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TITOLO IN ITALIANO: Maschere elusive: Un approccio semiotico ai mascheramenti contemporanei.

AsstracT: Elusive masks made by artists, designers, and creative citizens are more and
more worn during urban protests in order to elude facial recognition software used
for mass surveillance programs. The present article discusses some of the semiotic
functioning of elusive masks, starting from a exploration of the concept of ‘mask’
and its ritualistic collective functions maintained in contemporaneity. This will allow
to analysed some cases studies according to the first Peircean trichotomy, that of the
sign in itself, with the aim of understanding how masks respond to facial recognition
systems in urban contexts. The correlation between the natural and the artificial face
is also considered, paying particular attention to the transformations originated by
these masks, as an expression of resistance tactics against such computational sur-

veillance tactics.
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1. Introduction

Facial recognition technologies are becoming more and more common,
not only in preventing strangers from unlocking personal devices or ac-
quiring users’ private information — as in the technologies developed by
companies such as Apple and Amazon® — but also in monitoring citizens,
as commonly done by corporations and governmental agencies.

In the contemporary scenario, facial recognition is an emerging sharp-
ening tool where a vast number of strategies are deployed by authorities
against dissidents, protesters, terrorists or other possible threats to power
maintenance. It works by capturing the images of people’s faces, focusing
on the formal traits characterizing them. Artificial intelligence algorithms
then analyse such faces, combining biometric information with existing da-
tabases. In this context, where thousands of cameras are watching people
and sending their data to be analysed and remitted, it is hard to under-
estimate both the power of such technologies and the complex systems
of representation emerging from digital advances and from the incessant
current sign production.

The massive use of these automated technologies led to the birth of
anti-surveillance actions against authorities’ strategies. In Hong Kong, for
example, protests have arisen against the use of surveillance technologies
by the central government. This and other similar scenarios coincide with
the popularization of biometric art, allowing activists to perform and re-
write the act of recognition, in order to make visible such policies of con-
trol and “critically reflect upon the most advanced science and technology
about the face today” (Schiller 2020).

In different cases, the work of such artists generates facial masks to be
used during protests and which are able to elude surveillance software. For
this reason, the analysis proposed by this contribution is focused on the
description of the semiotic functioning of contemporary devices working
as masks, which, instead of simply hiding the wearer’s face, emphasize the
act of concealment by making a political statement about governmental
and corporate surveillance in public spaces.

These elusive masks, based on artistic writings of the natural face, are
designed by simply adding objects or other elaborate mechanisms to the

3. Specifically iPhone Face ID and Amazon Rekognition.
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face, in order to prevent the identification by facial recognition software.
Citizens who chose to wear them aim at transmitting a group idea: that
of remaining unknown, but only to the surveilling computational inter-
locutor. Therefore, these masks allow subjects to protect themselves from
“not being identified” rather than from “being seen” from other citizens.

In the first section of this paper, a brief analysis of the idea of cere-
monial or theatrical masks — those holding a ritualistic scope — will be
carried out. The goal is to offer a wider look of why, in contemporaneity,
these objects still possess a ritual nature: that of transforming the wearer’s
face, as a common and collective act within a particular group of people.
In a general way, a mask can be understood as a versatile cultural device,
intimately connected to performances of artistic, theatrical and ritualistic
natures (Turner 1982). Depending on the scope, a mask can have one or
these three functions at once, possessing religious and social significances.
Examples can be found in funerals, rituals of initiation, the invocation of
a deity or the worship of an ancestor.

Masks in contemporary performances of elusion do not follow tradi-
tional cultural or religious aims. Instead, the ritual function of anti-sur-
veillance protests is linked to the exhibition itself, which is close to the
mask’s theatrical background. We can refer to a ritualistic use of the mask,
when it carries out aesthetical and symbolic contents in performative acts,
and conceive it as an object whose make-believe nature becomes a means
of transgressing boundaries (Napier 1986). Nowadays, however, the pur-
pose of such artifacts is more correlated to remote viewing rather than for
the benefits of subjective and transformational experiences (Merrill 2004).

In the second section of the paper, the scope is towards the understand-
ing of the dialogic function of masks worn by protesters. In our view,
masks are not only to be considered as functional devices, responding to
the wearers’ need of not being recognized. They are rather communica-
tion artifacts through which it becomes possible to establish a polemical
dialogue with the authorities. The third and fourth section will focus in
the analysis of the semiotic functioning of elusive tactics, according with
De Certeau’s philosophy and, secondly, to analyze masks as dialogical de-
vices able to establish a communicative space between wearers, and thus
citizens, and the artificial interlocutor, the surveillance camera.

In the fifth section, some of the most outstanding anti-surveillance
masks are analysed and categorized into three groups, proposed in the
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frame of this article: masks that deform, masks that confuse and masks
that invoke. This review is carried out through the semiotic categories of
Charles Sanders Peirce, belonging to the first trichotomy of the sign in
itself: Qualisign, Sinsign and Legisign and to the various ways in which
masks can respond to surveillance technologies. The last part of the article
will allow to visualise, by the use of Greimas’ semiotic square, the opposi-
tion between human wearers and artificial cameras and also to draw, into
a coherent structure, the elusive tactics. We can therefore understand the
ways in which the natural face of the wearer is manipulated, concealed
and artificialized, with the scope of hiding the identity through three ways:
camoulflage, protection and facial denial.

2. Contemporary masks

The mask, — in greek prosopon‘, meaning in front of the other’s eyes
— can be understood as “a quintessential example of the psychological
expression of the human being” (Martin 2011, p. 722), serving several
important purposes in ancient and mother societies, but with different
meanings across cultures (Mack 2013). Donald Pollock suggests that the
mask, as a powerful semiotic tool, is a technique “for transforming iden-
tity, either through the modification of the representation of identity, or
through the temporary — and representational — extinction of identity”
(Pollock 1995, p. 584). The mask works, according to Pollock, by conceal-
ing or modifying the conventionalized signs of the self, in order to present
other values that would represent the “transformed” subject or a com-
pletely different entity.

Similar considerations are proposed by Anthony Sheppard, for whom
masks are “double in function, signification, and experience, serving sim-
ultaneity as tools for disguise and as markers of identity” (Sheppard 2001,
p. 25). Patrizia Magli (Magli 2013) argues that masks tend to delete the

4. Etymologically, the word “prosopon”, for ancient Greeks, referred to “in front of the eyes”
understanding the other’s eyes. The word assigns a character, something that is to be seemed, that
it is exposed (Magli 2013).

5. A quotation from the Italian version of The Book of Symbols (Il Libro dei Simboli), from
Tachen editorial. Original quote: “(...) € un esempio quintessenziale dell’espressione psicologica
dell'uomo”. The translation was made by the authors.
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face, erasing the individuality and proposing instead a social character, a
membership, a ritualistic religious function. This shape-shift process oper-
ated through the act of masking is not only reduced to a ludic or strategic
desire of hiding, but it can also allow, almost as a proxy agent, the entering
into an alternative dynamic or enabling an outside presence to come.

Masks, then, produce an effect on people by operating on the face,
transforming or simply avoiding to show the identity of the wearer by
remaining hidden, so “whoever wears the mask can transform into the
archetypal image that it evokes” (Martin 2011, p. 722). In Sri Lanka, for
example, grotesque demon masks were worn as a way to protect against
diseases. In China, Africa, Oceania and North America, masks have been
used to admonish, by presenting aggressive spirits of demonic nature’.

According to the aforementioned statements, in those acts of covering
the wearer’s natural face and adopting a public or symbolic one (Kak 2004),
the role of masks and rituals performances are intimately related. There,
the scope is often related in manifesting and apprehending a mythical or
sacred character, or in placing a specific moment into the domain of magic
and mystery, or eventually in representing the Ethos of a culture (Turner
1982; Sheppard 2001; Belting 2017). In traditional celebrations, “the mask
makes the disengagement from ordinary time and the connection to the
ancient and repetitive, which is the heart of ritual” (Kak 2004, p. 1)°.

However, since nowadays, since the act of masking has been readapted
to an environment increasingly mediated by digital technologies, masks
are not necessarily connected to rituals belonging to specific cultures or
geographies. They are instead always related to the constitution of a sort
of “ritual space™.

6. Same as the previous note. Original quote, in Italian: “[...] colui che indossa la maschera
puo trasformarsi nell'immagine archetipica che essa evoca.”

7. 'This information was taken from Encyclopedia Britannica. Article’s name: “The Functions
and Forms of Masks” (retrieved from: www.britannica.com/art/mask-face-covering/ The-func-
tions-and-forms-of-masks, accessed on 15 June 2020).

8. Ritual is, in its most typical cross-cultural expressions, a synchronization of many per-
formative genres, and is often ordered by dramatic structure, a plot, frequently involving an act
of sacrifice or self-sacrifice, which energizes and gives emotional coloring to the interdependent
communicative codes which express in manifold ways the meaning inherent in the dramatic leit-
motiv.” (Turner 2003, p. 126).

