Outer images: Selected stills from the
GRL's first kaser tag session, which took
place in Rotterdam. The GAL calls its
projector-computer-laser combination a
“weapon of mass defscement”™

Balow: The GRL custamilsed a lormes
US school bus at California’s Maker
Faire. The outside was decorated with
Throwies and pens by graflii artiss,

fair visitors and children.

electrifying urban cot. We meet the Framkensteins o

gratfiti. But have they created a monster?

They work in a lab, they make circuits, and they're

where our job is to brainstorm
ideas. It’s a nice gig” evan roth




conductive paint. The result was impractical

and unrefined, yet radical. Given r hours

I'L-r installation and testing, graffiti could now
1 rpnrare ::lr-‘ul[r:,r Thu LEI'I" ru-‘dred 1o tl"e

or blink.
electron
interested in tactical to hat harked back to
traditional graffin,”

The GRLS nesxt innovation wasn't quick to
put ups il was instantaneous. Throwies were a
blindingly simple hardware hacke a battery-
powerced LED taped to a magnet that's then
thrown (hence the name) onto all manner of
metal surfaces - from buildings te cars 1o bridges
“Throwies was the stupddest, simplest way we
»-:ﬂuld cheaply embed electronics into the ¢ity,”

1ys Roth, The project flew through the blogs.
Sr.-c-rt the GRL's own Throwie sessions were
joined on YouTube by copyeat films and, more
interestingly. technological developments. “The
project went beyond us” Roth Other crews
and activists on the web made modifications. Now
you can find instruction prything from
flying Throwies o ones that blink Morse code.”

Up in lights

While the social ¢t of Throwies surprised
and inspired, the GRL became frustrated by the
project’s over-simplicity. Throwies was an
affordable means of public celebration but had
little communicative potential *“Peop T just
making buildings look like Christmas, We didnt
want to just make stuff that looked cool on the
internet = we wanted activists to use it,” Roth
sighs. In & cruel irony, the technique was hijacked
not by subversives but companies like Coca-Cola.
To the GRL, th S a travesty. 1ts open source
methods were designed to éngage and empower

RIGHT: A GEL
member kolding
the Night Writer:
a device for
slamping
magnetie LEDs
o walls, cars
and amything
with the right
kind of metal,

simple but eye-
catching mink-
campalgn by
the GHL.
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ABOVE: While touring LA, the GRL took the opportunity o
brand itteld onto icoaic street signs.

LEFT: The Homeland Advivory Tower was a temporary
iecgrallarioe on a New York aparement block The GRL was
attempting to highlipht and limpodn thee US terror alert soale.

technology in a number of workshops around the
US, including at Maker Faire, a Californian DIY
ey festival. “You put all these cute lights
faces and they'd go nuts. Then you'd
v theey would use it. Suddenly all these
hackers are thinking beyond their computer
bers Roth. “We wanted 1o
introduce ideas amed from graffiti to
hacker culture. It was hike grafhti outreach. ™
Thes 1L ernply stat is, even if the
soundbites appear pre-rehearsed. The GRL has
collaborated with va Ommnities, helping
visually articulate their argurmnents on a public
stage. AVONE was a graffit writer impounded by

although not satirising it per say. When US
liberaks campaigned to impeach Dick Cheney,
'th GRL was roped in to help The lal ;
SETWTiler m o profesters,
projects in line with a laser pen’s beam —real-
tirmee light graffis.
Unlil Electro-

“We wanted to introduce ideas we'd e

dynamic, intuitve

learned from graffiti to hacker culture. 377° "
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It was like graffiti outreach” evan rom o

use for i

citizens to reclaim public space and challengethe  RIOHT: The MNight Writer pre-
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; PROP anta n metal surfnce : f | | the NYPD. Unable to raise 34 000 for bail he Digital democracy writ large, one might say.

The GRL ra-pc nse was innovation. Night FAR RIGHT: The GRL collaborated L TR, | _ : = l:l.u1lll£'d. to the GRL. The team wheeled out its Laserwriter is a powerful tool for free speech -
Wi with the Anti Advertising Agency to : i projector for a show of solidarity that publicized Jetterson would be protd — but ilS ODENNEss has
Fiey a stick, pre-loaded with cover New York aubway video seroons : g
ther inane visual grandstanding r‘l.

