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Streaming Out 2 - Tyneside Cinema - Pixel Palace  

(Dominic Smith) 
 

 

START AUDIO 0:00:02 
 

Dominic: Hello. I’m Dominic. I run the Pixel Palace. The Pixel Palace is a creative 

digital media programme at Tyneside Cinema in Newcastle upon Tyne. 

 

We develop commissions.  

 

This is an image of a recently commissioned piece entitled Mariner 9 by 

artist Kelly Richardson. It’s one of our largest commissions to date and it’s 

50ft by 9ft. It was way too large to exhibit in the cinema space, so we had 

to exhibit it elsewhere. And this is relevant for a reason I will discuss later. 

 

We also run a residency programme. We run regular talks and interactions 

via a regular event called Datarama in which artists and hackers meet and 

exchange ideas. We also run a young-people’s digital-media programme 

called The Factory.  

 

But I’m here today to talk about another thing we do. A streaming radio 

project we developed called basic.fm. basic.fm stands for broadcast, art, 

sound and independent culture. But before I go into any detail about this 

project, I’m going to explain why we did it. 

 

It’s no accident that this project was developed in a cinema. Cultural 

anthropologist Victor Turner agued in 1979 that film is the dominant mode 

of liminality for electronically advanced societies.  
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 Well, things have advanced a bit since then. But it can be argued that 

cinema was the first multimedia experience with each frame on a roll of 

35mm film acting as a discrete sample of a moment of time. Cinema, up 

until the advent of digital projection, was not a continuous media. 

 

But now cinemas are becoming digital. That was something that began for 

us at the Tyneside Cinema in around 2007. A very interesting thing 

happened not long after I began working there. One of the projectors 

broke. It stopped playing the film half way through. The bulb was fine, so 

we had to call in the company who had supplied the projectors to have a 

look at it. And they didn’t send us a mechanic, as they might have before 

2007.  

 

No. They sent a Linux nerd. On asking, I found out that not only were the 

projectors running on a stripped-back media-focused Linux distribution but 

that they could also ingest film via FTP. This had been switched off back 

then, by the way, by the providers. 

 

But to this day, the majority of films arrive at the cinema on a hard drive 

delivered by a man in a van.  

 

So back to 1979 and back to Turner.  

 

Cinema is no longer our dominant liminial space. We are, via the stories 

we tell each other every day. Often in 140 characters or less. This is made 

possible by instant access to networks in which we are the continuous 

media. 

 

So we have a situation where we now have network digital projectors in a 

cinema. Cinema can potentially re-establish itself as society’s subjunctive 

space. And yet everybody is behaving as if nothing has changed. 

 

So what’s radio got to do with any of this? 

0:03:15 
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 Well, the situation I’ve just described is not a simple one and I needed to 

find a way into it. I needed to find a way to bring an expanded R&D team 

to the problem, to interact with it and, to put it simply, to poke it and see 

what happened. 

 

So the best people that I knew for this job were artists. Artists are always 

the best people for that kind of job. 

 

And this brings me to Dürer’s Rhino. This is a woodcut of a rhino executed 

by Albrecht Dürer in 1515. Dürer created this work after reading a written 

description of a rhino. He’d never actually seen one when he made this. 

And this print was copied many times to the extent that it became 

regarded as a true representation of a rhinoceros. 

 

This is immediately similar to the situation I outlined earlier. I needed to 

find another medium which copies previous incarnations of itself. And that, 

screamingly obviously, was radio.  

 

So by engaging with that medium, we would learn lessons about live 

media. We’d learn about how to make something meaningful. By working 

with artists to hack radio, we would learn how to break out of old 

behaviours in a way that could be brought back and expanded upon within 

the cinema. 