9. If masks were popular, for example, in rites of passage, mediating structures or welcoming a
supreme entity, in the present they could still be affirming its performance as ritualistic in, for example,
a group performance of confrontation through evasion and collectively moved by the same motiva-
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In this context, ritualistic masks do not communicate with a divine
figure or an ancestor but, instead, they lead to the emersion of other
meanings, by aesthetically rewriting the face through, for example, In-
stagram-like apps, selfie filters and self-design avatars. A fictionalization
of the self occurs in some occasions, especially when adding fantasy or
popular culture elements. This can be seen when protesters — as well as
people involved in illegal acts — wear super hero or villain masks in order
to transmit ideals of connotative order.

Such conjunction between human body and technology has therefore
allowed to highlight the performative aspects of collective spaces, since
the practices of camouflaging, face swapping, digital transformation,
among others, have become a constant of everyday relationship with dig-
ital technologies and social media platforms.

2.1 The Ritual function of contemporary masks

In the digital hyperconnected scenario, since many urban environments
are submitted to computational strategies of surveillance, elusive acts of
masking still keep some of the mask’s original function™. Elusive masks
configure a particular covering act: they do not hide the identity of the
wearer to other human subjects; their objective is instead to elude and
confuse facial recognition software installed in surveillance cameras. The
elusive performance of masking by protesters also deals with conventional
means linked to cultural narratives, allowing masks to generate other mes-
sages that can be efficiently received by a certain community.

Therefore, in nowadays’ rituals of masking, the wearers continue to
acquire something, while concealing their identities. When using or in-
voking other textual objects by providing resistance in not showing up,
the functions of these elusive masks rely on not-random strategies to spe-
cifically perturb the surveillance system.

Artists, designers and resourceful citizens have been taking advantage

tion. Visions as Giorgio Cipolletta’s, nevertheless, could contrast with this premise. According to him:
“The ritual power of masks is therefore lost. They no longer represent a synthesis of the self, but they
bear the social functions, they are worn to turn oneself into something else” (Cipolletta 2020, p. 94).

10. However, as deepened later in the article, though these masks are not related to the tran-
scendental or to a symbolical-continuous, they do not necessary enable a fictionalization of the
wearer identity.



Elusive Masks: A Semiotic Approach of Contemporary Acts of Masking 147

of social media and software programming as ways of acting and pro-
ceeding: they program, edit and design objects and masks with contes-
tation objectives. This aspect highlights the function of entertaining of
masks, which in many traditional culture was, indeed, indivisible from
ritual performances (Napier 1986).

It is not a surprise that the human face (together with its set of ex-
pressions) is fundamentally important in the work of contemporary art-
ists and designers. It is not only used to engage in constructing everyday
objects with a human look — as for the anthropomorphism in industrial
design — but also to achieve the contrary, that is to say, to disrupt the
human look and, by means of technologies, to cancel its perception from
surveillance devices rather than from other humans.

Which is, then, the connection between this “face hacking” through
elusive masks and ritual masks? Considering the premise that “any altera-
tion of the face can be understood as masking in the most general or met-
aphorical sense” (Sheppard 2001, p. 26) what differentiates an ordinary act
of masking from the ritualistic one is that the latter generates a metaphor
of transformation (Merrill 2004), creating a “privileged space of common
belief and understanding” (ibidem, p. 16).

Elusive acts of masking can even be perceived as a ritual in and of itself.
Merrill (2004) clearly exposes this matter when saying: “One’s preoccupa-
tion with the superficial decorative features of a mask overlooks the mask
maker’s intention in choosing certain materials with which to construct
not only the mask’s aesthetic image but, more importantly, to properly
align the medium of wood, leather, shell, etc.” (2004, p. 18). This situa-
tion occurs as well in the current scenario, even if, as later shown in some
cases, the software is providing the specific functions to the masks rather
than physical and touchable materials.

The ritual of contemporary elusive mask becomes an answering-back
since, instead of suppressing, covering or cancelling the identity of the
wearer, these semiotic operations are focused on how to create confusion
and how to manage the technologies crossing our spaces, highlighting the
whole system. This has opened the possibilities for citizens to elude social
recognition by working on the face which in a visual culture has been the
synthesizer of the body (Cipolletta 2020).

What we are observing, then, is a sort of performative battle for the
face, where the objective is the agnition — the recognition or discovery
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of identity — by fighting technology with technology. That is because
artists, activists or resourceful citizens are creating and proposing differ-
ent alternatives to manipulate our faces and be able to disappear from the
“machine’s” recognition.

Consequently, within this producing faces nonstop (Cipolletta 2020),
masks and faces are both confused when they are melted by the biometric
systems of surveillance. “Faces are omnipresent, they are everywhere and
they constantly produce new masks either of anonymous masses or dic-
tators” (Cipolletta 2020, p. 98). In this scenario, other manifestations and
uses of masks have been depicted, not only in the type of devices that can
be found, but also in the motivations regarding the act of masking.

3. Elusive masks tactics

The main peculiarity of elusive masks is their ability to elude facial recog-
nition software of surveillance cameras. This section will cover the analy-
sis of the semiotic functioning of the elusive process carried out by elusive
masks wearers.

In the seminal essay The Practices of Everyday Life (1980), Michel De Cer-
teau deals with the concept of “resistance tactics”, describing the set of ac-
tions — circumvention ones — and creative uses of strategies provided by
an institutional entity with governmental purposes. Through these tactics,
common subjects do not only reinvent their own reality and the space in
which they live, but they rather free themselves from the process of individ-
uation which reduce them to a mere computable element of the whole sys-
tem in a creative and not-prescribed way. By referring to facial recognition,
this process of individuation coincides with the ekphrastic description of
the person’s face — carried out by the biometrical analysis — that is being
reduced to mathematical coordinates and information.

A history of ekphrastic techniques used by authorities to describe and
reduce the natural body of the common subject — of which digital fa-
cial recognition technologies represent the latest form — can be identified
starting from the long tradition of studies of physiognomy. Throughout
the centuries, the best epistemological system for translating the natural
face (or other body parts, as fingertips) into biometric data has been done
by exercising a form of control on masses (Bertillon 1890; Galton 1892).
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It is clear that these epistemological knowledges, elaborated within a
semiosphere, have always been, in some way, determined and character-
ized by cultural bias. However, on the other hand, it is only through this
semiotic translation that a face or a body can be referred to a subject and
thus to an specific identity, by conferring ontological and social identity.
The ekphrastic recognition of the subjects’ faces is thus necessary to con-
fer them a social existence.

What is, then, the reason driving elusive masks wearers to disguise
themselves, and to deny their own identity to surveillance cameras? What
is the object of the anti-surveillance discourse advocated through these
urban performances?

As aforementioned, on one hand, we have the natural face, biologically
constituted, and, on the other, the biometric one, artificially constructed,
where the positioning of an in-between interface (the elusive mask) has the
goal to hide the natural face of the wearer. This process can be defined as
a visual interruption of the surveillance action which sabotage the biom-
etric writing of the citizen’s natural face.

The elusive act can be configured in different ways and it can has differ-
ent motivations, like for instance the denouncement of racial or gender
prejudices in facial recognition software, or the claim for privacy rights. In
this way, during the protests, citizens deny their own identities by cover-
ing their faces and refusing to submit themselves to a surveillance system
which reduces them to a set of mathematical coordinates but, at the same
time, they declare their own belonging to another ideology, by advocating
to a specific counter-discourse.

However, according to De Certeau, the act of resistance is not connot-
ed by violence and repulsion, and does not have the destruction of devices
(such as the physical infrastructures of video surveillance) as the target.
Instead, the act of resistance is a circumvention one, through which the
subjects learn to creatively use such devices in order to satisty their own
purposes: “although they remain dependent upon the possibilities offered
by circumstances, these transverse tactics do not obey the law of the place,
for they are not defined or identified by it” (De Certeau 1980, p. 29).

Through the production of elusive masks, these tactics become explicit
and express themselves in protests. It is exactly in this perspective that it
is possible to conceive elusive masks as dialogical interfaces and commu-
nicative tools, which do not aim to erase the controversial situation, but
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to stay within the system. This, by “speaking” and supporting a counter-dis-
course with the objective to adjust the social condition of citizens which,
in democratic societies, is usually defined in a collective way.

4. The mask as a dialogical entity

It may be useful to recall the difference between face and interface pro-
posed by Branden Hookway (2014) in order to understand in which way
elusive masks work as devices for concealing the identity and entering in a
space of dialog and protest with the surveillance cameras.

Firstly, he defines the interface as an entity “between the faces”, through
which a user carries out an activity within a circumscribed field, such as
the screen of a device. Secondly, the term interface is referred to as an act
of “interfacing with”. This would suggest that the interface constitutes
both a boundary and a place of encounter that actively extends between
social subjects, by separating them from what lies beyond the interface:
“the interface is both an interiority confined by its bounding entities and a
means of accessing, confronting, or projecting into an exteriority” (Hook-
way 2014, p. 9). The same shared definition of digital interface is the com-
munication device that allows the polemical dialog between the human
user and the computational and artificial machine.

Conceiving elusive masks as dialogical interfaces means therefore high-
lighting their agentive nature, the communicative intentionality that is
implied in their production as well as in their wearing act during an urban
protest. From a semiotic standpoint, it is precisely this agency, as it is ex-
pressed in the production and wearing of the mask, which produces sense.

