take video piece. In Iran, such a 
performance in a public space like the Subway would most certainly be penalised and 
quite dangerous. 

‘Dancing by myself in public’ formed the basis for the collaboration with Georgia 
Tech’s Digital World and Image Group. Starting in fall 2011, with an online meeting 
between the group and Ansari, Quitmeyer and other students designed various digital 
responses to Ansari’s performance. These included interactive abstractions of the dancing 
movements and telepresence concepts, as well as projections on bodies and on location. 
All of them were presented back to Ansari for feedback to inform any future iterations of 
the ideas. Quitmeyer’s design evolved as the basis for the final project, code-named 
Subway after the location of the initial dance. The title also hinted at the subversive way, 
that digital technology would be used to undercut an arbitrary, oppressive law. 

Figure 1 Still from Yi and Ansari (2011) Dancing by Myself in Public (see online version  
for colours) 

 

Quitmeyer’s concept grew from Ansari’s comment that her original desire was to share 
her performance with others living in Iran, but that such a practice remained dangerous. 
She noted that even a screening of the video recording of her performance could cause 
trouble with the Iranian police. The target of the collaboration was to build this 
connection without explicitly breaking any rules or endangering any participant. The 
method deployed digital technology to transform the notion of dancing itself. 
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4 Concept 

Quitmeyer proposed the design of a simple mobile application where participants would 
recreate Ansari’s original dance through a series of discrete poses. The Iranians could not 
perform the entire, fluid dance, but they could still re-enact an atomised piece. 

Figure 2 Image development from original video to posed shot in Iran (see online version  
for colours) 

 

Each frame from the video of her dance would be abstracted and used as a visual overlay 
in a custom photo-taking mobile app. Pairs of participants in Iran would take the app out 
into public areas and capture images of themselves aligning to the overlays in static 
poses. Then the pictures were returned and re-assembled to re-form Ansari’s initial dance 
moves but set frame-by-frame in Iran. Additionally, Ansari’s concern over a too one-
sided communication through forcing exact movements from the NYC dance upon the 
participants in Iran, lead to the creation of an additional feature of the app, the ‘freestyle’ 
mode. Between poses recreated in the ‘match’ mode of the app, the participants were 
invited to snap and share pictures of their own dance poses reflecting their own embodied 
feelings about the space. 

This method of non-verbal feedback permitted bi-directional communication between 
designers and participants, and the poses will form the basis of Ansari’s later 
performances. The aim of this freestyle feature was to create a virtual mirroring 
experience that breaks down the hierarchy of leader and follower, choreographer and 
dancer. It creates a platform for a time-lapse exchange. Ansari links her impulse for the 
design this aspect of the app to the development of socio-political movements such as 
Iran’s Green movement and Occupy Wall Street, which rely upon a more horizontal 
power structure. The challenge was to incorporate this artistic vision in the dialogue 
enacted through the differing images and the cell phone application served as the 
necessary facilitator. 

Subway, thus, deals with the mediation of dance but transforms the role of the media 
from a uni-directional online video to a bi-directional photographic exchange to facilitate 
particular performance actions. It also plays on the ubiquity of cell phones – even in  
Iran – because the performers could stage their pose as an inconspicuous snap shot 
typical among friends who feed images like these regularly into their Facebook, Flickr, or 
Twitter accounts. These shots have become familiar moments of the connected and 
digital literate global urban lifestyle. 

Finally, Subway builds on an open source philosophy as the custom application was 
produced in the Android environment, which allows for easy publication and code 
sharing. This was important for the project, because participating performers in Iran had 
to remain anonymous to avoid possible retribution, so the distribution, installation, and 
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de-installation of the software had to be simple and sidestep more limited, centralised, 
and monitored formats. 

