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catch phrases, slogans and circuit-driven imagery of commercial cyberhype, as wel l as 

the spaced-out, trippy rhetoric of cyberspace as a mystical, transcendent world apart. 

Cyber Dada films and performances were full-on in their portrayal of the cyber world 

as a kind of audiovisual graffiti. I n the spirit of their early 20th-century namesakes, the 

video manifestos are frenetic collages crammed with the detritus and found objects of 

everyday media culture, souped up with the kind of'computer graphics' look that screams 

connectivity, speed and information overload - the trinity of themes that would help 

define the digital age. Intensified by the thumping techno mixes of Ollie Olsen, Cyber 

Dada videos assault the senses with that flashing, stroboscopic style of animation that 

would normally be accompanied by a warning that it may induce epileptic fits. 

The self-consciously computerised audiovisual style of the Cyber Dada videos is 

very much of its time. It crystallised the intimation, collectively felt throughout the 1980s, 

that the world was rapidly changing in the name of computer technology. Inspired by 

cyberpunk fiction and the otherworldly ecology of Wil l iam Gibson's cyberspace. Cyber 

Dada captured the feeling that technology was there for the taking and computers were 

to be avidly exploited as an artistic medium. As proponents of a new computer aesthetic, 

Cyber Dada lived by the principles of their manifesto and trail-blazed the way for the 

technological avant-garde. I f an aesthetics of computer-generated art was on the horizon. 

Cyber Dada weren't about to go looking for it in the manual. By the early 1990s, it felt 

like Cyber Dada had been around for years, so completely had they captured the look, 

sound and ethos of the emerging cyber world. Cyber Dada's inventive fusion of video, 

computer graphics and animation were early expressions of what was possible in rela

tion to the much-publicised 'digital art'. 

V N S M a t r i x : b r a v e n e w gi r l s 

Manifestos are important to artistic and cultural change. The Cyber Dada manifesto 

was contemporary in that it captured a vivid and compelling sense of the impact that 

computers were having on society. I n the year following its launch another manifesto 

was released into the world that was so dramatic and forward thinking in its vision that 

it appeared to have come from an unrecognisable future. 

With its evocations of French feminist theory and cyberpunk fiction, VNS Matrix's 

'Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st-century' was confrontational and challenging, 

offering an entirely dilTerent way of thinking about the emerging cyber world. Founded 

Faciiif; pafje, 
Cyberdada 
wall inslallation of cyberdada 
iconography 1991 
Ealaine Gallery, Melbourne 
Hholo; Ti'oy Innocent 

Facing page, bottom: 
Cyberdada 
installation with rotating 
techno-artifact 1990 
Black Box Gallery, Melbourne 
Pliolo: Troy Innocent 

Cyberdada 
Cylierdada manifesto assemblage 
with circuit-board 1990 
SIGGRAPH, Dallas USA, 1990 
I'lioto: Andrew Barcham 
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in 1991 by Francesca da Rimini , Julianne Pierce, Josephine Starrs and Virginia Barratt, 

VNS Matrix was a collective of artists based in Adelaide who saw that the emerging 

computer world had the potential to be a social as we l l as technological revolution. In 

particular, VNS Matrix (originally called Velvet Downunder) was interested in defining 

a context for women in relation to computers and cyberspace. They were frustrated by 

the double bind of stereotyped representations of women as disinterested or ignorant of 

technology, as we l l as the absence of positive references to women in computer maga

zines and the like as artists or productive users of computer technology. VNS Matrix set 

about a tactical mission of redressing such myths and exclusions, running workshops 

for women to do with basic computer knowledge and skills, digital imaging and the 

practicalities of getting online. The i r aesthetic endeavours were extensions of this 

ethic of pro-action. For VNS Matrix, media art was the message. 

Francesca da Rimini has described how VNS Matrix were interested in 'creating a 

new kind of feminism which was going to be relevant for women, young women, women 

our age and older women in the nineties, and we called our project Cyberfeminism'. 

