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Foreword

As a contemporary arts center with programs that span the
visual, performative, and media arts, the Wexner Cenrer for
the Arts is particularly interested in seeking out and support-
ing projects that exist at crossroads, juncrures, and interstices
berween disciplines. A special impetus toward muldi-
disciplinary or multimedia presentations has long fueled the
trajectory of contemporary art and has appropriately ener-
gized the Wexner Center's programming since its inception.
To dare, however, works that might more properly be
described as interdisciplinary or intermedia (taking place,
that is, in the not-easily-definable space between disciplines,
media, genre) have been a less frequent, if no less intriguing,
part of the mix. Thus it is a special pleasure for us to intro-
duce the work of Softworlds, Inc., recipient of the Wexner
Center'’s 1993—94 Residency Award in the visual ars,
Softworlds is a collaborative research studio for the develop-
ment and publication of interactive, computer-based art.
While mapping the expansive new territories of interactive
computer technologies such as virtual reality, the artists of
Softworlds by necessity occupy many points of intersection:
berween art and science, berween narrative and symbolic
communication, among visual, performarive, literary, design,
and media arts. In fact, Janine Cirincione, Brian [’ Amato,
and Michael Ferraro, the members of Softworlds, describe
their Wexner Center residency endeavor, Saffworld 2.1: The
Imperial Message, as lying “somewhere between architecture,
film, and game.”

The fmperial Message is an interactive virtual-reality experi-
ence inspired by Franz Kafka’s parable “An Imperial Mes-
sage.” Kafka's story, in which a messenger sets off to bring a
crucial message from a dying emperor to a distant subject, is
an eloquent meditation on the fragility of communication
and the tenuous nature of the ties berween governments and
their citizens. Softworlds’ The Imperial Message further
explores those ideas while expanding upon their implications
for the very technology the group utilizes. Cirincione,

D’ Amato, and Ferraro endeavor to bring aesthetic, critical,
and theoretical perspectives to bear on this work, moving



beyond the appeal of new technology (such as virmual realicy)
used for its own sake. They are attracted by the porential for
interactivity inherent in the model of compurer games, bur
they are also interested in exploring different kinds of narra-
tive rechniques and creating evocative visual “realities” as
sertings for interactive “compurer-hictions” such as The
Imperial Message. This new project is the centerpiece of
Softworlds’ Wexner Center exhibition, which also features
Softwerld 1.2: Sacrifice, an earlier computer “game” devel-

oped by the group.

So many individuals and groups have contributed in one
way or another to the realization of Softworlds’ residency
project and exhibition thar it would be impossible to name
them all, although the artists have clearly endeavored to be
comprehensive in their acknowledgments at the back of this
volume. Nonetheless, special—and in some cases repeated—
thanks are resoundingly due to a few crucial supporters and
members of the team. As a Wexner Center Residency Award
project, the development of The fmperial Message has been
miade p-ucs.sib]t n Ealg: part |::|r the Wexner Center Founda-
rion, and we wish to first express our ongoing gratitude o
the members of the foundation’s board of trustees, ﬁpr:dﬂi}"
Chairman Leslic H, Wexner and President Ric Wanetik. The
residency award program, which enables the Wexner Center
to provide substantive technical, financial, and creative
support directly to artists, is a superb example of cultural
patronage and one that greatly enriches this institution, its
audience, and the larger realm of creative endeavor. Gener-
ous support from the Batrelle Endowment for Technology
and Human Affairs also has been critical in bringing this
project to fruition. Education programs associated with the
exhibition have been funded, in part, by the Ohio Joint
Program in the Arts and Humanities. In addition, several
corporations have provided equipment and services directly
o Softworlds, and the Wexner Center joins the artists in
expressing thanks to Kubota Pacific Corporation, Blue Sky
Productions, Sony Corporation, Sense 8 Corporation, Elias
Associates, Imtech Corporation, Virmual Research, 1BM,
Polhemus Inc., MicroSoft Corporation, Crystal River
Engineering, and Phar Lap Software.



For their exceptionally spirited and provocative contribu-
tions to this publication, we thank Michael Benedike and
Peter Halley, whose essays vividly illuminarte the ideas
behind Softworlds’ work. Perhaps more importantly, each
author deftly places those ideas within larger conseellations
of contemporary thought regarding the collisions and
collusions of culture and technology. We are also most
grateful to our colleagues at The Ohio State University and
the members of the Columbus community who have as-
sisted with and participated in Softworlds residency activi-
ties. Director Wayne E. Carlson and Martthew R. Lewis, of
Ohio State’s Advanced Computing Center for the Arts and
Design, and Professors Richard Roth and Susan King Roth,
of the university's Center for Interdisciplinary Studies in Art
and Design, have been particularly supportive and helpful.