 

So there were some early experiments with streaming. Both audio and 

video. We streamed directors’ talks. The first one we did, we streamed a 

director of Monsters. There were about 100 people in the auditorium for 

that. And about five listened online. Which was just slightly disappointing 

to say the least. And we kind of really scratched our heads and tried to 

figure out why.  
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 Why did nobody care? Why did nobody really give a monkey’s? Why did 

nobody care when it was so easy to listen to it at home, yet people were 

prepared to come out in the barren wastes of the North and come to a 

cinema in large numbers to hear this guy talk? 

 

So we thought about context in which we’d presented it. 

 

The next opportunity that presented itself was Mike Hodges. The director 

of Get Carter came to the cinema. This time we played with the context. 

Sadly, the iconic car park from Get Carter had been knocked down by this 

point by about six months. You know, six months earlier. 

 

So we commissioned an augmented-reality company, Vector76, to rebuild 

it in Second Life. And we streamed the conversation live to a virtual 

screen in a virtual car park in Second Life. And there were about 250 

people viewed it by just changing the context. 

 

And we learned a lesson by that. You can’t stream whatever to your 

existing website. Nobody wants that. They’re used to going to your 

website for another reason.  

 

We began a process of kind of bootstrapping a radio station from this point 

onwards with an identity which was basic.fm. And just to explain, 

bootstrapping refers as – if anybody doesn’t understand that. But when 

you switch your computer on, it triggers a very small program that then 

starts a more complex program, and a more complex one, and a more 

complex one until you have a graphical interface that you can interact with 

in a meaningful way. And that’s what we were looking to do via radio. 

 

 

(Audio plays) 
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 I have decided that I would like to have a bit of fun with this tape recorder 

just as you had. If it sounds good, I may well leave it on tape and let 

you hear it, which is more than I can say for you. However, if it sounds 

rubbish, I hope we can find a way to take it off tape before you can moan. 

 

 

Dominic: We lost the sound quality. The radio stuff is better than that. 

 

So the first thing we did to set the tone was to commission artists to make 

the hold music while we were setting up. So this was an open commission 

and, judging by the responses we got from this, that were received on this, 

it was immediately obvious that we had some amazing potential. 

 

You just heard a piece, the very start of the piece, by sonic artist Mark 

Vernon where he’d collected all sorts of tapes that people made in their 

own houses. You know the stuff. The DJ tapes you made as a five year 

old, etc., etc. He collected all these and made like a half-hour-long piece 

that we could loop over the course of a day with it. 

 

And we continued to do that, as I’ll explain. 

 

And one month’s work represents 744 hours for us. And that’s a long time 

to fill. Because we have the commitment to broadcasting 24 hours a day 

365 days a year with this. 

 

So the first large project that we worked on really was Radio Boredcast 

with artist Vicki Bennett, who goes by the name People Like Us. And Vicki 

was co-commissioned by Pixel Palace and AV Festival 12 to produce a 

one-month-long broadcast, i.e. 744 hours. This was streaming audio in 

response to the AV Festival’s theme, slowness. It played with the notion of 

boredom. However, the trick with Radio Boredcast was that it wasn’t 

boring. 

0:08:56  
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 We learned a number of important lessons at this point. One of them 

being how hard it actually is to run a radio station. 

 

One of the most poignant, meaningful moments during Radio Boredcast 

was the weekend tribute to Peter Christopherson who had been 

commissioned to produce some work for AV 12, but sadly passed away 

before the festival. I’ll let Vicki explain here. 

 

 

 (Audio plays) 

 

Vicki Bennett: This is Radio Boredcast with AV Festival 2012. And 

I’m very pleased to be able to present a remembrance of Peter 

Christopherson which we’ll be broadcasting from now until right through 

the day and night until 5:45am UK time when Chris Watson will bring us a 

dawn chorus from Sukau, Borneo especially for Radio Boredcast. 

 

My remembrance of Peter Christopherson as a remembrance is a 

personal one as well as being a fan of his work. Peter Christopherson, or 

Sleazy as he is better known to people familiar with him, I’ve said on many 

occasions through the years that everything that he does is brilliant. That 

he’s really good at everything he does. And that’s a really rare thing for 

someone to be able to cross over different genres of creativity and to be 

really good at all of them.  