As a form of feminism interested in the relationship between women and computer-

related technologies, cyberfeminism was immediately influential and attracted an inter

national following. VNS Matrix became the reference point for critical discussions of 

the active participation of women in cyberculture. The cyberfeminist manifesto was 

aggressive and affronting. Its language was exaggerated, sexually explicit and was 

designed to subvert sexual stereotypes to do with women and technology. But by their 

own admission, VNS Matrix were also being provocative, playfully identifying women's 

bodies, pleasure and sexuality in relafion to the frontier of cyberspace in an erotic and 

visceral manner. Describing themselves as 'a sort of Guerilla Girls of the Web', VNS Matrix 

utilised activist strategies to distribute their work and their vision to an Austrahan 

culture in the accelerated grip of all things cyber. The manifesto, as a computer graphic 

image, was initially photocopied and blanket-postered throughout the streets of Ade

laide and Sydney, where it was also blown up as a billboard outside the T i n Sheds Gallery 

near the University of Sydney. Its most widespread mode of distribution was via the 

World Wide Web, where it was translated into half a dozen different languages. 

In the early 1990s one of the most conspicuous forms of popular consumption was the 

computer game. Having aborted their first incursion into mass culture (using computers 
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to make pornography for women), VNS Matrix knuckled down to the task of taking on 

this most masculine of computer-based pursuits. ^Z/A^e«; Gen (1993) was conceived 

originally as a parody, but developed into a rhetorical expression of VNS Matrix's desire 

to invert dominant male-centred ideologies to do with computer culture. Inspired by 

cyberpunk motifs of monolithic data-bases, corruptive viruses and hacking. All New 

Gen became the means for VNS Matrix to commandeer interactive media in the name of 

Facing page: 
VNS Matrix 
All New Gen 1995 
interactive CD-ROM 
littp://lx.sysx.org/vnsmalrix.lUnil 

the 'Gamegirl ' .^//A'CM; Gen was nothing remotely like the familiar, prototypical shoot 

'em-ups and platform-pursuit games in the manner of Super Mario or Sonic the 

Hedgehog. With its suggestions of a new generation and a new gender, this was an 

interactive 'terrain of propaganda, subversion and transgression', the goal of which was 

not to amass the biggest score. Rather, it was a political battle for cyber-hegemony in 

the 'contested zone' of the computer network. The central character of Gen is a version 

of the strong female heroines of cyberpunk fiction, such as Wil l iam Gibson's Molly from 

Neuromancer (1984). Disembodied and infecting the network, she is an 'intelligent 

mist' and we are invited to collaborate wi th her in a quest to infiltrate and corrupt the 

VNS Matrix 
Brave New Girls 1991 
digital image 
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VNS Matrix 
All New Gen 1993 
inleraclive CD-ROM 

databanks of corporate networked culture, symbolised in the anonymous figure of 

Big Daddy Mainframe and his minder. Circuit Boy (a 'technobimbo' whose fetishised, 

headless body is a satiric inversion of the representation of the female body in popular 

culture). In bringing down the network of Big Daddy Mainframe and his rule of phallic 

power, the seeds of the New World Disorder w i l l be sown. 

With its mix of cyberfeminist subversion, wit and sense of play,/!//A'ea; Gen was an 

important component of VNS Matrix's vision of a less exclusive cybercultural future. 

Subsequent game prototypes such as Bad Code (1996) or the Bitch Mutant Manifesto 

(1996) continued the collective's now famous '(girl) monstering' of cybercultural 

phenomena. VNS Matrix offered a perspective on cyberculture in which media art could 

function tactically as wel l as aesthetically. Assertive, viral and leading by example, they 

offered a strident, threatening way of thinking about technology in gendered terms 

that, ironically, was a powerful critique of the very idea of gendering technology in the 

first place. 

Continuity, innovation and transition are the complementary forces that are necessary 

for the development or coherence of any emerging movement in art. The key concepts of 

interaction, interface and immersion that have come to be identified with media arts in 

the 1990s and beyond had previously been articulated and explored in relation to a 

range of arts practices, many of which had little to do with computers. 
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Facing page, top and middle: 
Linda Dement 
In My Gash 1999 
interactive CD-ROM 
vvww.lindadement.com 

Facing page, Ijoltoni row: 
Linda Dement 
Tales of Typhoid Mary 1991 
interacUve CD-ROM 

is an important difference here between being marginalised and identifying oneself 

as marginal. Media arts continue to be an important social space in which the politics 

of this difference is actively played out and explored. Cyberfeminism and indigenous 

media are examples of adaptive and activist sensibilities of difference, aimed at giving 

a voice and participation to social groups seeking to practice art in the context of a pre

dominantly white, male-dominated computer culture. Narratives of sexual and gender 

politics, identity and race, are explored in the work of cyberfeminist and indigenous 

media artists as subject matter. But such collectives and artistic communities have also 

been active in promoting the establishment of supportive and collaborative networks 

that enable their members to participate in the new spaces of artistic expression made 

possible by digital technologies. 