At the Wexner Center itself, the elaborate networking
intrinsic to Softworlds’ working method has resulted in an
especially large and diverse project staff, admirably orches-
trated and energetically coordinated by Sarah ]. Rogers,
Director of Exhibitions. Sarah has spearheaded this resi-
dency from its inception over eighteen months ago. A full
roster of those most closely involved in the project is in-
cluded elsewhere in the catalogue, but special acknowledg-
ments should go to Education and Technology Liaison Carol
Gigliotti, to Steve Jones, Kathleen Kopp, and Michael A.
Lucas—ithe trio who ably led the technical and installation
team for the exhibition—and to Ann Bremner, Robert
Brooks, Melodie Calvert, Timothy Frank, Bill Horrigan,

M. Christopher Jones, Annetta Massie, Patricia Trumps, and
Sean Ulmer. We are also most appreciative of the efforts of
Carol Gigliotti's creative students Eric Zimmerman, Todd
Sines, and Tony Ramos, who assisted in the development
and distribution of publicity materials for the exhibirion.

Finally, of course, | offer my utmost thanks, and those of the

entire Wexner Center staff, to Janine Cirincione, Brian

[’ Amato, and Michael Ferraro of Softworlds, for a residency
experience that has epitomized the challenges and rewards of
exploring and even temporarily “occupying” that mysterious

space at the crossroads.

Sherni Geldin, Direcror



Conflicts and Confluences

Art and technology. Both possess the potential to change our
view of the world, and to do so, sometimes, in an instant.
Funcrioning as a model for imagery and experience, the
aesthetic or technological event (especially as digiral art)
stimulates the senses, the emotions, and the intellect. Both
can nourish and guide us; both are empowering forces. With
such shared qualities, we could assume thar art and tech are
close and fruitful collaborators. Too often, however, we
perceive these arcnas as separate, foreign, and impenetrable.
Perhaps this breakdown in communication begins with the
jargon associated with each camp, terms which can be quite
intimidating: CGI real-time systems, HMDs, total-immersive
feedback systems, and eyberspace describe aspects of recent
advancements in digital technology; appropriation, pest-
seracturalise art, deconstructivist amalysis, and multidisciplinary
environmental installation define currents in recent artistic
activity. Such words, whether theoretical or merely descrip-
tive, however, describe concepts that are connected. Toval-
immersive systems and envirommental installations both
circumscribe experiences that arc multisensory and physi-
cally inclusive for the viewer. And CGland appropriation are
each creative means to expand the possibilities of image
making. But for individuals involved in either the arts or
computers, the jargon associated with the other discipline
can spark fear and a reluctance o search for meanings
bevond the language codes. Thanks o such schisms, territo-
ries have been delineated: those in the arts often denigrate
endeavors by technology-based individuals as not intellectu-
ally or aesthetically valuable. Those in rechnology see artists
and the art community as inept and incapable of under-
standing the true potential offered by their media. The end
result is a bit of phobia on cach side, as both feel they may
loose something by corroborating with the “enemy.” In some
respects, this tension is healthy: a dynamic necessary to any
exploration that promises to mine new resources. In other
regards, this separation of arts and sciences is a modern, and
ultimately misguided, phenomenon.



Further complicating this scenario is the widespread hype
surmunding another set of terms whose definitions are
clusive: interactivity, virtual reality, informarion superhighuay,
CO-ROM. The dramaric emphasis on technology’s place in
our lives, whether touted by the Vice President of the United
States or exploited by telephone and entertainment compa-
nies, has (as happens with all emerging rechnologies) added
to the confusion. The hype terrifies those who envision
computers taking away our humanity and discourages the
artistic and intellectual communities from embracing this
realm as theirs. It also encumbers these in the trenches of
technology, who are often pushed 1o pursue newness at the
expense of thorough investigation. Children are the segment
of the population least self-conscious and perhaps most
comfortable in straddling these worlds. For most kids,
computers, Game-boys, Disneyland, or a good book all exist
on the same level—as enterainments or tools, as elements of
their world. One does not necessarily supersede the other:
kids don't celebrate technology for its own sake, nor do they
refuse to allow it in their lives.