For instance, it is clear that wearing a mask representing the face of
Guy Fawkes during a protest is radically different — and not only from
an ideological point of view — from the use of make-up techniques able
to confuse facial recognition software. Whereas the former inherits the
symbolic universe of the hacker’s imaginary which has been established
from the cinematographic text, the latter is an act of original production
and an artistic political action.

Understanding these masks as dialogical entities could also mean to
lead the facial recognition to enunciate itself, according to subversive ob-
jectives. For instance, the Data-Masks series by Sterling Crisping, analysed
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in the next section, are essentially based on the inverse re-enunciation of
the facial detection process; it is an artistic research which has led to the
printing of a series of masks which reproduce the detected forms in a face
by facial recognition software.

Finally, it is interesting to observe that, from an etymological point of
view, a synonymous of the verb “to report” is “to denunciate”, which is
composed by the negative particle “de” and by the verb “enunciate”: the
most interesting artistic texts in this field are, in fact, the ones that lead the
facial recognition software to enunciate itself, in a negative sense, by mak-
ing this operation the central object of the artistic discourse.

5. A Peircean approximation: Cases Studies of Anti-surveillance Masks

Following the abovementioned a deeper analysis about how such devices
develop their functions — semiotically speaking — is considered manda-
tory. Starting from the classification of signs proposed by Charles Sanders
Peirce, it is possible to examine the case studies exposed as follows, in or-
der to understand the mask as a sign and its relation with itself. According
to Peirce’s theory, all signs are organized into three trichotomies:

First, according as the sign in itself is a mere quality, is an actual existent, or is a
general law; secondly, according as the relation of the sign to its object consists
in the sign’s having some character in itself, or in some existential relation to that
object, or in its relation to an interpretant; thirdly, according as its Interpretant
represents it as a sign of possibility or as a sign of fact or a sign of reason.

(Peirce 1998, p. 291)

For the purposes of this article, the focus will be on the first trichoto-
my, that of sign in itself as a quality, an actual existence or a general law,
in order to offer a first approximation of the reasons why these contempo-
rary masks, understood as signs, are motivated. The sign as a quality, what
Peirce called a Qualisign, “is a quality which is a sign” (1998, p. 291). The
Qualisign answers to the global situation of things as qualities, what is as it is
without considering any other thing, simply the quality that it embodies. It
is a feeling, a sensation, the first impression. For example, the color yellow.

Next, comes the sign as an actual existent, the Sinsign: a thing or event
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that does not consider any law. It implies two things acting on one anoth-
er, in the here and now, and for that reason it possesses the syllable “sin”
meant to mean “existing only once” (idem). A Sinsign also possesses sever-
al Qualisigns. It is the reaction of one thing against another, independently
of any reason. For example, a yellow fallen leaf.

Finally, the general law, that Peirce defined as Legisign, is a “law that
is a sign [...] usually established by men” (idem) so according to this, all
conventional signs are a Legisign. This category requires Sinsigns, that is to
say, every “Legisign signifies through an instance of its application, which
may be termed a Replica of it” (idem). It could be said that this typology
of sign is a regular and a universal. For example, many yellow fallen leaves
in the ground can be a sign of a specific season, Autumn.

In order to carry out such an analysis, this contribution proposes three
categories of masks: masks that deform, correlated to Qualisigns, masks
that confuse, correlated to Sinsigns, and masks that invoke, correlated to
Legisigns. It is important to clarify that these categories do not intend to
analyse the direct action that these masks have on the users’ faces, but
rather the effects that they generate on the surveillance mechanisms, for
which they are targeted.

5.1. Masks that deform (Qualisign)

They are basically a set of forms and reliefs that do not follow any signi-
ficant patron, but only pictorial sensations. The masks entering into this
group act as Qualisigns because they do not give any other information
besides what can be perceived in the moment: a shape or a colour. Any
device portraying an abstract or unidentifiable object to the recognition
system will enter into this category.

This can be appreciated in The Surveillance Exclusion Mask (Fig. 1) de-
signed by Jip van Leeuwenstein, “a lens-shaped mask”, similar to a helmet,
that eludes the algorithmic recognition while still allowing humans to read
facial expressions and to identify the wearer. The dispositions of random
objects blur any biometric result, offering to the camera a non-coherent
image, unable to transmit anything since any potential face is portrayed.
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Figure 1. ]. van Leeuwenstein (2016) The Surveillance Exclusion Mask.

Figure 2. A. Harvey (2010) CV Dazzle.

A similar case is given by the London-based artists CV Dazzle™ (Fig.
2), a facial make-up technique firstly pioneered by Adam Harvey, involv-
ing the design of irregular geometric shapes and of strong aesthetic im-
pact, able to blind the facial recognition software but leaving the face vis-
ible to the human eyes. The combination of hair extensions, accessories
and gems, disrupts people’s faces, creating fake contours and obscuring
its features. The artist and activist’s motivation is not to make the pro-
cess of recognition difficult for another individual, but rather to sabo-
tage the biometric analysis carried out by facial recognition software.

In another case, Isao Echizen, a professor at the National Institute of In-

11. www.cvdazzle.com (accessed on 15 June 2020).
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formative in Tokyo, created the Privacy Visor'* (Fig. 3), a safeguard against
security cameras capturing someone’s face without permission. Here,
LED lights act as a shield in the procedures of detection. Once again, faces
could be easily recognised by other humans. The evasion is achieved “by
the photographed subject wearing a wearable device — a privacy visor —
equipped with a near-infrared LED that appends noise to photographed
images without affecting human visibility” (Echizen 2012, p. 2).

Similar functions can be found in the Reflectacles Privacy Eyewear.
This device blinds CCTV security cameras that rely on infrared for the
night vision. The glasses block the biometrical software by reflecting a
full-light and unrecognizable shape, which is not even a face, whereas a
human wouldn’t have any problem in recognizing the wearer.

Figure 3. I. Echizen (2013) Privacy Visor.

5.2. Masks that confuse (Sinsign)

In order to avoid facial recognition, these masks show a face which is not
the right one. The category of Sinsign is perceived since a range of shapes
allow the software to perceive a face. It is a real, effective fact, associated
with the experience of seeing all the elements and relating them, all to-
gether. The cumulus of qualities, then, reveals a face, but it does not have
any legal record and it cannot be tracked, since that face is randomly pla-
ced as a device to distract the surveillance software.

12. http://research.nii.ac.jp/~iechizen/ official/ research-e.html (accessed on 15 June 2020).
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The Wearable Face Projector” (Fig. 4), presented by the designer Jing-
cai Liu, is part of a research project called Dystopian Future, where she
and other students created different prototypes about privacy and identity.
The aim was to propose different products, offering the possibility of stay-
ing anonymous in a fictional and futuristic world where facial recognition
is something to be serious about. This mask works providing a completely
new appearance, shifting “rapidly between faces being projected”**. The
result is that there is no law: the face does not correspond to the civil iden-
tity of the person, making detection practically impossible.

Figure 4. Jing-cai Liu (2017) Wearable Face Projector mask.

These types of masks are not only found in expositions rooms. URME
(Fig. 5), by Leo Selvaggio, has been a very innovative resource already
used and reproduced — within similar projects — by many people. This
3D scan mask replicates Selvaggio’s face, eluding any attempt of facial
recognition by making the camera system track only one face — himself
— worn, simultaneously, by other people in many places. As he clear-
ly explains, this prosthetic device attributes every single action made by
whomever is wearing this mask, to him:

13. http://jingcailiu.com/wearable-face-projector/ (accessed on 15 June 2020).
14. Retrieved from Jing-cai Liu’s personal webpage.
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With facial recognition technology being widely used nowadays, rather than try
to hide or obscure one’s face from the camera, these devices allow you to present
a different, alternative identity to the camera, my own. When you wear these
devices the cameras will track me instead of you and your actions in public space
will be attributed as mine because it will be me the cameras see.

(Selvaggio, 2014)"”

Figure 5. L. Selvaggio (2014) URME mask.

5.3. Masks that invoke (Legisign)

We can finally refer to this category of masks when the strategy to elude
surveillance comes from a cultural recognizable object or by something
that can be categorized. In this case, Lévi-Strauss’ perspective (1975) res-
onates, when assuring that masks play a central role in creating myths
because they illustrate narratives.

Such devices respond to Legisigns because the association made be-
tween the mask and an object represents a law. That is to say, after care-
tully examining the mask, the interpretant of that sign links it to a specific
figure, an operation or some cultural narrative. Here, then, the observer
gives it a character of law, even if by doing so the mask acquires new
meanings, losing part of the initial content.

This can be seen with one of the most characteristic protest devices in
contemporaneity: The Guy Fawkes’ mask. It became a global mainstream

15. This quotation comes directly from Indiegogo, where Leo Selvaggio describes his prod-
uct: www.indiegogo.com/ projects/urme-surveillance-developing-devices-to-protect-the-public# /
(accessed on 15 June 2020).
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in 1988 — almost 400 years after the real Fawkes died — when Anon-
ymous used it as a personal mask because of the Epic Fail Guy meme.
Its popularity was also due to Alan Moore and David Lloyd’s movie “V
for Vendetta” (2005). However, this mask has become a cultural artefact
because it generally communicates a social cause or an act of rebellion.
Therefore, besides hiding an identity, an implicit message unfolds. Similar
cases can be found in the Joker’s and Money Heist masks.