 

 

Dominic: I realise you’re just looking at a static image, but there’s another piece of 

audio that I’m going to play that kind of puts that into context and explains 

how we did that. 

0:10:25 
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 (Audio Plays) 

 

Andrew Lahman: You are listening to Radio Boredcast. And hello. I’m 

Andrew Lahman and for your listening pleasure, I give you an eight-hour 

playlist of all things ‘sleazy’ for the special memorial happening tonight for 

the wonderful and magical Peter Christopherson, or more affectionately 

known as Sleazy. 

 

What I have compiled for you are selections of all Sleazy’s bands. That’s 

Throbbing Gristle, Psychic TV, Coil, Threshold HouseBoys Choir and 

Soisong. But these have been spliced with tracks taken from his iTunes 

library and his iPod, which he listened to a lot. I’ve also included a few rare 

tracks and possibly unheard tracks. So I hope you can find them and 

enjoy those. 

 

So, don’t stop whatever you’re doing. Whether you are doing the laundry 

or cleaning house or working away on your latest masterpiece, turn up the 

volume and enjoy this massive session of all things Sleazy. 

 

  

Dominic: Okay. So as you just heard, the show was made using music form his 

iTunes library and his iPod. And on our server, it looked a bit like this. 

 

So what we have is we have work copied to our hard drives from his 

collection, which raised the question, because it’s digital, and a copy, does 

it lose its value and meaning?  

 

I recently talked to a group of museum professionals about this and I tried 

to persuade them, quite passionately, that they should be accessioning 

N3U files, playlists.  

0:12:07 
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 The care and attention we pay to this process in our everyday lives, the 

way we share them, and the way we choose to share them, is where we 

find the meaning in this work. The process is critical, it’s passionate, and 

everybody involved cared deeply about it and it really showed. 

 

There are stories that we all have and things we all care about and we’re 

sharing them on a daily basis now. We’re just beginning to scratch the 

surface of that via basic.fm and looking for new ways of revealing this 

meaning. 

 

I’ve joked occasionally about Radio Boredcast, as it was a process of 

enlightenment via ordeal. But every time I say this, it’s kind of less of a 

joke. There was more emphasis on the word ‘enlightenment’.  

 

So just for the pragmatic reminder, people in the room, here are some 

boring stats.  

 

So, as you can see, the month of March is the one that kind of spikes. And 

that’s when we did Radio Boredcast. We had close to 20,000 listeners that 

month. Over 20,000 if you include the associated podcasts, etc. 

 

And we have now archived this with WFMU. Vicki did such a good job of 

archiving it via WFMU that the British Library said, who had been 

interested in it, that they could no longer – there was no longer any point 

them doing it. So we kind of shot ourselves in the foot with that a little bit. 

 

And we were very popular in Tuvalu at this point. But I have no idea why. 

If anybody can help me understand that, I’d be really grateful to talk to 

you. 

 

So, yes, that’s enough of the boring stats. 

0:13:52 
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 We’ve since ran a number of partnerships, including the recent 128 

kilobits per second objects with curator Marialaura Ghidini of or-bits.com. 

The project explored objects in transformation across a variety of artistic 

practices, mediums and sites. We’re currently in the process of archiving 

this. But it again established new ways of working with artists in a 

distributed way using computer networks. It’s not only an exchange of 

files, but ideas and meaning also. 

 

And here’s a range of merchandise.  

 

So again, for those of you of a practical persuasion, we released a lot of 

this around the same time as the or-bits project. And Marialaura produced 

what was essentially an exhibition catalogue to run alongside the 

broadcast, helping us to formalise broadcast media as a legitimate place 

for our explorations. These were also distributed around Newcastle. But 

we have plans to experiment with national and international distribution of 

this. Because anybody can listen to this anywhere. We might be based in 

Newcastle, but it’s international in scope.  