However, there are groups of adults braving these rough
waters and leading whar is a paradigmatic shift in the realm
ﬂfal’t EII'EI tﬂdll'lﬂ-!ﬂm’. .|.|.'I'Eﬂ: Current EFFE]'[!- arc Ef!'lﬂ.i.!'ll}" not
without precedents. Interactivity, virtual worlds, and art-
science hybrids all have roots in a range of sources. Iralian
masques and Renaissance spectacles, tor example, were
essentially interactive events combining theater with many
arts and entertainment forms. The Russian Constructivists
employed the vocabulary of design, architecture, painting,
and sculpure 1o redirect the physical and social fabric of life,
thus inventing means through which the arts interacted in
daily events. Happenings in the 19505, earthworks of the
19605 and 1970s, video, and performance art all sought to
extract the essence of interactivity (even though the experi-
ences were not defined by this term). Concepts of virtual
worlds have had a range of sources in the imagination, via—
for instance—the French Surrealisis’ collaborations thart
engaged dreams, intition, and psychological realms as
artistic media. In more concrete terms, dioramas and World
Fairs constructed other worlds, other kinds of realiry,
rhmug]'l which visitors could journey. Additionally, advance-
ments in film and photography made the realities of daily



life “virtual” in these art forms: the serial photographs of
Eadweard Muybridge articulated the details of physical
movement; the filmic experiments of the Lumiére brothers
documented the daily activities of workers or the speed of
steam engines. Other pioneering ventures specifically linked
the arts and sciences: the activities of EAT (Experiments in
Art and Technology) or Gyorgy Kepes and Otto Piene’s
efforts at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which encouraged
fellows to develop work in association with the artistic and
scientific communities. In 1970 the Art and Technology
exhibition for the world's fair in Osaka, Japan, and the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art paired artists (such as Andy
Warhol) and industries in the creative process. Today, many
observers commonly perceive any version of interactivity as
an exchange berween two or more conditions: a vague
transaction that happens in the gulf berween the partici-
pants. What is becoming clear is that the dramatic imporr of
this realm is found in interactivity’s literal definition: a series
of occurrences that act on each party with the potential 1o
persuade, to CONVErt, OF 10 CONGUET.

Particularly baffling for both those within and outside the
world of technology is the concept of wirtual realiey. Science
fiction writer William Gibson defined the concepr of virtual
reality, or VR, in his 1984 novel Newromancer as an artificial
world through which humans navigate, responding to an
architectural structure or parallel universe thae is digiral,

not physical. Precedents for VR-type experiences abound—
Dorothy's Oz or Alice’s Wonderland in literature,
Tomorrowland at Disneyland, Hight simulators for the
military. But today, the misguided expectation that VR will
replace actual reality causes terror and jubilation concur-
rently, and appropriately raises questions about how technol-
ogy will, and should, affect communications, education, war,
social orders, design, architecture, art, and even sex. As
Brenda Laurel, the most vigilant field reporter on VR, has
continually observed, these issues all ultimately question
control—how, why, and by whom these devices and their
content are co-opted and nurtured.!

Against this backdrop has evolved the work of three indi-
viduals collectively known as Softworlds, Inc. The three who

1. The “Suggestions for Further
Reading” ar the back of chis
catalogue inclade writings by bath
Willism Gibeon snd Brends Lageel
and offer a brief, imroductory
overview of this vase subject.



currently compose the group, Janine Cirincione, Brian

D' Amaro, and Michael Ferraro, together personify the
conflicts and confluences of creating new works in the
digital realm. Softworlds was formed in 1992 to publish and
create interactive art projects. Ar thar time, it was
Cirincione, D'Amato, and Dr. Michael Spertus, a mathema-
tician from Princeton University and author of the compurer
language BRAID, who participated in an exhibition curated
by Cirincione at Jack Tilton Gallery in New York Ciry. The
exhibition Through the Looking Glass: Artists’ First Encounters
with Virtual Reality presented a lively selection of artists
exploring the aesthetic potential of VR: from pioneers in this
realm Myron Krueger, Jaron Lanier, and William Gibson/
Dennis Asbaugh to newcomers Mare Mullican, Nicole
Stenger, and [’ Amato. The first such exhibition in a New
York art gallery, Through the Looking Glass aempred o
bridge the schism between art and tech and o educate each
camp about the remarkable potential of the other, especially
when pursued in collaboration. [’Amato’s contribution to
the show was a selection of story board drawings shown in
book form and a video fly-through of whart he called The
Sacrifice Game, Around this time, Cirincione met Ferraro, an
artist who had created interactive installations with com-
puters through the 1970s and was then Systems Archirect at
Blue Sky Productions, one of the most advanced computer
animation studios in the country. Shortly there-after, these
three came together to develop The Sacrifice Game, which
they described as a “fully interactive rext and image explora-
tion game.” Soffworld 1.2: Sacrifice premidred at The New
Museum in May 1993 as pare of the Fimal Frontier exhibi-
tion, which loosely charted the art world’s perceprions of art
engaged at the frontier of technology.