Figure 3 Stills produced with the Subway mobile application (see online version for colours) 

 

5 Media affordance and performance 

The concept of Subway merges media technology and performance. Because both 
appeared as poles of a debate on ‘liveness’ in performance studies this particular merger 
needs some clarification. On one hand, Phelan (1993, p.146) argued for ‘live’ 
performance as necessarily defined by the presence of all elements in the moment of its 
happening: 

“Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate 
in the circulation of representations of representations; once it does so, it 
becomes something other than performance. To the degree that performance 
attempts to enter the economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the 
promise of its own ontology. Performance’s being…becomes itself through 
disappearance.” 

On the other hand, Auslander (2000, p.7) argued that the media saturation we are 
encountering has changed what can be defined as ‘live’. 

“The ubiquity of reproductions of performances of all kinds in our culture has 
led to the depreciation of live presence, which can only be compensated for by 
making the perceptual experience of the live as much as possible like that of the 
mediatized, even in cases where the live event provides its own brand of 
proximity.” 
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Subway did not set out to address this debate but these seemingly opposing positions help 
us to locate it as a piece of digital performance. At its core is the condition of the body, 
namely that of Iranian citizens and the restrictive practices on dancing. Ansari’s ‘Dancing 
by myself in public’ was an immediate reaction to that and is documented by the 
resulting video. However, Subway did not directly expand on the dance itself but from 
this video document. The dancing body became the focus of our design through the 
image of the video as we broke down the body’s movement through its visual capture 
into frame-by-frame segments. This digital image process might be seen as a media piece 
not unlike video art or film. However, unlike those formats, the technology in the case of 
Subway was approached as an extension of the original dance performance. From video 
documentation to image processing, cell phone application, image collection, and re-
assembly, we saw technology applied not as purely documenting media but as active 
continuation of the dance that had happened that day in the Times Square Subway station. 
The performance is the whole physical and technological process with the final video re-
assembly as a documentation of it. The mediations became necessary transformative 
steps to enable the more traditionally live physical performance in Iran. 

The entire project primarily functioned through digital intermediaries. ‘Dancing by 
myself in public’ does not exist as a film on celluloid. While this might seem a 
technological detail in a generation where digital cultures reign, it is an important part of 
the whole process – particularly in the delivery, communication, and re-assembly. Digital 
media affordances, such as copying, batch-processing, and (relatively) anonymous 
sharing were all essential qualities needed to realise the project. These are conditions of 
production are largely defined by commercial enterprises (Google, Adobe, and Samsung 
in our case). They are integral part of digital media and – in the context of McKenzie’s 
(2001) approach – a result of technological performative qualities in dependency to 
organisational performances. 

The use of open source platforms (Android), the availability of proprietary software 
(Adobe’s educational licenses), and the openness of the Android marketplace (versus the 
controlled Apple portal) all shaped the project. It was further shaped by the more 
complicated question of secure communication: Iran is actively pursuing a tighter control 
over public internet access, using it as apolitical tool against its tech-savvy population. 

According to the latest Iranian figures about 45 million people out of a population of 
75 million are now online, making Iran the country with the highest proportion of internet 
users in the Middle East (Tajdin, BBC Persian, 2013). For example, on top of having 
blocked other services such as Gmail in the past, in July 2013 Iran inaugurated national  
e-mail. A government assigned e-mail address linked to your social security number 
makes it easy to trace users and monitor their communication. Based on last 
announcement of the minister of telecommunication and information technology, 
Mohamad Hassan Nami, every Iranian ‘must’ register for a nation e-mail address upon 
entering elementary school. Obtaining your own personal government-run e-mail 
address, according to the minister, is as mandatory as having a Zip code (Fassihi, 2013). 
Furthermore the infrastructure upon which this national e-mail is based, uses outdated 
code easily prone to attacks that could jeopardise users’ safety further. 