The Data-Masks series™ (Fig. 6), created by Sterling Crispin, possesses
an innovative strategy: it brings transparency to surveillance and biometric
techniques used today. These masks, although abstracts, are not random
forms. On the contrary, there are complex reasoning and operations in
them. The Data Masks have a message inscribed, as the result of a biom-
etrical analysis already carried out on people’s faces. The way these masks
work is by confusing facial recognition with its own language. Although un-
readable to the human eye, they represent a recognition already developed.

Figure 6. S. Crispin (2015) Data-Masks series.

The last example provided, the Facial Weaponization Suite designed by
Zach Blas'’, denounces biometric facial recognition by making “collective
masks”, modelled from the aggregated facial data of diverse participants,
resulting in amorphous devices that, as the Data Mask, cannot be detected
as human faces by biometric facial recognition technologies.

16. www.sterlingcrispin.com/data-masks.html (accessed on 15 June 2020).
17. https://zachblas.info/works/facial-weaponization-suite/ (accessed on 15 June 2020).
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They also put into evidence the inequalities and cultural bias these tech-
nologies contain. For example, the pink one, called the Fag Face Mask, is
generated from the biometric facial data of many queer men’s faces. As
well, the black mask manifests the inability of biometric technologies to
detect dark skin.

Figure 7. Z. Blas (2012) Facial Weaponization Suite.

6. Socio-semiotic trajectories of elusive tactics

In order to map the socio-semiotic trajectories that are articulated in tac-
tics of elusion, in practices of masks” production and in their collective
and performative uses, the construction of a semiotic square will help us
to focus on the semantic opposition between the natural face and the arti-
ficial one, produced through biometric analysis. Through such processes,
the wearer’s agency is expressed on a formal level through the manipula-
tion of the natural face.

On one hand, the subject who perceives to be watched claims for the
irreducibility of the natural face and he does so by denying his own face
and rejecting the ekphrastic description carried out by facial recognition
software. However, each elusive tactic configures different formal manip-
ulations of the face, by establishing different polemical relations with the
authoritative entity.
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The semiotic square to trace the manipulation tactics of the natural face.

A silicone mask like the one used by Clauvino da Silva — the Brazilian
criminal who in 2019 tried to escape from Rio de Janeiro’s prison, wearing
a mask of his sister’s face — can be associated with a practice of circum-
vention, configured as a camouflage, to the extent that the natural face has
been hidden and replaced by another one, which has been produced. In this
case, the elusion marks a transition from a natural face to an artificial one.

The masks created by Leo Selvaggio as part of the URME project can
also be referred to as the same idea. Likewise, it is the artificial face of the
artist, transformed into a mask, the one that replaces and camouflages the
citizen identity.

A second elusive practice may be constituted by the one that is config-
ured as a manipulation of the natural face with the intent of claiming its
irreducibility to the biometric description: for this reason we have chosen
to conceive it as a production of a not-artificial face.

Unlike the type of previous practice, in CV Dazzle the face is not de-
nied or hidden, instead it remains visible and recognizable by the human
subject as a manipulated face. That is to say, it is not a camouflage prac-
tice. Rather, the irregular geometric shapes which constitute formal traits
of the mask are significant insofar as it identifies with a sort of idiolect,
and therefore it is addressed to a specific interlocutor: the video-surveil-
lance camera. The face is protected from the gaze of the machine but, at
the same time, it is enhanced, declared, exalted for the human gaze.

The group of artists who designed the make-up technique has also
promoted, a series of site-specific and silent walk performances (defined
in such terms by associating the sonic dimension, or rather the silence, to
the visual one, in order to indicate the people invisibility in front of the
facial recognition systems).

It is clear that, in the light of these facts, the manipulative acts of the
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face cannot be reduced to a mere practice of camouflage and elusion, but
they are inscribed in a more complex and articulated semiotic process, in
which collective and urban participation is associated with an ideology of
artistic resistance against a governmental system.

Finally, a third type of elusive practice can be constituted from all the
set of urban protests, violent or peaceful ones, in which the natural face
of the protester is covered and denied, but not replaced with another one.

For instance, when the members of the activist group Fight For Fu-
ture'® were protesting in front of the United States Capitol in Washington
against the massive adoption of facial recognition technologies, they wore
wearing white overalls, sunglasses and headgears. The essential point here
is that the protester’s natural face is not recognizable because it has been
denied and covered.

The same is true for the protesters who chose to cover their face with
scarves or ski masks: the face, in these cases, is not reinvented, recreated
or artistically produced. It is denied and the dialog is interrupted, since
this practice shatters the Western cultural rule where the face must be
shown in public places.

In this sense, this type of manipulation takes the form of a transition
from the natural face to a not-natural face. Referring to De Certeau, unlike
previous typologies, this is the only one that is not configured as a tactic of
resistance; rather it is a mere compliant one, to the extent that it constitut-
ed a rejection and a negation of the face itself, and therefore of the system
of biometric writing represented by facial recognition technologies.

7. Conclusions

The categories of masks analysed in the present article provide a different
point of view on the entire spectrum of surveillance systems. They have
been conceived as activators of collective urban rituals, able to lead citi-
zens and protesters to show their masked faces in order to elude facial rec-
ognition software. These masks still work as meaningful devices allowing
the wearer to reach other levels of experience by means of the dialogical
relation experienced with the mask itself. However, such elusions do not

18. www.banfacialrecognition.com (accessed on 15 June 2020).



Elusive Masks: A Semiotic Approach of Contemporary Acts of Masking 161

simply occur by suppressing, covering or cancelling the wearer’s identity:
the semiotic operations are rather concerned in understanding and man-
aging the ubiquitous technological artefacts.

Although the present article does not consider the socio-cultural con-
text in which the phenomena related to the use of these masks occur, it
would however be important to take into account the relationship be-
tween these masks with the work of artists and conceptual researchers.

Art and design are the privileged fields of experimentation of this type
of masks; however, in these cases, such practices are not strictly oriented
to the fictionalization of the self, or to the creation of another identity, as
in the case of traditional ritual or theatrical masks. They are rather ori-
ented to the spectacularizing of the denunciation act, which is enriched
with aesthetic qualities and performative values, and to the enunciation,
understood as a visible feedback to an invisible communicative process —
that of the surveillance — which, through the artistic act, becomes visible
and therefore aware and questionable.

Underlining the subversive potential of masking, this article aimed at
inquiring about the current processes in which shape-shifting is no longer
an act reserved to extraordinary events but a strategy based in aesthetical,
performative and ritualistic operations, in order to preserve one identity
while projecting symbolical cultural artifacts. This, however, opens a va-
riety of questions: could this represent a shift from Macho’s facial society
into a mask(ed) society? Or is the fate of the face, in the age of hyperme-
dia, irremediably connected to masks?

In critical reflections regarding the massive adoption of artificial intelli-
gence and facial recognition for governmental purposes, the social actors
mostly involved in elaborating a response to these phenomena are conceptu-
al artists, academics and activists. Through their own creations, they do not
only make the social and technological processes of mass surveillance explic-
it, but they also enable effective responses to the governmental strategies.

McLuhan’s suggestion indicates that “the ability of the artist to side-
step the bully blow of new technology of any age, and to parry such vio-
lence with full awareness, is age-old [...] The artist can correct the sense
ratios before the blow of new technology has numbed conscious proce-
dures. He can correct them before numbness and subliminal groping and
reaction begin” (McLuhan 1964, p. 66).

Several artists — as in the case of Jing Cai Liu, the creator of the Wear-
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able Face Projector — started from the assumption that facial recognition
software is fallible. For her, it is up to art to examine the technical and so-
cial functioning of these technologies and to make them visible for socie-
ty'®. As seen in other case studies, clothing can “dazzle” the software with
misleading shapes that stop the Al from knowing what it is looking at. At
the same time, they support a demystifying discourse, aimed at making
citizens and digital media users aware of the role of surveillance in con-
temporary societies.

The combination between these devices and the conceptual artistic
sphere is however particular, considering that what used by governments
or corporations is the artist’s own expressive instrument to face technolo-
gy with technology itself.

Such a motivation is very important when referring to the ritual aspect
of the contemporary elusive acts of masking. There, art and ritual should
not be considered as separated since artists’ work is an “attempted expres-
sion of transformation” (Merril 2004, p. 18) and “there is the hope that the
symbolism and meaning it conveys will generate a sustained alteration of
consciousness in which the realization of some higher meaning will make
itself known” (ibidem).
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and wearable technologies and he obtained an annual research grant at
the Interdepartmental Department of Territory Sciences at the Polytech-
nic University of Turin. Among his publications, the essays Digital Arts and
Humanities for Cultural Heritage (2018), Guidebook for Mirror Worlds: Poetics
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of Transparency in Augmented Reality (2020), and Augmented Consciousness:
Artificial Gazes Fifty Years after Gene Youngblood’s Expanded Cinema (2020).