In grear part, the group’s success is due to these three indi-
viduals’ varying backgrounds and interests, their mutual
understanding and expertise in the artistic and intellectual,
as well as technical, aspects of their endeavors, and the
seamlessness of their interactions. The individual contribu-
tions to cach phase of a project are not assigned, separate
tasks. Rather, decisions—Ifrom shaping the narrative, 1o
sketching a feature of the landscape, to determining which
hardware system will best present the software—are reached
through a fluid exchange and discussion. In effect, like three



moons revolving around a common sun, Cinncione,
D'Amato, and Ferraro often exchange roles and rasks, while
intuitively sharing a understanding of the eventual goal.

Cirincione is a curator and critic deeply committed o
supporting fresh art and ideas and to having the grear talent
of artists not languish inside museums and galleries. She is
part of a gcm.-ratiun of critics that mmgnizes the power
harnessed by technology and believes artists, writers, and
poets should be shaping the message and means of that
power before it's too late. Part of her interest in games and
technology is based on a desire to encourage art 1o exist
beyond institutional confines. Powerfully tenacious, she is
frequently the producer of the group, moving the process
along. D’Amato is a visual and literary artist whose endeav-
ors in each form result from a process of cross-pollination.
His first novel, Beauty, is a psychological thriller thar co-opits
cosmetic surgery and the pretenses of the New York art
world. His interests stretch over vast territories—Mayan
mythologies, the writings of Roland Barthes, the history of
games, underground comics—ito which ['Amato in part
areributes his fascination with interactivity. The ability of
digital technologies to compress and reproduce a myriad of
images and ideas responds to his personal breadth of inter-
ests. The painter of the group, D'Amaro often creates by
hand the skerches thar will then be digitally transformed as
the visual component of the game. However, for Softworlds’
projects, these sketches are based on discussions among the
three, Ferraro is curn:ntlj.r a partner of Blue Skf Productions.
His -l::.rlj..' projects were as a sculpror durins the 19708, when
interactive electronic environments were clumsy and unpre-
dictable—giant main-frame computers hooked up with
miles of cable and duct tape. Bur it was also a period thar
generated much excitement through dreaming up the vast
possibilities. And now, twenty years later, for Ferraro and
others, there finally exists the refined rechnology with which
to realize those dreams. While much of the rechnological
detail does fall to Ferraro, he is more preoccupied with the
aesthetic and conceptual structures of the games and the
intellectual m-l::.ning :tpr:ss:d I:IJ.' their architectuire.

The selection of Softworlds, Inc. for the Wexner Center’s
1994 artists residency program in exhibitions was in response
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to many of the above-mentioned issues and 1o a confluence
of apparent resources, initiatives, and ideas among the
artists, the Wexner Center, and The Ohio State University.
In part, the project stemmed from this curator’s simple
curiosity abour this nexus of art and tech, knowing there
were talented artists—Jenny Holzer, Mare Mullican, Joseph
Mechvetal, and Julia Scher, to name but a few—who were
aggressively exploring this territory. In parr, the activities
grew from realizing that the most satisfying of the Wexner
Center's programs are poised at the edge of expenimentation,
of testing new initiatives, and that this specific arena had not
been explored in previous programs. In part, the residency
grew in response to the university’s resources: the existence
of activity across this campus in digital interfaces and a
student body that is already naturally immersed in rechnol-
ogy. And, in part, the residency responded to these three
artists who were ready to create the first full enactment of
their digital art.

The issues and goals addressed by Softworlds are ax the

heart of much of the critical discourse surrounding art and
technology. In the broadest perspective, the group strives o
create digital world designs that integrate developing techno-
logy with aesthetic content and investigate how the language
of interactivity can serve as a viable aristic medium. Addi-
tionally, Sofrworlds wants to position its current endeavors
and future projects with other collaborators in a realm thar is
accessible, that moves beyond conventional art sites and into
existing information systems, networks, and consumer
technologies. This desire goes beyond merely widening the
potential distribution for this work to address a fundamental
and perhaps utopian belief thar artists, their work, and their
ideas must be an integral part of the social fabric.

The specific focus of the residency is the creation and
presentation of Saffwerld 2. 1: The lmperial Message. Initially
envisioned as an anti-warfinteractive game experience, it is
also independent of a specific delivery or presentation
system. This is not merely a practical consideration, re-
sponding to the ongoing gap between the promise and the
reality of VR or other evolving technologies, but more
directly addresses the philosophical tenets of Softworlds.