With the performance production process spanning across different participants, 
regulations, locations, times, and technologies, where can we locate the performance? 
Technology is part of the transformative and productive system of this performance. It is 
only through its affordances that the creative action of the performance can come into 
being, can become an ‘event’, due to the cultural context in which Subway lives. The 
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“transformation from a work of art into an event” [Fischer-Lichte, (2008), p.23], a sign 
for the transformative power of performance, only happens in this combination. In other 
words: technology is not applied as representational but constitutive. Insofar, it relates to 
Schechner’s concept of ‘actuals’ that sees art not as imitating or expressing a  
certain point but as creative action (Schechner, 2003) often following ritual patterns 
(which Fischer-Lichte also notes in her work). In our case the ‘patterns’ and the ritualistic 
elements were defined on multiple levels: the cultural context (no dancing rules) as well 
as the technological (programming, image processing, as well as how to use the software 
itself) and production-based ones (how to communicate via Skype, Gmail accounts, 
preference of the open Android marketplace over the closed Apple one). The location of 
the emerging event/action bridges between all participants and uses digital technology to 
build and maintain these connections. 

6 Design and implementation 

A fully functional app had to be designed to bring Quitmeyer’s suggested concept to life. 
The implementation of this design in an effective, yet safe, manner would need to deal 
with several given and some unforeseen constraints. 

6.1 Creating poses 

The only record of Ansari’s foundational performance in the New York City Subway, 
was a web-hosted Vimeo video originally created by Jian Yi. The original recording was 
lost. With his permission, Quitmeyer downloaded a high-quality copy from the Vimeo 
stream, and used this as the basis for generating the abstracted poses. He brought the 
video into Adobe After Effects CS5, and traced the contours of Ansari’s dancing body. 
Though the only available video was noisy with additional people moving in the 
background, and featured compression artefacts, Quitmeyer was able to meticulously go 
through each individual frame of the video with the Rotobrush, and mask the rest of the 
image. This practice enabled him to carefully segment Ansari’s image from the 
background in each frame. Semi-transparent renderings of these masked photos could be 
used by participants to align their own bodies in a similar manner. However, 
photographic representation of a dancing woman could lead to charges of possessing 
‘pornographic material’, even despite Ansari’s demure costume. Thus, the visual design 
of our poses had to deal with opposing constraints: Distorted enough to get by the 
authoritarian label of ‘pornography’ while identifiable enough for participants to 
correctly align their bodies. The poses needed also to be transparent enough to allow 
participants to easily align to and correct the dance position. 

Figure 4 Stylised poses to meet the conflicting criteria of pose understanding and distortion 
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The resulting compromise takes the original photographic poses and processes them 
through several layers of filters intended to abstract the bodily form. Each pose is also 
inverted and transformed to grey and white (instead of solid black) to support the video 
overlay in the Android app. Each of these abstracted poses is saved as a semi-transparent 
‘.png’ file with a label including the original frame number. 

6.2 Building the application 

We developed a bespoke mobile application to enable the distributed performance. The 
Android platform was selected for its open-source nature and multimodal distribution 
possibilities. Whatever art piece we created, we intended to release it as freely as 
possible. Most importantly however, was Android’s relatively broader means of 
distribution. Like Apple’s iOS, Android has central repositories for sharing applications: 
Google Play or the Amazon Appstore for Android. But the platform also permits 
independent distribution and installation. One can transmit and use the compiled 
programs on Android devices as zipped .apk files in many different ways. This ability 
was essential to our design. 

Figure 5 The cell phone app on the Google Play store (see online version for colours) 

 

The Android app itself builds off a simple camera app featuring a viewfinder and 
snapshot button. On top of this, users can enter their anonymous user number into the 
app, and their randomly assigned set of poses will overlay the video preview. Finally,  
it also includes the mode-selection button letting the user quickly switch from the 
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‘match’-style performance to the less conspicuous ‘freestyle’-mode. The app was 
designed to work for any camera-enabled Android device including tablets and  
phones (compatible with Android 1.6 and higher), and thus needed to restrict the aspect 
ratio for the varying embedded cameras in order for the final results to correctly  
match-up. 