Throwies arranged into letters. The target metal with foam stencily. The project was coe ' : it ; = -
surfaces remained the same but whare Throwies UL cheapest and meost affective. = stallations, = wojected mixiure of profanities, corporate logos,

) : : : g iollar symibo b seen in
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Jackass-tech form of satire, hardly absurdist
enough to sit alongside Peter Cook or Chris
Morris’s work. But this is, in a way, the Aaw and
beauty inherent to open source platforms and
projects. The megaphone’s flow is far more
diverse than "old media', but is it worth listening
to? Moreover, the GRL cannot control who adapis
its tools — whether corporate or anti-capitalist — or
what they say with them. The lab'’s enemies are as
close as its friends.

Freedom of speech
The GRLs own messages are regularly naive, but
its underlying sentirment is spol on: more volces.
It's a feeling that comes across speaking with the
comfortably articulate Roth, too. Self-deprecating
put-downs (“Graffiti writers
things to say than us") shew the GRL can take
criticism besides dishing it out. The lab’s aim of
“stopping pecple going home every mgnt and
turning on the TV, seems worthy in this context.
Seen as a small component of the wider visual
landscape it's difficult not to support the GRL's
owverall output, even if you disagree with its
individual staternents. There is little artistic or
political merit to a 15 storey-high dancing baby,
for example. The once-ommipresent wen
animation was displayed when the GEL

/e more interesting

manipulated a building’s light-studded facade.
Some would argue that an uncurated loop of
GIFs (of which the baby formed part) wasted this
civic canvas. Those detractors would be missing
the democratic pleasure of such an act, and the
ndicuiousness of seeing a green intant straight
from Godzilla's créche.

Not all the GRL’s projects are brash, however.
Light Criticism was a poetic little campaign that
challenged New York's subway advertising. Black
foam was pre-cut with letters and placed over the
offending LCD screens, The holes let through

light from the ads behind, obscuring the video
and revealing stencilled letters. “Advertising =
graffiti”™ was a problematic way of comparing the
two forms of communication — are the GRL
trying to say graffiti is ‘bad’ like ads? The project
touched an optic nerve. "We're at war with
advertisers, but particularly with guerrilla
marketers = they're the bane of our existence,”
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“There’s an old graffiti saying
that it’s easier to get
forgiveness than permission.
We live by that saying” evanrot

ABOVE: POV Cam is a low-fi tool to
document Eraditianal lagging séssions.
It's simply a disposable video camséra
[they have everyihing in the Sintes)
attached to a visorsd helmet

RIGHT: When the GRL tock part in
the: prestigious Ars Electromica
techmological cuiltiare Festival in Auastria,
they didn't anticipate meeting GRL
Vienna, the organisalion's first
International Gt

But the reality is that advertising s multiplying

AS oUr emimnméent becomes mcTeasngy

eazential An unhealthy monooulture could be
further averted by an amendment to the kaw
What if every S0th billboard was given over
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L exploited in Rotterdam

ould even be rotated o spread the benefits

Inspiration

n lieu of such a law, the GRL plays ava

le. It opérates on the fringe of criminality
though, ironically, Eyebeam receives funding
m some of the America’s biggest companies
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LED TRRONTES And TRE BASTOM BOMB SCAPE

Corparate plagiarism is an ever-present annoyance for the GRL...
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ABOVE: The GEL muy be ren by two oo members, Bot it
takes people on-board for various projects, and o gaining
imternat | enterest constantly In & b years’ tme the GRL
will b micre of & ghobal movement than & vinghe <y team
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FROJECT YOUR TAG

Turn your laptop into a laser-tagging system for creating stunning light
displays. THEODORE WATSON shows you how to get up and running...

Graffiti Reseanch Lab's open source Laser Thyg 210 softwane It uses a
camera o rack the position of a laser pointer and then prosects the

tagging system described here should ondy be used wnder controlied conditions.
away from public aness and never against bulldings with people inside. If you

Tmmmﬂmmnmwmm Flease remember, laser tagging can be extremely danperous. The Laser.

tag back onio the surface to allow you to wiite massive Lags” across

heard surfaces. To build such a setup you'l first need a fast laptop (PC or Mac),
ideally with & decicated praphics cand that can connect to an external monitor
Then you can download the necessany open source software Fom www
praffitiresearnchlab com

Next youll need & video camera that can connect to the Laptop. Equipment
‘with manual controls terd to be a kot better at tracking the laser than ones that
automatically adjust the image depending on how bright it is. Youll need a
[proyector (amything over 2000 hemens will work well) to display your image and
a laser posnter that's between SMW and S0MW in power.

For this guide we're using an Asus P95 laptop with a Logitech Messenger
camera, a Benq 2,500 kemens projector and a TOMW green bster pointer. For
barger scale projects you'll need a brighter projector and a better camera,
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wanit bo experiment. plesss only uSe projectors bess than SMW in power: Laser
Lapging is also Megal: please cnly try # 6n your owm property oc with the property
CATHET S COnEsent.