Cirincione, [)’Amato, and Ferraro do not aim to exploit the



latest or sexiest digital phenomena. Rather, they aspire to
create experiences built upon acsthetic and contextual
concerns that are new to the digital world. Sacrifice, their
first project, and The fmperial Message are both based on
board games: Parchessi and go, respectively. Utilizing the
mythology and structure of games enables the artists 1o
communicate in a commonly understood language and 1o
exploit the metaphoric content of games: Parchessi is essen-
tially a religious model of the universe; go is a strategy for
CONqUErng territories.

Perhaps most eritically, the game experience defines a specific
sense of place. The propensity to reinvent and redehine
notions of place, whether in a digital world or in an artist’s
imagination, is among the most compelling challenges
confronting us today. Our collective understanding of place
must be continually revised amid the onslaught of electronic
and scientific advancemenis. This is why the concept of
cyberspace is both so frightening and so exhilararing: it
radically reconfigures whar and where place can be, its
physicality, its temporality. The game structure itself then
becomes a new medium. Softworlds is not interested in
ﬂuplic:ting the laws of pl'l}rsics in virtual spaces, but rather
in exploiting those rules. Interactivity and games also enable
the artists to examine such topics as control versus passivity
and how truly “mediated” interaction is. By manipularing
architectural and theatrical systems, and scripting narratives
thar branch infinitely, they can further investigate the
implications—artistic and ethical—of creating worlds...

even if they are mﬁ.

Sarah ). Rogers, Director of Exhibittons
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I, 5ee, for example, Beenda Laneel,
Computers ar Thearre (Reading MA:
Addison-Wesley, 1o91); Howard

Rhcingold, Virmal Realiny (Mew Yoek:

Summit Books, 1591); Allecquers
Rosanne Stonc, “Will the Real Body
Please Stand Up?: Boundary Saories
abovie Virpeal Cualares,” in Mickacd
Bemedike, ed.. L i -'"rnh'.;l-rpl
(Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1991,
P Si=118); and Benjamin Woalley,
Vertaad Weerkde: A fowrney in Hype and
Hyperrealivy (Cambridge MA:
Alscbowselll Publishers, 1542 ).

Art, Wisdom, and Purpose

Perhaps the casiest, and yet most telling. question artists can
be asked abour their work is “What is your purpose?”
Assumptions about the purposes and functions of
artmaking, or, indeed, any fabricating activity, have changed
over time. In the most recent past, at least in the Western
cultural tradition, we have witnessed the making of art based
on aims that work both roward and against equating aesthet-
ics with values outside the world of art.

Asking the question “What is your purpose?” of artists
working with virtual rechnologies might then inherently
include questions about the purposes and functions em-
ployed to develop that technology, since virtual systems were
originally developed not for artistic purposes, but for mili-
tary ones. In using virtual technologies for artmaking, are
artists accepting or rejecting those initial developmental
assumptions? In order to answer that question, it is helpful
to clarify the assumptions associated with current virtual
system development and the origins of those assumptions.

Two themes consistently emerge in writings about virtual
reality: simulation and artificial reality.! Both of these
themes are technological priorities that can be traced directly
to the end of the sixteenth century and the beginning of the
seventeenth, when Kepler, Bacon, and then Descartes set an
artificial and unreachable limit for knowledge specifically
undertaken to advance the possibility of modern science.
The effect of setting this limit was the separation of moral
and intellectual spheres, and the repercussions of thar
separation remain evident in every aspect of Western culture.
The misplaced need for epistemic certainty has been rein-
forced by the designing of machines that obligingly fill chis
need, and we have placed our confidence in those machines
and their qualities: efficiency, speed, objectivity, measure-
ment, and innovation for its own sake. This list of qualities
does not describe the full range of human capabilities, and
the emphasis on them to the exclusion of other characreris-
tics has helped to erode our faith in human judgment and
human worth.



In working with and becoming involved in the aesthetic
development of virtual systems, artists are either accepting or
rejecting, stabilizing or altering, assumprions abour the
necessity of human judgment and human worth. As artists
make aesthetic choices, they suppose certain ideas about the
purposes and values of artmaking. These ideas have changed
over time and have come from various sources, both internal
and external to the artmaking process, but they have had
primary impact on what was communicated by and about
the art of any particular time. Ethics and aestherics both can
be defined in terms of judgment. It is this partnership that
allows us to grapple conceptually with both areas of thought
at once, Bur it is their active involvement in the artmaking
process that will allow us to understand the consequences of
that partnership. The separation of moral and intellectual
thought described above has had enormous influence on
judgment involved in both ethics and aesthetics.