Oguz ‘Oz’ Buruk, PhD, is an industrial product designer and completed
his PhD in Interaction Design at Ko¢ University — Ar¢elik Research Center
for Creative Industries (KUAR). His work has focused on creating novel
interactive environments for playful purposes. Specifically, he has worked
on topics such as playful and fashionable wearables, social touch in games,
gestural interfaces and transhumanism. His research on these topics has
been published in high quality venues of HCI and Design such as “CHI”,
“DIS”, “Visual Communications” and “International Journal of Art and
Design Education”. He joined Gamification Group in June 2018. Besides,
he is a Marie Sklodowska Curie Individual Fellowship Grant Holder with
WEARTUAL project, which focuses on creating design knowledge for ex-
tended reality wearables. Moreover, he also advises the activities of the
GArMEnt project, which is funded by Business Finland for exploring the
integration of wearables into mainstream gaming.

Eleonora Chiais, member of ERC NeMoSanctl team, holds a Ph.D. in
Language and Communication Sciences from the University of Turin.
She authored several essays, in particular concerning fashion and rituals.
She is contract professor in “Moda e Costume” (BA) and “Forme e Lin-
guaggi della Moda” (MA) at the University of Turin.

Gianluca Cuozzo ¢ Professore Ordinario di Filosofia Teoretica e Diretto-
re del Dipartimento di Filosofia e Scienze dell’Educazione dell’Universita
di Torino. B presidente della Societa Cusaniana, direttore della rivista “Fi-
losofia” nonché membro del comitato scientifico di importanti centri di ri-
cerca internazionali. E stato visiting professor presso numerose istituzioni
scientifiche internazionali tra cui I'Universita di Buenos Aires, I'Universita
Cattolica di Santiago del Cile e il Flemish Academic Centre for Science and
the Arts di Bruxelles. Studioso della tradizione umanistica-rinascimentale
e dei rapporti tra arte e filosofia tra ‘400 e ‘500 (in particolare di Cusano,
Ficino, Botticelli, Leonardo e Michelangelo), ¢ autore di una ventina di
libri e di circa 200 contributi scientifici. Ha dedicato alle questioni della
burocrazia e dell’ecologia le sue ultime monografie: La filosofia che serve,
2017; Castelli di carta: Kafka e la filosofia della burocrazia, del 2019; Mobilita-
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zione, burocrazia, normativitd (in dialogo con Maurizio Ferraris), 2019; Etica
dei resti, 2020. E in corso di stampa presso Morcelliana il volume Pensare
a tutto tondo: La metafora del rilievo scultoreo in Cusano, Botticelli, Leonardo,
Michelangelo e Cristoforo Colombo.

Enzo D’Armenio is a Marie Sklodowska-Curie Postdoctoral Researcher
(IF) at the University of Liege, where he conducts the research project
“IMACTIS — Fostering Critical Identities Through Social Media Archival
Images” on the languages of images on social networks. During its PhD in
Semiotics at the University of Bologna he worked on the rhetorical strate-
gies of intermediality, analysing a corpus of fiction films, documentaries,
and TV series. In the field of communication, aesthetics, and philosophy
of language, he has published papers for international scientific journals
(including “Versus”, “Rivista di Estetica”, “Médiation et Information”) and
book chapters in collection such as Perspectives in Pragmatics for Springer
and Extensions sémiotiques for Academia-I’Harmattan. He is the author of
the monograph Mondi paralleli: Ripensare Uinterattivitd nei videogiochi, pub-
lished by Unicopli in 2014.

Alessandro De Cesaris ¢ assegnista di ricerca in “Filosofia teoretica” pres-
so I'Universita degli Studi di Torino e collaboratore scientifico presso il
Collége des Bernardins di Parigi. Ha svolto attivita di ricerca in diverse
universita italiane, francesi e tedesche. I suoi interessi si concentrano sul-
la storia della metafisica (con particolare riferimento al pensiero classico
tedesco), sulla filosofia dei media e sull’antropologia della tecnica. Attual-
mente sta lavorando a un progetto di ricerca sugli immaginari tecnologici
relativi ai media digitali.

Dario Dellino is a PhD in Philosophy of Language. He is Assistant Lec-
turer with Prof. Susan Petrilli at the University of Bari "Aldo Moro” in
the following university courses: Philosophy of Language, Semiotics, Se-
miotics of Translation. He deals with cognitive theories applied to po-
etry and creative writing methodologies, semiotics, semioethics, educa-
tion, and translation. He delivers lessons regularly for undergraduate and
postgraduate students. He teaches “Theory of Argumentation” for the
Master “Philosophy, Politics, Economics™ at the University of Bari “Aldo
Moro”. In addition to writing as a journalist and author of fiction, he has
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published numerous scientific papers in the areas of theory of signs and
language.

Alfonso Di Prospero ha conseguito la Laurea in Filosofia nel 2001 e il
Dottorato nel 2010. Si occupa di temi quali il rapporto tra linguaggio e
pensiero, con le sue implicazioni per la semiologia, la logica, I'epistemolo-
gia e I'ontologia. Ha pubblicato un volume per Aracne, La forma del signifi-
cato: Saggio sui costituenti del pensiero, e uno per Il Sileno, Linguaggio e ordine
del mondo. E autore di circa trenta articoli su riviste a doppio referaggio
cieco, tra cui “Lexia”, “Studi di Estetica”, “Filosofia” (Mimesis Edizioni),
“Spazio filosofico”, “Quaderni di Inschibboleth”, “Il Pensare”, “Il Sileno”,
“Il Pensiero”, “Rivista Italiana di Filosofia del Linguaggio”, “Arete¢”, “Phi-
losophy Kitchen”, oltre che contributi apparsi su volumi della ETS (Pisa)
e della Bonanno. Ha tenuto seminari in convegni organizzati dalla Societa
Italiana di Filosofia del Linguaggio e dalla Societa Italiana di Scienze Poli-
tiche, oltre che dalla Scuola di Alta Formazione in Filosofia di Acqui Ter-
me. Attualmente lavora come insegnante nelle scuole superiori.

Maria Giulia Dondero, PhD, is a Senior Research Associate of the Na-
tional Belgian Fund for Scientific Research (ER.S.-FENRS), and Professor
of Visual Semiotics at the University of Liége. She is the author of four
books: Les Langages de l'image : De la peinture aux Big Visual Data, Editions
Hermann, Paris, 2020 (English augmented version: The Language of Images:
The Forms and the Forces, Springer, Dordrecht, 2020); Des images d problems:
Le sens du visuel d Uépreuve de l'image scientifique, with J. Fontanille, Pulim,
Limoges, 2012 (Eng. trans. The Semiotic Challenge of Scientific Images: A Test
Case for Visual Meaning, Legas, Ottawa 2014); Sémiotique de la photographie,
with P. Basso (Pulim, Limoges 2011); Le sacré dans l'image photographique
(Hermes, Paris 2009). She has published around eighty peer-reviewed ar-
ticles in French, Italian, and English, some of which have been translated
into Spanish, Portuguese, and Polish. She has directed twenty collective
works and special issues on photography, scientific and artistic images,
and on the semiotic theory of visual language. Maria Giulia Dondero is
Co-founder and Editor-in-Chief of the peer-reviewed Journal Signata: An-
nales des Sémiotiques / Annals of Semiotics (https://journals.openedition.
org/signata/) and co-director of the collection “Sigilla” at the Presses uni-
versitaires de Li¢ge. She is a member of the editorial board of several sci-
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entific journals, General Secretary of the International Association for Vi-
sual Semiotics IAVS/AISV) since 2015, and Vice-President of the French
Association for Semiotics (AFES) since 2013. She has been Visiting Profes-
sor at the University of Manouba, Tunisia (2012 and 2013); at UNESP-Ar-
araquara University, Brazil (2014, 2016, and 2019), at the National Institute
of Anthropology and History (INAH), Mexico, at Paris 2 Panthéon-Assas,
France (2019-2020), and at Celsa-Sorbonne Université, France (2020-2021).
Website Academia: https:/ /frs-fnrs.academia.edu/MariaGiuliaDondero.

Victoria Vanessa Dos Santos Bustamante is a PhD student in Semiotic
and Media at the University of Turin. She investigates emerging religious
practices in the digital space, contemporary paganism, human-machine
hybridization, semiotics and digital media studies. She holds a degree
in Communication Science from the Catholic University “Andrés Bello”
(UCAB) in Caracas, Venezuela, and a master in journalism from the Uni-
versity of Barcelona and Columbia University. She has worked asa TV and
press journalist and has participated in several conferences and seminars
in Europe and Latin America. Some of her more recent articles are: The
Digital and the Spiritual: Validating Religious experience through Virtual Real-
ity (“Lexia”, 2020); The Contemporary Cyborg: A Semiotic Approach to Digital
Hybridization (“Techné: Research in Philosophy and Technology”, 2020,
under press); “The Picturesque Cyborg: Hybridization in Digital Spaces”
(“Acta Universitatis Sapientiae”, 2020, under press).