Since internet connections in Iran can be unreliable due to state-run censorship 
sometimes blocking the standard methods of distribution, this app was created with 
various deployment and retrieval methods in mind. We designed the entire program to 
compress down to 9.6 MB, making it small enough to fit under the common 10 MB 
attachment limit for e-mails. This also prepared us for a potential worst-case scenario 
where the internet in Iran might be completely shut off. It also permitted participants to 
copy the app onto inexpensive thumb drives and distribute the application to other 
people’s phones physically through the mail or by hand via a ‘sneaker-net’. After 
participants installed the application on their mobile device, they would photographically 
capture their assigned poses in public. Then, they could return the generated images in a 
similar fashion, uploading them to servers, e-mailing, or physically mailing the data back 
to Georgia Tech. 

For this particular stage of the performance, we were able to work through most of 
the distribution via file-sharing sites or large e-mail accounts. However, we were 
thoroughly prepared for much more difficult situations. 

Another key factor to the app’s distribution was the allocation of groups of frames to 
specific, yet anonymous individuals. Hundreds of frames needed to be recreated in Iran. 
As a result, we could not expect every participant to collect every single pose, but instead 
had to find a way to split the involvement. For privacy and security reasons, we also 
could not pursue traditional digital app design where users would sign-up to a centralised 
service that intelligently assigns specific frames to specific individuals. In many ways we 
needed the opposite of a viral social media platform. We settled on the design of 
distributing a redundant app containing all possible poses, but which assigned a chosen 
few to specific anonymous user-codes. Technically, every copy of the program contained 
all 1,000+ frames needed for this phase of the project. Participants entered a user number, 
which defined a specific set of random frames for them to perform. Anonymous users 
distributing the apps amongst themselves, then, simply needed to keep track within  
their own group what user numbers had been completed, and which still needed 
performers. In this way, more active participants could fulfil as many frames as they 
wished (by choosing more user-numbers and unlocking more frames), and participants 
who were unable to fulfil their allotted frames could have their anonymous user-number 
re-performed by others. The frames were pulled as a random distribution from the entire 
pool of frames to ensure that one particular part of the video would not be left out as 
blank upon reconstruction, and that missing frame errors would be distributed throughout 
the new dance. Using this method about 98% of the total frames were enacted and 
returned for recompilation at Georgia Tech. There was only a 5% overlap of data. 
Ultimately, the design was effective to engage contributors and the distribution as 
inconspicuous as possible. 

Although the project did not directly break any laws – it did not call for a public flash 
mob dance performances, for example – the underlying intent of the project was still 
subversive. Thus, the interaction design had to be carefully planned and evaluated. 
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Figure 6 Members of the digital world and image group testing the performance of an early 
version of the Subway app (see online version for colours) 

 

Figure 7 ‘Freestyle’ image captured by a participant (see online version for colours) 

 

Note: Fitting freestyle poses between match poses permits non-verbal dialogue while also 
scripting the interactors to capture the images in a similar, consistent visual 
grammar. 

Once the app was in an early functional state, we prototyped the entire process: 
simulating distribution, use, and data return, with the group at Georgia Tech. One key 
factor we discovered was that the size of the overlay directly affects the distance between 
the participant pair. The further apart a pair stood while directing and aligning bodies to 
templates, the more noticeable they were in a crowd. Thus Quitmeyer worked to 
maximise the size of the visual overlay within the bounds of the performance on the 
screen. In these early tests, another concern was brought forth by Ansari about the 
potential hypocrisy of forcing the Iranian participants to be able to ‘freely’ dance but only 
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by matching her performance. Ansari hoped for the project to enable more of a dialogue 
with the participants rather than merely have them work through our own prescribed 
actions. The frame-by-frame re-enactment is a new form, different from the first dance 
and not a mere re-creation. However, the artistic contributions of the Iranian performers 
needed to be more clearly supported. Therefore we added an additional ‘freestyle’ mode 
to the application, which removes the overlay, and lets participants pose in any manner 
they wish. Ansari will use collected ‘freestyle’ images to inform a second dance in the 
USA. The goal is to mediate a dialog between the participants in both countries. The final 
outcome of the project, thus, is already twofold: the continuous dance re-assembled from 
the individual images following the original movement; as well as a collection of 
freestyle postures of anonymous Iranians in public places that will guide a new dance 
performance in the USA. 