Kant's outline of the characteristics of aesthetic judgment in
his Critique of Judgment, considered a direct descendent of
Cartesian philosophy, has been the most influential under-
lying aesthetic philosophy since its conception during the
nineteenth century. Contemporary changes in aesthetic
philosophy, intricately linked 1o corresponding changes in
epistemology and ethics, have centered around questions of
the objectivity of judgment in these areas of thought. From
the “disinterested” withdrawal from political, social, and
moral considerations that characterized the Kantian aes-
thetic, aesthetic judgment moved through a period of
relativism in which the objectivity of judgment, the values
on which judgments were based, and the identities of those
who made judgments were taken into serious considerarion.
More recently, an understanding of what is provided by the
essential link of judgment between knowledge, aesthetics,
and ethical choice has emerged from this period of relativ-
1sm. This understanding has provided practitioners in all
three areas with the possibility of seeing wisdom as a goal, if
we define wisdom as “not just to talk abour the world, or 1o
be informed about it, but to act rightly in it,” as philosopher

of ethics Mary Midgley purs it.? 2. Masy Midgley, Wisdom, Informas.
riaw and Wonder Whar 1 Kwosdeder
Fer’ (London: Routladpe, g, p. 2.
If we now come back 1o our interest in the purposes and

functions of artists” involvement with virtual technologies,
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3. Alice Miller, Thom Shafr Nor Be
Awvares Socteryi Berrarypal of the Child,
Amserican ed., erans, Hiklegande and
Hunter Hannum {Mew York: Farrar,
Siraus, Cirmoux, 1584). p- 261,

we are able to clearly recognize the tenacity with which the
question “Whar is your purpose” clings to artistic explora-
tion of such technologies. The beginning of an answer to
that question is that it is not enough just to make art abour
virtual reality, or to be informed abour ir. Artists’ engage-
ment with a virmual system inherently involves decisions
about how to act rightly in it. The acquisition of knowledge
that will enable artists to work with already developed virtual
systems is important, as are understanding and communicat-
ing the consequences inherent in doing so. Choosing o
accept or revise those systems, however, is the crucial com-
ponent in finding an answer to the question of purpase.

How to redefine virtual systems is a more difficule question,
if only because an essential component of those systems,
interactivity, is an aesthetic, ethical, and epistemological
consideration little understood in or pertinent to the domi-
nating aesthetic of the last century. To make are thar rakes on
the responsibility of choosing how to act in the world, and
consequently, takes on the responsibility of aiming ar wis-
dom, the artist cannot help but eventually realize that the
making of wisdom—the making of a wise choice—is not
possible without the input of others.

Softworlds’ choice of a Kafka parable as a touchstone for the
group’s explorations of virtual systems is revealing for chis
reason. Alice Miller, a noved psychoanalyst, makes a strong
case for the origination of Kafka’s writings in his childhood
psychological abuse. If one looks in general ar the situation
of an adult whose childhood suffering is inaccessible to him,
and was caused by a mother who not only did not under-
stand the child, but did not notice him, we may see its
connection to a writer whose entire body of work is perme-
ated with “the tragedy of never making any headway with
even the simplest, most logical ideas and always running into
stone walls. ™

The point Miller makes for the individual, as well as for
society as a whole, is that to only substitute one hierarchy of
control or authority for another is useless, and ultimarely
defearing o the goal of maturation. We must fully under-
stand the truth of the originating situation in order to escape
or change what is devastating to our growth as an individual,
or to our growth as a society.



In the same way for artists working with virtual systems,
merely substituting one aesthetic hierarchy for another is
ultimately self-defeating. Replacing the hierarchy of an
aesthetic developed out of the requirements of the military
with an zesthetic that has dmlupnd. out of an art world
concerned with the exigencies of losing its privileges as the
purveyor of “artistic truth” will not allow or encourage what
Michael Benedikr, in his essay in this volume, describes as "a
public good.” Virtual systems can only be developed as a
public good if the aesthetic under which they are developed
includes all segments of that public as essential participants,
and sees the purposes and funcrions of artmaking as ineri-
cately bound up with a wisdom thar emerges from a com-
passionate concern for the needs of that public.

Carol Gig] ottl, Fducation and ?i':.l'mnfogr Liaison
and Assistant Professor, Department of Art Education
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If you only followed the parables you yourselves wonld become
parables and with thar rid of all your daily cares.