José Enrique Finol es Licenciado en Letras (Universidad del Zulia, Vene-
zuela, 1972), obtuvo un DEA y un Doctorado en Ciencias de la Informa-
cién y de la Comunicacion en la Escuela de Altos Estudios en Ciencias
Sociales, Francia, y realiz6 un postdoctorado en Semiética y Antropologia
en la Universidad de Indiana, EUA. Es autor de los libros Semidtica, Comu-
nicacion y Cultura, Mito y Cultura Guajira, Los Signos de la Crisis, El Neoanal-
fabetismo, Capillitas a la orilla del camino: Una micro-cultura funeraria (en con-
junto con David E. Finol), y La Corposfera. Antropo-Semidticas del cuerpo. Es
autor de mas de ciento veinte publicaciones en libros y revistas arbitradas.
Ha sido profesor desde 1973 en la Universidad del Zulia, donde en 1984
fundé la revista Opcién y en 1997 el “Laboratorio de Investigaciones Se-
mioticas y Antropoldgicas”. Fue becario Prometeo en Ecuador y Profesor
de tiempo completo en la Universidad de Lima, Pert. Fue Presidente de la
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Asociacion Venezolana de Semiotica y de la Federacién Latinoamericana
de Semidtica; asi como Vicepresidente de la Asociacion Internacional de
Semidtica (2010-2014 y 2014-2019). Ha obtenido varios premios de inves-
tigacién y en 2009 recibié un Doctorado Honoris Causa de la Universidad
del Zulia. Ha presentado conferencias en mas de 130 congresos nacionales
e internacionales. Sus principales areas de investigacién estan vinculadas a
una visién antropo-semiética del cuerpo, de los ritos y mitos. Otros temas
estan vinculados a la publicidad, la literatura y la imagen. Muchas de sus
publicaciones estan disponibles en la web www.joseenriquefinol.com.

Gianmarco Thierry Giuliana ha studiato Comunicazione presso 1'Uni-
versita di Catania e ha poi conseguito la laurea magistrale in Semiotica
presso I'Universita di Bologna. Nel 2017 ha iniziato un dottorato in Se-
miotica e Media presso I'Universita di Torino con un progetto di ricerca
sui processi di significazione e sulle esperienze che avvengono nei giochi
digitali e nelle realta virtuali. Nello specifico si concentra sul rapporto fra
i processi (cognitivi, linguistici e narrativi) coinvolti nel veicolare il conte-
nuto culturale del testo attraverso le sue specificita tecnologiche e il senso
prodotto dagli utenti attraverso interazioni (spesso creative) e manipola-
zioni del software. Ha tenuto su questi temi numerosi interventi in Italia e
all’estero (Potsdam 2018; Aix-en-Provence 2018; Torino 2018; Sofia 2018;
Torino 2019; Siena 2019; Levi 2019; Lund 2019; Buenos Aires 2019), ne ha
scritto in diversi articoli scientifici su riviste e volumi di semiotica (“Digital
Age in Semiotics and Communication”, 2019; Lexia, 2020) studi letterari e
culturali (Presses Universitaires de Provence, 2021; Accademia University
Press, 2021) e game studies (DIGRA, 2018), ha di recente curato un libro
sul tema della realta estesa (Meaning-Making in Extended Reality, Aracne,
2020), e infine la sua ricerca lo ha portato a collaborare con associazio-
ni, realta aziendali pubbliche ed enti privati. Pitl in generale, si interessa
di cultura digitale e pop culture con un particolare focus teorico sui temi
dell'interpretazione, dell’esperienza, della narrazione, del ludico e del di-
scorso ideologico.

Remo Gramigna is a Post-Doc researcher at the University of Turin, Italy.
His academic research to date has mainly focused on semiotics, cognitive
and culture studies, communication, semiotics of culture, and history of
ideas. He obtained his Ph.D. in Semiotics and Culture Studies in Estonia,
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after which he spent two years serving as a Research Fellow at the Univer-
sity of Tartu. His scholarly interests include strategies of lying and decep-
tion in human interactions, distorted communication, and manipulation.
His current work focuses on the representation of the face across cul-
tures and media as well as on physiognomy. Another area of fascination
is fakes in visual culture, masking, and the simulation/dissimulation of
the human face. His recent publications include Augustine and the Study of
Signs, Signification, and Lying (2020, De Gruyter), Imagining Others: Decep-
tion, Prediction, and Disguised Intentions in Strategic Interactions (2020). He
has published in such journals as “Journal for Communication Studies”,
“Frontiers of Narrative Studies”, “Lexia”, “Sign Systems Studies”, “De-
Signis”, and “Versus”. He has been among the editors of “Sign Systems
Studies”, the oldest international semiotic journal.

Marilia Jardim is a Doctoral Researcher at the University of Westminster
(CAMRI, London) and Senior Lecturer of Critical Studies at the Univer-
sity for the Creative Arts (Epsom, UK). A semiotician, member of the
Socio-semiotics Research Centre (Brazil), her work focuses on the under-
standing of Fashion cycles as transits of values in their relations with so-
ciety and culture, concentrating on the matter of the body and dress and
the interactions resulting from this encounter.

Massimo Leone is Full Tenured Professor (“Professore Ordinario™) of
“Philosophy of Communication” and “Cultural Semiotics” at the Depart-
ment of Philosophy and Educational Sciences, University of Turin, Italy
and permanent Part-Time Visiting Full Professor of Semiotics in the De-
partment of Chinese Language and Literature, University of Shanghai,
China. He is a 2018 ERC Consolidator Grant recipient, the most import-
ant and competitive research grant in Europe. He graduated in Commu-
nication Studies from the University of Siena, and holds a DEA in His-
tory and Semiotics of Texts and Documents from Paris VII, an MPhil in
Word and Image Studies from Trinity College Dublin, a PhD in Religious
Studies from the Sorbonne, and a PhD in Art History from the Univer-
sity of Fribourg (CH). He was visiting scholar at the CNRS in Paris, at
the CSIC in Madrid, Fulbright Research Visiting Professor at the Graduate
Theological Union, Berkeley, Endeavour Research Award Visiting Profes-
sor at the School of English, Performance, and Communication Studies at



632 Note biografiche degli autori / Authors” Bionotes

Monash University, Melbourne, Faculty Research Grant Visiting Professor
at the University of Toronto, “Mairie de Paris” Visiting Professor at the
Sorbonne, DAAD Visiting Professor at the University of Potsdam, Visiting
Professor at the Ecole Normale Supérieure of Lyon (Collegium de Lyon),
Visiting Professor at the Center for Advanced Studies at the University of
Munich, Visiting Professor at the University of Kyoto, Visiting Professor at
the Institute of Advanced Study, Durham University, Visiting Professor at
The Research Institute of the University of Bucharest, Eadington Fellow
at the Center for Gaming Research, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Fel-
low of the Kite Hamburger Kolleg ,,.Dynamics in the History of Religions
Between Asia and Europe” (Bochum, Germany), Visiting Senior Professor
at the Internationales Forschungszentrum Kulturwissenschaften, Vienna,
High-End Foreign Expert and Visiting Professor at the University of Shang-
hai, China, Visiting Senior Professor at the Centre for Advanced Studies,
South Eastern Europe (Croatia), Visiting Senior Professor at the Polish In-
stitute of Advanced Studies, Warsaw (PIAST), Visiting Senior Professor at
the Freiburg Institute of Advanced Studies (FRIAS, Freiburg), Senior Visit-
ing Professor at the Paris Seine Institute of Advanced Studies, and Visiting
Fellow at CRASSH, University of Cambridge. His work on the semiotic
study of cultures, with particular enphasis on religion and images. Massi-
mo Leone has single-authored twelve books, Religious Conversion and Iden-
tity: The Semiotic Analysis of Texts (London and New York: Routledge, 2004;
242 pp.), Saints and Signs: A Semiotic Reading of Conversion in Early Modern
Catholicism (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2010; 656 pp.), Sé-
miotique de ’dme, 3 vols (Berlin et al.: Presses Académiques Francophones,
2012), Annunciazioni: Percorsi di semiotica della religione, 2 vols (Rome: Arac-
ne, 2014, 1000 pp.), Spiritualitd digitale: Il senso religioso nell’era della smateri-
alizzazione (Udine: Mimesis, 2014), Sémiotique du fondamentalisme : Messages,
rhétorique, force persuasive (Paris: 'Harmattan, 2014; translated into Arabic
in 2015), and Signatim: Profili di semiotica della cultura (Rome: Aracne, 2015,
800 pp.), A Cultural Semiotics of Religion (in Chinese) [Series “Semiotics &
Media”] (Chengdu, China: University of Sichuan Press, 2018, 210 pp.), On
Insignificance (London and New York: Routledge, 2019, 226 pp.; Chinese
translation 2019), Colpire nel segno: La semiotica dell’irragionevole (Rome: Ar-
acne, 2020, 260 pp.), and Scevd: Parasemiotiche (Rome: Aracne, 2020, 260
pp.), edited forty collective volumes, and published more than five hundred
articles in semiotics, visual studies, and religious studies. He has lectured in



Note biografiche degli autori / Authors’ Bionotes 633

Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and the Americas. He is the chief editor of
Lexia, the Semiotic Journal of the Center for Interdisciplinary Research on
Communication, University of Turin, Italy, and editor of the book series
“I Saggi di Lexia” (Rome: Aracne) and “Semiotics of Religion” (Berlin and
Boston: Walter de Gruyter). He directed the MA Program in Communi-
cation Studies at the University of Turin, Italy (2015-2018) and is currently
vice-director for research at the Department of Philosophy and Education-
al Sciences, University of Turin, Italy.