Before the activity was officially commenced, we held a small workshop online with 
our participants, explaining the concept, letting them play with the app and testing how it 
works. We also invited critique and discussion about the project itself. The participants 
gave opinions about certain aspects of the project and debated the meaning and utility 
behind activist performances like these. 

Figure 8 Online workshop discussing and introducing the project (see online version for colours) 

 

7 Performance dialogue 

The entire performance of Subway spans two countries and features actors in very 
different, specialised roles. ‘Dancing by myself in public’ was originally produced 2011. 
The design, implementation, and re-iterations of the Subway project were conducted in 
2012. The Iranian participants and performers collected the necessary frames over a 
period of approximately ten weeks. Those were assembled to form the final product of 
this stage: a four-minute video of the collected frames with process documentation and 
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background. This video is a trace of the actual event that was realised through digital and 
physical participation with performances in New York, Iran, and Atlanta. 

Figure 9 Sample stills of the Iranian performers posing in public for the dance re-enactment 
(see online version for colours) 

 

The separate actions in Subway only become readable as a collective act of resistance in 
relation to each other and through the digital realm, the only space where the participants’ 
dancing becomes recognisable. We might read Subway as an example of what Mohebbi, 
with Foucault, calls visual parrhesia: the melding of the event with image-production and 
spectatorship (Mohebbi, 2012). Mohebbi writes that this interaction between 
spectatorship and participation creates a productive ‘frankness’ that reveals some truth 
about the image. This conflation of participation and spectatorship pervades the 
participants’ contributions to Subway. Each participant’s image documents a still act: an 
individual, albeit largely motionless, dance piece. However, because these images also 
contribute to the larger, group dance piece, we view the still acts in relation to each other, 
where they form a digital “movement choir” (Eddy, 2011). Although the photographs of 
each still act can stand on their own, their production gains meaning in relation to the 
other entire image. Producing the image of the still act becomes a way of participating in 
a community and of contributing to a public act of defiance. 

The final video reconstruction of the dance is a flickering barrage of shifting 
background images: a single dancing body morphs into different bodies, of many sizes, 
clothed in varying shades and styles, and dancing across many different landscapes. It is 
impossible to watch a smooth and uninterrupted movement, as the dance leaps from body 
to body and place to place. Similar to the original video of ‘Dancing by myself in public’, 
where the placement of the camera across the platform and the sporadic interpellation of 
passing trains and bodies creates a distancing effect between the spectator and the 
dancing Ansari, this rapid flashing of photographs limits the audience’s ability, and right, 
to see. 

From this rapidly shifting blur of people and places, however, one’s mind is able to 
detect the continuity between adjacent frames. The result of the reconstructed film is a 
highlighting of the reincarnated motion, which never truly took place but makes the final 
staging of Subway assemble a larger-scale act of defiance. 

The video presentation of the photographs gives form to a variety of social relations 
between the participants, who worked together to photograph each other’s dances, 
Ansari, and her collaborators at the Digital World Imaging Group. It gives visibility to 
the functionality of the Subway app as a framing device that “weave[s] together spaces” 
and the individuals within them, to quote de Certeau (1984, p.97). As the background 
flashes wildly, it interrupts the digital spectator’s ability to see this community, 
challenging the hegemony of a (presumably Western) eye/I that can look at Iranians, their 
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culture, and society. Instead, the spectator must strain to see the dance in the series of 
images. Only a continuous solid black bar that covers each dancer’s eyes, protecting their 
identities, remains as a constant. 