 

We got window stickers. If it’s good enough for our local radio stations, it’s 

good enough for us. And beermats. But they got destroyed within two 

days I think. It was kind of distressing to go to the pub and see all this 

expensive merchandise just like that. 

 

Anyway, so what we have here is the layout of that schedule. So we use a 

system called Airtime by Sourcefabric. So our chain of tools is very simple. 

We work with Community Media Association to stream this. We 

programme it and schedule it via Airtime. And we use a WordPress site as 

the place that you go to find out how to listen. And it’s always kind of very 

pretty. It always reminds me of a rock face. By the time you’ve completed 

all of this, they’re like stratified layers of meaning and content. 

0:15:55 
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 So, moving forward, what is the future of basic.fm? 

 

Well, we’re just about to launch some more regular shows. Here you seen 

Sheena Revolta who is about to launch a show this week. It’s called 

Talking Dirty with Sheena Revolta where Craig, or Sheena, is interviewing 

some of the local characters from around the city and beyond. And we 

have a regular show by :zoviet*france: on Saturdays, repeated Sundays. 

 

And we work with a group called Signals who produce a show. And it can 

best be described as heritage DJs. I really love this show. What they kind 

of do is they’re two lads from Salford and they go for a walk somewhere to 

a historical monument and they pick a subject that they know nothing 

about at all and they haven’t got access to Google; they can’t get to 

computer network to say who is right. And they argue for this entire walk 

on this subject. And then they bring that recording back and mix in various 

bits of music. You can generally hear them doing more damage than good 

at the monuments as well, which is kind of… 

 

Yes, and we’re about to develop a project where we put a basic.fm radio 

studio in a gallery. At which point, reality begins to fold in itself entirely. 

And we’re looking at FM licences. But we’re looking at the possibility of 

touring basic.fm with a temporary FM licence. But I can’t tell you any more 

about that until it’s further developed. But please come and talk to me 

about it. 

 

And lastly, before I open to questions, we are looking for shows. We are 

looking for material. We’re looking for partners. So if this is of any interest 

to you, please get in touch. Please grab me before I get on the train today. 

Or get in touch with me via Twitter. So thank you very much. Cheers. 

 

(Applause) 

0:18:01 
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 No? 

 

Lighthouse: No? 

 

Audience: You talked about Airtime and use of the Community Media Association to 

technically enable the stream. For people who might not know what 

Airtime is and what the Community Media Association do, could you 

explain a bit? 

 

Dominic: Well, Airtime is an open-source radio scheduling software. It’s server 

based. It’s developed by Sourcefabric who are based in LA. However they 

work in a very interesting distributed way as well. So the people we deal 

with are based in Canada. So there’s never any problems, but if there ever 

is, I have to wait until Canada wakes up usually to get them ironed out. 

But that’s very rare if at all. 

 

And they’ve got a really interesting development model. I’d really 

encourage you to Google Sourcefabric and see what it is that they do. 

 

And fortunately, one or two people who work there used to be based in 

Newcastle, so if anything is wrong I can get on the phone to them and beg 

a favour. Which is always really helpful. 

 

And the Community Media Association develop independent community 

media, mostly radio based, and support small organisations and semi-

large organisations, around the country to broadcast not just streaming 

media but FM as well. And they have been so helpful to us throughout this 

whole process.  

 

They helped us get licensed, so that if we play copyrighted material, it’s 

legitimate. You’d be surprised how many streaming radio stations don’t 

actually take that step.  

0:19:42 
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 And it means that if we manage that process for people, it makes it easier 

for people to be creative as well. So they can come and say, “I want to do 

this show,” and they’re not worried that they’re going to be pirates. They’re 

not worried they’re going to be breaking the law. We do that for them. We 

file the reports. We make sure all of that is covered. So we just create that 

space for creativity while we’re doing it. And it costs about £300 a year 

tops. So, you know, it’s not megabucks. 

 

Lighthouse: Thank you very much. 

 

(Applause) 

 

END AUDIO 0:20:22 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