Grrrls' stories 
Cyberfeminist politics and poetics were conspicuously associated with the emergence 

of interactive fiction and other modes of electronic writ ing in the early 1990s. Cyber

feminism was, in fact, an index of Australia's enthusiastic embrace of information and 

communications technologies. It encapsulated the sense of the digital age as a new 

frontier that was open to anyone, a form of affirmative social action that particularly 

empowered women to feel that they could participate fully in what the digital age had to 

offer. A new space race had begun and cyberfeminist artists demonstrated that women 

were very much at the forefront of its exploration. 

Cyberfeminism proactively situated women in relation to electronic culture generally 

and the emerging forms of 'new media' expression in particular, such as mulUmedia. 

Concepts such as cyberspace were still being defined and understood at this time and 

emerging practices such as hypertext fiction had no traditions to which they had to defer, 

either in literary or gendered terms. Accordingly, they were regarded as new formations, 

digital tabulae rasa on which to forge different kinds of social relations and to write of 

female experience from a cyberfeminist perspective. Th i s appropriation of the digital 

as a space of expression rather than a space of control, was described by VNS Matrix 

member Virginia Barratt as a 'rupture in the system', the successful co-optation of a 

previously mascuhne, info-tech dominated sphere of computer culture. 

The work of Sydney-based artist L inda Dement is a good example of such a rupture. 

Dement's important trilogy of works from the 1990s, Tales of Typhoid Mary (1991), 
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Linda Dement 
Cyberflesh Giiimonster 1995 
interactive CD-ROM 

Cyberflesh Girlmonster (1995) andlnMyGash (1999), explores the relationship between 

the physical body and the body politic, the social gendering of bodies as feminine or 

masculine, queer or straight. As with VNS Matrix and other cyberfeminist artists. Dement 

is interested in the role of computer technology as a positive force of social change, 

capable of disrupting repressive stereotypes to do with identity. Her work is a powerful 

attempt to seize a provocative space for female identity in relation to technology. Inter

active technologies allow her to celebrate, reclaim and exaggerate female otherness, 

interpreting it as a threatening form of difference, the 'monstrous-feminine'. 

Tales of Typhoid Mary is the story of a dangerous woman. It is an affronting, extreme 

work that is not for the faint-hearted. Tales of Typhoid Mary is a confessional work and 

there is an uncompromising honesty in the way it exposes, both Uterally and meta

phorically, the disturbed and disturbing inner life of its central character. Typhoid 

Mary's stories are deeply personal, detailing memories of childhood sexual abuse, 

incest and revenge fantasies that collide and intersect with her own tendencies towards 

erotic sexual violence with her lovers. The ambivalence of being a victim and a perpe

trator of sexual violence is expressed in a distinctive 'blood and clutter' aesthetic that 

suggests a series of surgical procedures on the psyche. Organs and limbs are splayed 

open by retractors and clamps for our inspection. Yet their arrangement as images is 

highly ambiguous. We encounter self-consciously staged spectacles of gleaming viscera, 

beads, silk and metal. Our interaction with each image is a strange and unnerving kind 

of voyeurism that is both medical and sado-masochistic. As we scan each image it is 

overlapped by diary entries, poems and fragments of narrative (which we are prompted 

to print out). The juxtaposed progression of images brings to mind a slide-show, a series 

of snapshots from a deeply personal space of pain. These vignettes are at once erotic and 

violent, ugly and beautiful collisions of experience in which striptease and mutilation 

figure prominently. 

Cyberflesh Girlmonster continues Dement's interest in making computer technology 

visceral , interpreting it as a traumatic space of organic and psychic threat. To construct 

the animated, cyberflesh chimera for this work. Dement set up a stall during ArUsts' 

Week of the Adelaide Festival in 1994. She then invited about 30 women to 'donate' a body 

part of their choice, in the form of a digital scan, as wel l as a recorded sound or sentence 

to do with the chosen part of their body. In this respect the work is highly biographical. 
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telling the story of a broader movement and sensibility to do with the body, identity and 

technology, since many of the flesh donors were prominent Australian cyberfeminist 

artists. The scanned body parts were then digitally manipulated to form mutant bodies 

that crawl and scuttle around the screen as we interact vsdth them. 