Furthermore, we were not able to collect 5% of the dancing frames and in order to 
keep the spacing between recollected frames equal, some frames just show the outline of 
the original pose instead of the photograph of the reenactment. We fit them into a 
template where the new Iranian versions of the frames replaced existing ones. The end 
result, with the occasional missing frames helps demonstrate the process, and the 
potential breakdowns faced in activist performance. 

7.1 Alternate reconstruction 

After meditating on the resulting video, Ansari and Quitmeyer began to think of 
additional modes of representing the recollected dance. The video format was powerful 
because it was easily distributable online, and clearly showed the reconstituted 
movement. However, when studying the individual photographs by the participants, 
Ansari became aware of the richness and subtleties of each individual frame. One 
disadvantage of the video was that it made it difficult to study in detail any specific 
posture or picture. 

Figure 10 Sample stills of the Iranian performers posing in public for the dance re-enactment  
(see online version for colours) 

 

For instance, Figure 10 includes a deli style restaurant in the background and the word 
written on the shade in front of the entrance is Jegar or ‘Liver’. This refers to the sheep 
liver kebab, one of the most common foods in Iran. It is also the most desired part of the 
sheep so the word is also used to describe a beautiful or desired person – often attributed 
to women. The juxtaposition of the written word on the sign and the gesture of the 
participant next to it in this particular frame refers to a hidden code or a cultural layer 
intentionally designed and chosen by the participant – remembering that each participant 
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had absolute freedom in terms of choosing the site and the outfit she/he liked to wear. It 
can only be decoded by viewers who are extremely familiar with the Farsi language 
slangs and the Iranian culture. Of further interest is the motorcycle positioned near her 
pose, which could be read as a statement referring to the fact that driving motorcycle for 
women in Iran is illegal. 

The richness of the visual codes in each image led Ansari in collaboration with Molly 
Kleiman, one of the observers of the project and the co-director of The Back Room, to 
think of a flipbook format to present the photos. It provides viewers the freedom to 
observe each image as long as desired while being able to flip through them and create a 
continuous dance through this action. Continuing the intervention element of Subway, 
Ansari and Kleiman are in communication with magazines inside Iran to produce these 
flipbooks in a magazine issue as small still images printed next to page number under 
each page. This allows readers to carefully reflect on any individual frame, while flipping 
through will still let one perceive the reconstructed motion. The aim is to keep the 
intervention aspect of the project active in the way of presenting it. 

This method of presentation would activate the dark version of the spectatorship 
Subway’s choreography incorporates. Schechner (1993) writes of ‘dark play’ as a form of 
play in which not all participants realise that they are part of a game. Audiences in 
Tehran witnessing a Subway dance moment may not realise that they are watching a 
dance. The flipbook offers itself as medium to make the photographs of the still poses 
accessible for the public in order to discover them as parts of a series of intentional 
actions. In Islamic law, watching a forbidden act is conflicting. If the observer recognises 
what they are watching, then their knowledgeable observation could be considered 
performative. The still posing phase of Subway operates as ‘dark play’ at the borderline 
of such a spectator engagement. Most spectators physically present at each individual 
performance of the Subway series could not have realised that they were watching 
deliberately illegal conduct: they saw a woman or man apparently posing for a 
photograph. Even the authorities did not know that the participants were challenging the 
law. Thus, most viewers did not watch the piece with the full knowledge of its illegality 
and their observing actions would hardly be considered haraam, or sinful. However, the 
observation of the still dance photos within the magazine, as a visual intervention, is a 
symbolic act of engagement/participation in which the viewer deliberately observes the 
result of an unlawful series of actions. 