Gabriele Marino is Research fellow (“RTDa”) in Semiotics at the Universi-
ty of Turin, Italy, as a member of the ERC-funded project FACETS led by
Prof. Massimo Leone and focusing on the semiotics of the face. He deals
with music, online communication, semiotic theory. His latest publica-
tion is the monograph Frammenti di un disco incantato (“A broken record’s
discourse: Fragments”; Aracne, 2020), on the semiotics of musical genres.

Inna Merkoulova is Associate Professor, Founder and Director of the In-
ternational Center for Semiotics and Intercultural Dialogue at the State
Academic University for the Humanities in Moscow; associate Researcher
at the “Sense-Text-Informatics-History” team of the Sorbonne University.
Representative of Russia on the Executive board of the International Asso-
ciation for Semiotic Studies IASS/AIS; member of Paris Linguistic Society;
Doctor of Linguistics and PhD of Romance Philology (Institute of Linguis-
tics of the Russian Academy of Sciences and University of Limoges, under
the direction of Jacques Fontanille), Master-DESS “Language Engineering
and Information Society” (Paris-Sorbonne University, director Jean-Pierre
Desclés). She has also a high-level Russian-French translator’s diploma of
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In 2011-2017, she headed the Sci-
ence and Education Department at the Russian Center for Science and Cul-
ture in Paris. Her research focuses on literary semiotics and intercultural
dialogue, the theory of translation, the means of graphic expression in lit-
erature. Among her translations: Culture and explosion, by Yuri Lotman (In
French, Limoges, 2004); The Semiotics of Passions: From States of Affairs to
States of Feelings, by Algirdas Julien Greimas and Jacques Fontanille (in Rus-
sian, Moscow, winner of the “Pushkin” program of the French Embassy
in Moscow, 2007/2015); Refocusing Central Asia, by Frantz Grenet (in Rus-
sian, Paris, College de France, 2017). Her new book: Semiotics, Graphics and
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Enunciation in Contemporary French Prose (Moscow, 2019, in Russian; 2020, in
French; winner of the “Pushkin” program of the French Institute in Mos-
cow); in April 2020, she created an International Online discussion platform
on her university’s website, “Semiotics and Pandemic: conceptualizing ma-
jor challenges”, with the participation and publication in Russian of semioti-
cians from Europe, Middle East, Latin America, Australia. The multilingual
book under her editorship, New normality, new life forms: semiotics in the era of
crises (Moscow, 2021), summed up the discussion.

Ana Peraica is an art historian and theorist of art. She authored the mono-
graphs The Age of Total Images (Institute of Network Cultures, Amster-
dam, 2019), Fotografija kao Dokaz (Multimedijalni Institut, Zagreb, 2018),
Culture of the Selfie (Institute of Network Cultures, Amsterdam, 2017), and
edited readers after projects she co-curated and curated, such as: Smug-
gling Anthologies (Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Rijeka,
2015), Victims Symptom, PTSD and Culture (Institute of network cultures,
Amsterdam, 2009), etc. Her texts are published in anthologies, the most
recently; Fear and Loathing of the Online Self, eds P. Serram et al., Palgrave
MacMillan, 2020; The Iconology of Abstraction: Non-Figurative Images and the
Modern World, ed. K. Purgar, Routledge (2020); Learning in the age of Digital
Reason, ed. P. Jandri¢, Sense Publishers, Amsterdam, 2017. She contribut-
ed with encyclopaedia entries to The SAGE International Encyclopaedia of
Mass Media and Society, ed. D.L. Menskin (2019) and The SAGE Internation-
al Encyclopedia of Travel and Tourism, ed. L.L. Lowry. Her book reviews
are regularly published by “Leonardo Journal Electronic Review”. She is
regularly published in academic journals “Leonardo”, “Afterimage”, and
others, as well as in magazines “Fotografija”, “Membrana”, “Springerin”,
and “Pavilion”. She is a visiting researcher at Danube University Krems
and was recently a visiting scholar at History department of Central Eu-
ropean University (CEU). In addition to her academic and curatorial ca-
reer Ana Peraica also mantains the old photographic studio opened by her
grandfather in 1934 in Split, Croatia.

Gabriella Rava is a PhD student in Semiotics and Philosophy of commu-
nication at Charles University, Prague. She graduated in “Comparative
Studies” from the university of Turin, Italy, in 2017. Her doctoral research
analyzes a part of the cultural heritage of the present-day Northern Ire-
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land, specifically the corpus of murals, in order to investigate the ideolog-
ical process on which the opposed narratives of the Troubles are socially
built. Her area of interest includes the semiotics of culture, visual semi-
otics, the articulation of ideology in the contemporary societies and the
fields of heritage and memory studies.

Everardo Reyes is an Associate Professor in the Information Sciences De-
partment at the Université Paris 8 Vincennes-Saint-Denis, research member
of the Paragraphe Lab, co-director of the master’s in Digital Humanities,
and Vice-President for Digital Matters in Research & Education at Université
Paris 8. His research combines theories and methods grounded on visual se-
miotics, cultural analytics, and relationships between art, science, and tech-
nology. As a research fellow at Campus Condorcet, he conducts projects on
visualization of visual data using hypermedia technologies on the web. He
has authored, edited, and translated several books on digital culture. He has
also organized different conferences and exhibitions about digital media art.
In 2019, he served as Art Papers chair for the ACM SIGGRAPH conference
and edited the special issue in “Leonardo”, the journal of the international
society for the arts, sciences, and technology (MIT Press).

Nathalie Roelens is Full Professor in literary theory and European cul-
ture at the University of Luxembourg, head of the Institute for Romance
Studies, Media and Arts and course director of the Master in Secondary
Education (French section). Her recent works deal with urban semiot-
ics, geocriticism, ecocriticism, and complex thinking or diagonal scienc-
es. She published, amongst other: Le lecteur, ce voyeur absolu (1998), Eloge
du dépaysement : Du voyage au tourisme (2015) and edited or coedited the
collective volumes Jacques Derrida et Uesthétique (2000), Homo orthopedicus
(2001), L’imaginaire de Uécran (2004), Lire, écrire, pratiquer 'espace (2016),
Visages : Histoires, représentations, creations (2017), Das Paradigma der Inter-
kulturalitdt (2017), Chorographies : La mise en discours de la ville (2017), La sé-
miotique en interface (2018), La sémiotique et son autre (2019). She is member
of the international partnership Erasmus+ “Reading in Europe Today”
and board member of IAWIS (International Associate for Word & Image
Studies) whose next triennial conference she will organize at the Universi-
ty of Luxembourg, entitled “Sea and Water in Word and Image” (6"-12"
July 2021). https:/ /waterandsea2o21.uni.lu/ Together with Alberto Am-
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brosio, she runs the seminar “Revétir I'invisible: La religion habillée” at
the Collége des Bernardins, Paris: https:/ /www.collegedesbernardins.fr/
recherche/revetir-linvisible-la-religion-habillee.

Lorena Rojas Parma es Doctora en Filosofia, profesora titular de la Uni-
versidad Catolica “Andrés Bello”, Caracas, Venezuela, profesora de filo-
sofia griega, investigadora en el Centro de Investigacién y Formacion
Humanistica y coordinadora de la linea matriz de filosofia en la UCAB.
Es autora de diversas publicaciones en filosofia clasica, filosofia y litera-
tura y cultura digital. Entre las mas recientes: Deseo, pregunta y saber de si
(2018); La ficcion de lo bello: Eros digital (2019); “Callas in Concert”: Sobre el
holograma, el recuerdo y la presencia (2020); Hemos derrotado al olvido: Sobre la
inmortalidad digital (2020).

Antonio Santangelo ¢ ricercatore presso il dipartimento di Filosofia e
Scienze dell’Educazione dell'Universita degli Studi di Torino, dove inse-
gna Semiotica e Semiotica delle culture digitali. E anche il direttore ese-
cutivo del Centro Nexa for Internet & Society del Politecnico di Torino.