Another said: I bet thar is also a parable.

The first said: You have won.

The second said: Bur unfortunately enly in parable.

The first said: No, in reality: in parable you have lose.!

—Franz Kafka, "On Parables”



Overview: Sacrifice and The Imperial Message

In digital world experiences, simulation, abstraction,
realism, point of view, and control can potentially bridge
the schisms berween reality and parable. What lessons
can we learn within these imaginary realms that ar once
mimic and shroud physical reality? How can these
technological places strengthen our experience of “real”
space? Softworlds” approach to making art and play
through digital designs begins to address these questions.

Softworlds” initial project, Softworld 1.2: Sacrifice, is a
template of the group’s overall interests, Text and images
{most staric, some animated) are orchestrared into a
succession of potential adventures. Both words and
pictures articulate an armosphere that is evocative and
carefully crafted, as in an illustrated novel. And as in an
arcade game, the p-]a}- 15 Eﬂﬂl-bﬁtﬂlﬂd and set in a riE,idF}"
circumscribed place controlled by specific laws and
myths. The objective of Sacrifice is 1o “kill” yourself as
often and as spectacularly as possible so thar you are
reincarnated into progressively advanced zones of the
landscape, arriving, if you kill yourself often enough, ar
the "Heart of the Sky." In typical arcade games, the
player strives to avoid death—although reincarnation is
pu:mihlnc |:|:|.r inserting another coin and beginning again,
only to repeat a similar journey. In this way, the structure
of the Softworlds game ironically underscores the singu-
larity of commercial games and their simplistic and
stridently dichotomous social order: you win, you lose/
you live, you die/you're good, you're bad. Sacrifrce com-
plicates these rules by encouraging the player to die (in
dramatic and noble ways, of course) in the pursuit of the
proper path of sacrifice thar will eventually lead to a
winner's circle in the glorious Hearr of the Sky. Even the
concept of nobility (at least as presented in arcade games)
is perverted by Softworlds: in the controversial game
Mortal Komba, it is noble to bear one’s opponent bloody
and senseless; in Sacrifice, it is noble o destroy oneself in
pursuit of the goal—to win by dying a hero.

BY SARAH J. ROGERS

1. Franz Kafks, "On Parsbles,” in
Fuvabler ana’ Pensdoces, (Meow York:
Schocken Bocks, 1a74), p. 1.

Saftworlds investigales new
technologies and new arl lorms
derived from those technologies.
We guastion how to apply artislic
practices lo technology. The goal
i5 b come up with preducts of a
higher standard than these tech-
nologies are normally used for.
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The name “Soltwarlds” was
designed to sugges! allernatives
i the “hard” world. which is
reality, The lerm describes our
appreach, which is net particularty
about “virtual reality” or any
specific delivery sysbem.

i2

The scenic architecture of the game is an expansive terrain
that looks and funcrions like the game board for chess or
Parcheesi. From a panoramic point of view at the beginning
of the game, territories and limits are laid our before the
player. The scene is at once other-worldly and familiar: a
modernist, ziggurar-shaped remple that is called the Citadel;
an exquisitely rendered pink sky recalling dramatic coastal
sunsets, The terrain appears vast, its scale dwarfing any sense
of human proportion. At the same time, the austerity of the
scene beckons one closer o see what might exist inside the
ominous structure. The Citadel recalls the temple mounds
or artificial mountains (known as mudof) clustered in the
center of Mayan cities. In Sacrifice the temple precinct
contains separate quadrants—the Jaguar House, the Bat
House—in which an adventurous player encounters canyons
with rivers of pus, an onyx bat chamber, 2 moon woman.
These places and characters are fanciful inventions by
Softworlds, loosely based on specific Mayan symbols. Ques-
tions are posed to the player, who responds by deciding
which direction to 1ake. The choices are sometimes fatal and
noble, other times cowardly and hollow.

By drawing upon pre-Columbian Mayan culture as an
acsthetic and mythological resource, Softworlds adeptly
condenses gaming strategies with a desire to explore the
evocative power of constructed worlds. The mythology
provides a ready-made vocabulary and aesthetic from which
to work and taps into archetypal images of control, power,
good, and evil that are the conceprual underpinnings of
most games. The exterior, introductory scenes are computer-
generated graphics; the interior scenes are digitized watercol-
ors by Brian [’Amarto. The inclusion of pictures thar retain
their painterly, handmade appearance even after digital
processing negates the technological, sci-fi quality and
expresses a more mysterious, dreamlike characrer. This is
perhaps a subtle distinction, but one thax clearly distin-
guishes Softworlds’ art. The group is actively seeking a new
description of place in a digital world. Not content to
rework current digital topographics—a futuristic world that
looks feudal and is populared by gladiators, ninjis, or medi-
eval warriors—Softworlds hopes to mine what can be
universally understood in such stereotypes, but then ma-
nipulates and perverts those concepts into expressive forms.