Finally, the result of the freestyle feature will be presented in a private event in the 
form of an long – distance collective performance piece by Ansari and a group of 
volunteer participants of the project between several locations in Iran and New York 
City, as a part of the Media [Circus] art+tech festival at La MaMa experimental Theatre 
Club, in November 2014. The performance will be designed to break down the hierarchy 
of leader and follower, choreographer and dancer and instead, to create a platform for a 
dialogue or exchange. 

8 Conclusions 

The participation and the voices of the Iranian performers were integral part of the project 
and their e-mails to Ansari reveal at times unexpected points about the process of 
organising the shootings, taking the photos, and the public and authorities reactions. For 
instance, even though Android is a global system, a number of participants did not have 
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an Android device. Therefore, they needed to borrow an Android phone from some other 
participants or needed to venture out in a group together to take the photos. Many of 
these individuals were meeting each other for the first time. This practice led to new 
bonds and friendships: 

“Many new friendships came out of this project! Especially for me as one of 
the coordinators, constantly being in touch with all the members of my group. 
Most of my team members were students from different universities and in 
different years of their programs.” (Personal e-mail of participant to Ansari) 

Limitations of technology supported the social boding. Likewise, the particular nature of 
the project had to be explained to new contributors, but what could have been an overly 
complicated process turned out to work better than expected: 

“In the beginning, I had to contact each participant to explain the project and to 
set up a meeting and these meetings and phone conversations continued, as we 
were moving forward. I can say this was one of the very rare collaborative 
projects that really worked.” (ibid.) 

Another sign for the way the project connected to the participants was the fact how it 
reflected the travels and meetings of participants. For example, part of the image 
collection happened during the New Year holidays in Iran during March. Thus, many 
participants travelled between different cities and were actually able to meet their co-
participants in other cities: 

“The other interesting thing was that some participants from Mashhad joined us 
when they came to Tehran. Some of them only have registered in Mashhad and 
did the actual shooting while they were in Tehran for holidays.” (ibid.) 

The performance character of Subway stretches across different media, from video to cell 
phone application to flipbook, and across different locations and times. Its production 
unravels through their combination. In this it contradicts the idea that digital performance 
merely ‘adds’ an element of digital technology to its expressive range, as outlined by 
Dixon (2007, p.28): 

“New technology is added to performance, a new ingredient that is delicious 
for some but unpalatable for others. In digital performance, extra technologies 
are added, extra effects, extra interactions, extra prostheses, and extra bodies.” 

In conclusion, this paper argued that Subway does not add technology to some 
performance that could have happened in any other way. It does not include a form of 3D 
visualisation to the stage, replace physical acting with virtual, or apply any other 
representational effect. Instead it is part of a main concept that emerged (and still is in the 
process of emergence) from the integration of the whole system. 

Adding a digital extra is not necessary as the digital culture and its practices have 
become part of our social realities. Subway utilises this condition in numerous ways. At 
the same time, Subway acknowledges that any social condition (such as laws against 
dancing) always stands in relation to a wider cultural context, which always includes the 
digital (like a cell phone app in the case of Subway) and which can trigger new responses 
at any given moment. Digital technology is not only part of the current cultural picture, it 
is also a means of its evolving production. The ‘live body’ on the many public stages that 
Subway was performed on, is never alone but always in the company of local rules and 
regulations that are political as well as digital. Those digital media not only operate as 
representational media and modern filters of our understanding of performance, as 
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Auslander argues, but also as productive channels. It is an ‘addition’ but due to its own 
affordances it does not merely ‘add’ to any existing means. Instead it provides a 
completely new transformative opportunity. 

Subway utilises this opportunity in its reach across multiple practices and cultures. It 
highlights the context of this reach, which spans from the indifferent anonymity in the 
Times Square Subway station to the design of new technologies in the labs in Atlanta to 
the individual shots at various locations in Iran. The dialogical design of Subway does not 
close this reach. It does not suggest a solution but provides for a clearly contextualised 
collaboration and mutual inspiration. That is why the outline for design and 
implementation of the project is intended as a project-based road map and a call for more 
work in this area. 
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