Elsa Soro is Post-Doc researcher at the University of Turin (Italy) within
the ERC Consolidator Project FACETS (Face Aesthetics in Contempo-
rary E-Technological Societies). She obtained her Ph.D. in “Language and
Communication Sciences” from the Autonomous University of Barcelona
in international co-tutorship with the University of Turin, after which she
worked as strategic advisor and board member at different ECoC (Euro-
pean Capital of Culture) candidate cities and as a consultant for the Stra-
tegic Plan for Tourism 2016-2020 for the City of Barcelona. She has spent
the last years lecturing in Semiotics of Communication at the Autono-
mous University of Barcelona and Marketing and New Media at Ostelea
School of Tourism (Barcelona, Spain) where she has been coordinating
the Master program in Events Tourism. Her current work focuses on the
representation of the face across social media and the facial aesthetics of
seduction in the online intimacy discourse. Her research interests include
also the digital representations of the face in current tourism practices.
Her latest publications include Online Dating on the Move. At the Intersec-
tion of Sexuality, Tourism, and Space representation (Channel View, 2020);
“Spazi (turistici) contagiati: Guardare oltre” (FACETS Digital Press, 2020),
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and Playful Tours: Digital Marketing and the Gamification of Tourism (“Lex-
ia”, forthcoming, with Mattia Thibault, special issue on Digital Marketing,
eds C. Bianchi and G. Cosenza).
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sis for international agencies and private organisations.

Bruno Surace obtained his PhD in “Semiotics and Media History” at the
University of Turin; he is currently a Post-Doc Research Fellow in ERC
project FACETS (“Face Aesthetics in Contemporary E-Technological
Societies™), Adjunct Professor of “Cinema and Audiovisual Communica-
tion” at the University of Turin, and Lecturer at the Renato Einaudi Inter-
university College. He is a member of CIRCe, AISS, and CUC (“Consulta
Universitaria Cinema”). He is the author of the monograph Il destino im-
presso. For a theory of destinality in cinema (Turin, Kaplan 2019), and co-cu-
rator of the volumes I discorsi della fine: Catastrofi, disastri, Apocalissi (Arac-
ne 20138, together with Vincenzo Idone Cassone and Mattia Thibault) and
The Waterfall and the Fountain: Comparative Semiotic Essays on Contemporary
Arts in China (Aracne 2019, together with Massimo Leone and Jun Zeng).
He has published articles in several peer reviewed journals, as well as book
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chapters. He has participated as a speaker at numerous conferences in
Italy, Europe, China and the United States; website: www.brunosurace.it.

Mattia Thibault, PhD, is a Postdoctoral Researcher at Tampere Univer-
sity and member of the Gamification Group. He is currently working on
the EU-funded project “ReClaim — Urban Gamification for City Reap-
propriations” (MSCA-IF 793835). In 2017 he earned a PhD in Semiotics
and Media at Turin University, where he subsequently worked as research
fellow in 2018. Thibault has been visiting researcher at Tartu University
(Estonia), The Strong Museum of Play (Rochester, NY, US), and Helsin-
ki University (Finland), Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (Ned-
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2020, Aracne) and his research has been published in reputable venues
such as “Sign Systems Studies”, “Lexia”, and the “International Journal for
the Semiotics of Law”.
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tro de Investigacién y Formacién Humanistica de la Universidad Catoélica
“Andrés Bello”. Coordinador de la linea de investigaciéon “Cultura digital”.
Autor de diversas publicaciones en semiotica, arte contemporaneo y cul-
tura digital. Entre las mas recientes esta el libro La movilidad del presente:
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ra, caceria y didlogo: Estrategias para el disefio y la innovacion social (2019), Un-
satisfied with Space Hyper—Readers in the Cybercosm of the 21" Century (2020),
Dolor y enfermedad del COVID-19 o la tragedia de la (in)perfectibilidad humana.

Marco Viola is a PostDoc researcher at the University of Turin, Depart-
ment of Philosophy and Education, where he currently works within the
ERC project FACETS. After having obtained a BA and a MA in Philosohy at
the University of Turin, he obtained his PhD in “Cognitive Neuroscience
and Philosophy of Mind” at the School of Advanced Studies IUSS Pavia.
He is specialised in philosophy of science (with a focus on neuroscience
and emotion) and philosophy of mind, although he has also published
some contributions on sociology of science. He has written more than
twenty papers (either in Italian and in English), co-authored a book, and
co-edited two books. He is the co-founder of Neural Mechanisms Online,
an international webinar series for philosophy of neuroscience. He is also
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currently in the steering commitee of both the Italian Association for Cog-
nitive Science and the European Society for Philosophy and Psychology.

Gabriele Vissio ha conseguito il Dottorato di Ricerca in Filosofia presso
il Consorzio di Dottorato FINO (Universita di Torino, Genova, Pavia e
Piemonte Orientale) e presso 'Unviersité Paris 1 — Panthéon-Sorbonne e
attualmente ¢ assegnista di ricerca in “Filosofia teoretica” presso il Diparti-
mento di Filosofia e Scienze dell’Educazione dell'Universita degli Studi di
Torino. La sua ricerca si concentra da un lato sulla filosofia della medicina
e delle scienze della vita e, dall’altro, sui temi dello sviluppo di comunita
e sull'innovazione sociale.

Ugo Volli is a Emeritus Professor of “Semiotics of the Text” and “Phi-
losophy of Communication” at Turin University, where he directed until
last year the Center for Research on Communication (CIRCe), and coor-
dinated the PhD program in Semiotics and Media. He thought in a num-
ber of Italian and international universities, as Bologna, IULM, Brown U.,
Haifa, New York U., and was was awarded an honorary doctoral degree
from the New Bulgarian University. He is the Director of Lexia — Journal
of Semiotics and member of the scientific boards of many international
scientific journals. His last books are Periferie del senso (Aracne 2016) and
Il resto é interpretazione (Belforte 2019). His research deals with communi-
cation both from the theoretical point of view (Il libro della comunicazione,
Il Saggiatore 1994; Manuale di semiotica, Laterza 2000 — translated also in
German, Portuguese, and English — Laboratorio di semiotica, Laterza 2005)
and the practical one (Leggere il telegiornale, with Omar Calabrese, Laterza
1994; La Tv di culto, Sperling & Kupfer 2002, Semiotica delle pubblicita, La-
terza 2003). He has researched and published extensively about fashion,
theatre, body, advertising, and desire (Contro la moda , Feltrinelli 1988; Una
scrittura del corpo, Stampa alternativa 1998; Fascino, Feltrinelli 1997; Block
modes, Lupetti, 1998; Figure del desiderio, Raffaello Cortina, 2002; Semiotica
della pubblicitd, Laterza, 2003). Other fields of work are political commu-
nication (Come leggere il telegiornale, Laterza 1995; Il televoto, Franco Angeli
1997; Personalizzazione e distacco, Franco Angeli 2000), the filosophy of lan-
guage as reflection on the subjective and historical side of language expe-
rience (Apologia del silenzio imperfetto, Feltrinelli 1991; Lezioni di filosofia della
comunicazione, Laterza 2008; Parole in gioco, Stampatori 2010), the semiotics
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of religious text (Domande alla Torah, LEpos 2012; Il resto € interpretazione
(Belforte 2019); images and iconism theory, general semiotic theory (Perife-
rie del senso, Aracne 2016). He collaborates with several newspapers, radio
and television channels and websites and has worked as a consultant for
communication for many companies and Italian and foreign institutions.

Cristina Voto ¢ ricercatrice post-dottorale presso 1'Universita di Torino
(Progetto ERC “FACETS”), professoressa di “Semiotica per le arti elet-
troniche” presso 1'Universidad Nacional de Tres de Febrero, Argentina,
professoressa a contratto di “Comunicazione visiva” presso 1'Universita
di Torino, e curatrice della “Bienal de la Imagen en movimiento” (BIM,
Buenos Aires). Le sue ricerche affrontano gli ambiti disciplinari della se-
miotica visiva, gli studi di design, le arti digitali, futures studies e gli studi
di genere e queer. Ha ottenuto il dottorato di ricerca in Design presso
I'Universidad de Buenos Aires, con una tesi che esplora l'intreccio episte-
mico tra design dell'immagine e biopolitica. E stata docente di “Teoria
dell’architettura nel Sud del mondo” presso il Dipartimento d’'Ingegneria
e Tecnologia dell’'Universidad Nacional de La Matanza, Argentina, e do-
cente di “Design audiovisivo” presso la Facolta di Architettura, Design e
Urbanistica dell'Universidad de Buenos Aires. E stata visiting professor
presso la Scuola di Arti e Design dell’Universidad Jorge Tadeo Lozano di
Bogota, Colombia, e presso il Master in Studi artistici, letterari e culturali
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presso l'Istituto di Comunicazione e Cultura dell'Universidad Nacional
della Colombia e presso il Dipartimento di Filosofia dell'University of
the West of England. Ha collaborato come esaminatrice e relatrice di tesi
in universita internazionali come 1'Universidad de Caldas, Colombia; la
Universidad Nacional de las Artes, Argentina; 'Universidad Nacional de
La Plata, Argentina; I'Universidad de Buenos Aires, Argentina; e lo IED,
“Istituto Europeo di Design”. Ha presentato numerosi papers in confe-
renze nazionali e internazionali e ha organizzato vari eventi scientifici. Ha
pubblicato diversi articoli su riviste nazionali e internazionali. Ha lavorato
inoltre come programmatrice e curatrice in diversi festival cinematogra-
fici in Italia (Milano Film Festival, Giornate degli Autori della Mostra del
Cinema di Venezia) e in Argentina (CineMigrante Internacional Film Fe-
stival, Asterisco LGBTIQ+ Internacional Film Festival, Muestra Interna-
cional de Cine Documental de Santa Fe y Rosario).
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