As with Tales of Typhoid Mary, there is no overt structure of navigation in this work, 

apart from the initial instruction to 'click once on a monster'. We are actually seduced 

to engage with the work, by images of sumptuous red lips that invite us to 'press here' 

or 'touch here' as we scroll the cursor over them. Each girlmonster evokes an implicit 

theme of desire or revenge, of sexual violence or lesbian fantasy. While Dement's mena

gerie of monstrous-femininity has a macabrely comic feel about it, its combination of 

sensuality and violence can be unsettling. The explicit nature of the work came to the 

attention of the Australian Government's Office of F i l m and Literature Classification, 

which decreed that the work was 'not suitable for those under 18 years of age'. When it 

was exhibited as part of the Burning the Interface: International Artists' CD-Rom Exhi

bition in 1996, it was password protected and had to be activated by a gallery attendant. 

With a title such as In My Gash, Dement was bound to attract a formal Restricted 

classification. I n this work the physical rupture of flesh is a metaphor for psychic dis

turbance, for internal states of despair and self-destruction. We interact wi th the work 

by entering into the body of the unnamed subj ect through a series of four alarming and 

sexually suggestive wounds, which for Dement are portals to nightmarish states of mind, 

the suicidal inner life of a 'depressed and dangerous girl ' . The opening screen reveals 

a pulsating, vaginal looking gash, which is accompanied by a narrative fragment that 

materialises sentence by sentence. We are not invited in, but rather are prompted to 'go 

in ' . The distinction is an important one. The third-person mode of address reinforces 

the sensation that we are silent witnesses to something unfolding, rather than partici

pating with someone in a dialogue of self-revelation. E a c h screen is hke a multimedia 

stage of memory, in which particular organs or parts of the body tell their stories of vio

lence and horror. Oppressive, ambient sound loops heighten the overwhelming sense 

of personal distress. 

As we delve more deeply into the stories, we encroach upon intensely private, re

pressed areas of experience. As with both Tales of Typhoid Mary and Cyberflesh Girl

monster, there is a strong voyeuristic quality to In My Gash that, at times, can be 

Moira Corby 
GOGZI 1998 
interactive CD-ROM 
wvvw.moiracorby.com 
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disturbing. But at the same time there is an honesty in excess of candour, a completely 

uninhibited, total exposure of self that dares us not to be squeamish. 

In this sense In My Gash is representative of cyberfeminism's laying claim to tech

nology as a space of expression, a deeply personal story space where otherness and dif

ference can be encountered on their own terms, as i f for the first time. 

Cyberfeminism has been important in contributing to the broader proj ect of feminism 

of untangling the complexities and subtleties of identity, sexuality and gender from 

social and cultural stereotypes that have for centuries masqueraded as truth. Moira 

Corby tackles this problematic issue head-on in her 1998 work GOGZI (Girls Own Gir l 

Zone Interactive). I n GOGZI, Corby is interested in exploring the ways in which female 

identity has been defined in terms of male perceptions of the female body as an obj ect; 

which , in turn, is reinforced by cultural representations such as mythology, history and 

contemporary mass media. I n GOGZI, Corby explored a cultural rather than physical 

anatomy of the female body. Drawing on images of the female body and its meanings 

from Eastern and Middle-Eastern mythology. Renaissance mysticism, folklore and fairy 

tales, GOGZI is a repository of fetishised body parts that have historically signified the 

feminine. It allows the user to make choices from these parts to create and enjoy their 

own 'ideal female sel f . Corby draws on the model of the facial identikit, wi th its grid of 

interchangeable facets, as the motif for a drag-and-drop approach to alternative body

building. And what strange, hybrid bodies emerge from the 'grrrls ' full-body zone, 

which celebrates the data-streaming of the gendered self as a discretionary act rather 

than a fixed, prescriptive essence. 

L i q u i d iden t i ty 

You j oin GashGir l . 

Home of the Puppet Mistress 

A baroque Venetian vi l la overlooking a leafy canal. Th i s is the sanctuary of the 

Puppet Mistress and Her enslaved companions Holly and Claude. A place of beauty 

and sadness. 

Holly guides you through a labyrinth of rococo rooms, illuminated only by candles. 

Th i s kind of address should be familiar to anyone who had spent even the briefest 

amount of time online in the text-only multi-user domains and chat rooms of the early 
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The Contested Zone 
A long wintered n i^ t in the Contested Zone 

Her biological membrane shivered as she multiplied through a possee of Virtual Activists, protesting the latest scam by some Euro Data Deviants 

She was late 
She was always late 

I f she survived to be a Cortex Crone she'd still have trouble shifting from dormant to active modes 

She sensed some quivenng data nearby and scanned a tnbe of D N A sluts, her sisters in slime A rapid alpha e;:change and she was back, on the look out for Circuit 
Boy. a fehshized repbcant of the perfect HuMan HeMan. a dangerous technobimbo 

She setf-rqjkatcd towards the banks of the Heavy Medal Boys - the Mbs Minders of her arch enemy. Big D a d ^ Mamframe. 