For more information on Laser tagging and 1o $6¢ the software in action viss
WWWLMLORICS et

a Written by Theo Wazson, wwrw mrusnics net. brsges on this page counesy

of Graffiti Research Lab L ASE R Tag credits James Powderly, Evan Roth,
et Wstwon, Leon: Reid, Hell and the Mobille Broadcast Unis (MBLU) with
LASER Tag Pryload

You can download the Later Tag 2.0 softwase fom




Set up a projector

Start by setting up the Laser Tag software on a Mac or PC...

Setting up the profector on & PC: The Laser Tag software is sef up to

work with the projector acting &% an extendéd desktop 1o your laplop’s
main display. If you have a PC laptop and an NVIDIA graphics card, you
need 10 34 your display to use Horizontal Span mode and set the total
display dimensions to 2048xT68. [f you don't have Horizontal Span, look
into Realtime Soft’s UtraMon which works with all graphics cards

Setting up the projector on a Mac: Set up the projector to be to the
right of the desktop and then launch the Laser Tag application, type
Command + [.] then check the box that says Use Extended Desktop. Once
this is done, quit the application and the settings will be saved to your
preferences. Set both your laptop's display and the projecior to 1024x768

and you're ready 10 go

Create a laser tag

Experiment with cool laser-tagging effects in your home...

To effectively track the laser you need to dissble the camera’s Auto
White Balance, Auto Exposure and Backlight Compensation. In the
Laser Tag software you can Rt the :'L| key to bring up the camera settings  of the projection arca. Use your mouse 1o drag the comers of the white projection quad so i

box. Go through the settings and set a3 much as possible to manual
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Mow you're ready to align the camera and the projector. Run the Laser [ag sofiwarne
and hit the [F] key to enter full-screen mode. Now press the Spacebar to show the edges

fits the area you're projecting onto, Hit the [5] key 1o save your seflings

I

In the top-left corner of the scroen you can see the
3 video panel of the camera. Make sure the camera
is covering the whole projection area and is in focus. If
you can see the four comers of the projection quad with
the carmera, drag each cormer of the yellow camens
quad 30 they lne up. If the camera image is 1oo dark 1o
soe the corners, pet a frend to beamn the Lyser ot cach
cormer and drag them in that way. Save your settings

Make your own brush

Yo can Sesign your own brush shapes for the Laser Tag
software. Design it an 3 whate brush on 3 S4x84 pooel black
Ibackground. S it as o PNG B i the Data /Brushes
folder of the Laser Ty applcation and you can whe i ext
irrae you) Langnechy the soffware

[dorks]

You can clear the projected tag mamually by
6 pressing the [D] key, but thit can be inconmeenbent
Indtead, set up AN area just outside the "Work. area as a
button that chears the prosection when hit with the
laser. Enable this function in the Clear Zone Settings
that shows up as a red box in the video panel. Adpist
the x, ¥, width and height propertics and position it
somewhere outside of the progectson anca
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In Tracking Settings star ofl with saberation at
4 rero. See if you can distinguish the laser just by
adjusting the brightness (value) threshold alone.
Note: Reducing the brightness in the camera sctings
to the point where only the Laser is visible can make
this easier. I you are still séding a lot of white noése in
the tracking pancl, try using the Sat Threshold to track
by colour. Hit the [5] key to save your seitings
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Now it's time to Customise your tags. There are
7 three basic brushes - the PRG, the gralf ketters
and the vector = which are selectable in Brush Mode
The PMNG utilises uter-created PMNG files to draw with
Add your own brushes by saving them to the Daga/
Brushes folder. Then use Whach Brush Image 1o
switch the image, and Brush Colour 1o change the

drarwing cobour

_;i-:‘ e
You should now be able to tag. When you're
tagging. Lthe prq’mrd ‘paint” shauld abwirys
appear to comée from the location of the laser poing
If this doesn't happen, repeat Step 3 to re-align the
carmera 1o the proection arca. [ the tracking seems
jerky, try adjusting the tracking settings wntil the
motion seema nice and smooth

DRI

For added realism, go to the Drips Settings and

bring your tags to ke as you write/draw, Once
enabled. you can adjust the bevel of ‘drippiness’ and the
speed of the drips with the other settings. B30

Projection tips

If you're projecting cutside, try 8o pack & purlece that has o
e armionant of arbbent gt and pvoid Rarfeces with a bog
of windows or glaws. Sometimdd white Surfsces arfe not
ahargys the beit. & smannch, grey stode can actually produce
a muach higher- OISt Propicton
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