The Triple Temptation of Circuit Boy . • . 
Abject feigned sleep, her thighs slightly apart, her left breast uncovered 

She favoured a non-Iinear approach 
Her were subtle 

Circuit Boy tended her biological components, practising ethereal modes of convergence in his downtime 

He partitioned his R A M . slowing hjs response tones to match her requirements 

She was highly encrypted, he became e::pert at decoding 

Tlieu- --Jfjenrc rtOTS'" grew so dense it became impossible to kjiow who was in control 

I am my own freak show 
My devoted puppets do my bidding 

I am : hthought replicating across - ! u abprii-e. ri"-' -JX-.I >- < preying on virgin code from every culture I can sink my fangs into 

I slide tfarou^ a one buodred reali^ checks, hnak one thousand locks, enter ten thousand rtcm;. u^nsper poisonous ideas to an infinite number of -

Top and middle: 
Francesca da Rimini 
The Contested Zone 1993 
online interactive 
vwvw.sysx.org/gashgirl 

Bottom: 
Francesca da Rimini 
I Am My Own Freakshow 1994 
online interactive 

1990s. Prior to the graphic user interface of the World Wide Web, text-based exchange 

on the Internet was an important and innovative example of collaborative, networked 

story-telling. Decentred communities of hkeminded people were able to congregate 

in, build and explore shared imaginary environments. Distinguished by a clipped and 

suggestive economy of words, these were virtual worlds in the truest sense of the term, 

appealing exclusively to the imagination in the way that fiction has always done. The 

second-person mode of address entices the visitor to enter, as i f they have been singled 

out personally to participate in a fictional scenario. We quickly realise, however, that we 

are in no run-of-the-mill chat space to do with dungeons and dragons, moderated by 

benign wizards. We have entered the domain of the Puppet Mistress, a dungeon of a very 
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different kind. Th i s excerpt from I Am My Own Freakshow (1994) is a ghmpse into the 

ongoing, hypertextual world of Francesca da Rimini, which she describes as 'a continual 

refolding of fiction'; a labyrinth of time as we l l as space, commenced in the early 1990s 

and still extending its dimensions. In Talesfrom the Puppet Mistress (1994-95) she des

cribes this fictional world as a 'continually morphing zone in Deep Space Slime where 

cyberfeminists, data deviants and pathogenic vectors engage in pleasurable distractions 

of the virtual flesh and projected imagination'. Th i s is no place for newbies. 

da Rimini is a veteran denizen of online chat communities and hypertext fiction 

environments. She was one of a number of international pioneers who experimented 

with fictional discourse in the very first multi-user domains such as LamdaMOO, which 

went online in 1990. da Rimini was particularly interested in the role-playing aspect of 

such domains, their promotion of play, anonymity and the ability to take on different 

identities. As a cyberfeminist and founding member of VNS Matrix, the concept of 

identity as multiplicity appealed to her conviction that the online environment was a 

space in which social stereotypes of gender could be totally redefined; in which men 

and women alike could act out fantasies of self and become whatever they wanted to be. 

Identity was fluid, endlessly changeable and, for women in particular, an empowering 

use of networked computer technology. It is not, therefore, in the nature of this artist's 

work to be identified in terms of a single name, least of al l Francesca da Rimini . So to be 

consistent wi th her absolute commitment to liquid identity as a characteristic of peo

ple's lives in networked society, 1 shall refer to 'her' (for she is always female) in terms 

of hervarious online personae. 

Liquid_Nation was particularly interested in the ways in which participants in 

online chat communities were using such spaces as expressions of hidden desires, erotic 

fictional improvisations that ranged from genuine psycho-sexual fantasy to explicit 

porn. In early works such The Contested Zone (1993) she adopts the persona of a cyber-

femme hacker, a cyborg intent on corrupting man-made data and taking control of men 

wherever she finds them in cyberspace. In I Am My Own Freakshow she is the preda

tory, lascivious dominatrix, the Mistress of Detestable Pleasure. Th i s persona becomes 

even more sexually aggressive, transforming into the voracious, sado-masochistic 

Puppet Mistress. GashGirl has noted how such personae were 'reverse engineered' from 

her experience in online virtual communities and the kinds of exchanges that were 
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