The specific selection of ancient Mayan culture as source
also stems from the artists’ desire to exploit issues of colo-
nialism (cultural and territorial), of victimization, of human
sacrifice (psychological as well as physical), and of control.
These ropics refer specifically to the period in history when
Central America was colonized by Europeans, when indig-
enous peoples lost control of their destiny. Similar fears are
expressed today in relation to interactivity and technology.
Who is being colonized? How are we being controlled? Is the
player a victim or a hero? Will only the privileged have
access 1o these new condidons?

The experience of Sacrifice is playful and engages the basic
human desire to defear one’s opponent. Even the initially
passive player is quickly taken over by the anxious desire to
experience the worst threar and emerge victorious. The
nature of this play also sketches out critical territories thar
Softworlds will pursue in future work—issues of control and
the impact of technology upon daily behavior—drawing our
atcention (even when at play and perhaps our guard is down)
to the individuals changing relationship to the world:
physical, technological, social, psychological, and acstheric.
Who and what are to be sacrihced?

Softworld 2.1: The Imperial Message charts several courses in
search of possible answers 1o such questions. The project was
onginally conceived as an ant-war game inspired by Franz
Kafka's parables and the artists’ readings about imperial
China. As it evolved, The fmperial Message incorporated
critiques of both games and actual historical precedents that
glorify war and colonization or pit individuals against their
communities.

Again, the artists have designed a game to be played indi-
vidually: you are both protagonist and opponent; you
encounter various characrers and make choices as you
attempt to navigate through a city in search of “the Source of
the Law” personihed by “the Emperor.” The Kafka parable
An Imperial Message describes the distance between ruler and
subjects: a servant is given a message by a dying emperor

and sent to deliver it beyond the city gates. The messenger of
the parable soon learns it is an endless journey, and that he
can never deliver the message. Softworlds' game is not an

Sacrifice had a lat Lo do with
rmaking the player feel like 8
game pece—Lthe wiy you might
feel at Disneyland. when you're
being “processed” by all the great
siructures that lake care of crawd
control and meve you through.
The object is to get kitled, and that
relates lo the way video games
normally are—usually you gel
killed many times. and then you
live again. So it relates o the
developing cullure of interactivity.
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interests in ancient Chinese
history and escleric legal
structures that may have existed
in the early days of empire
building. Then thal was linked—
somewhal loosety—to a Kafka
parable. “An Imperial Message.”...
The imperial Message relates to
the individual's relationship to the
bureaucracy of communications,
legal structures, and what is
Ioosely described as “cyberspace.”
Wi found a kot of analogies to this
in Kafka's vision of Imperial China
and the tremendous Spates
between the individual and the
slate, the Law and the Emperor.
The feelings of immense destance
and weird sentes of scale can be
much more effectively presented
im the realm of virtual reality or
interactivity than in real time and
Space.

illustration of the parable, but it is inspired by the dilemmas
Kafka's story presents: conflicts berween loyalty and respon-
sibility, original intent and practical manifestation, idealized
and practical truths.

The game is constructed around several inherent straregies.
The architecture of the game is hierarchical and not labyrin-
thine: this is expressed in the type of programming language,
which routes the players through different branches of the
game, as well as in the “physical” features of this imaginary
landscape and its buildings. A the very beginning of the
game, the player is captured and confronted by several
guides who set the scene. Next the player confronts three
inquisitors who ask several pointed questions ("Would you
sacrifice your family for the Emperor? Could you assassinate
the Emperor and take over rule yoursel2”). The answers to
these questions establish a “prisoner profile” of the player’s
character traits, such as his/her relationship to authoriry, and
then determine the player’s destiny: play is individuared by
response. As the various paths are opened, players may
confront a vast gridded plain that resembles a go board
puncruated by hut-like structures (based on the design of
Siberian yurts), interior rooms that reveal themselves like a
series of “Chinese boxes,” a grand palace whose inrerior is a
vast panopticon, a tiny blue pyramid inside of which is an
infinite world covering the entire planet. Such structures are
constructed by integrating real-time CGI simulation, sophis-
ticated proprietary software, programs based on deductive
reasoning and artificial invelligence, and role-playing game
strategics originally developed for military simulations.

This structural collage of software systems generates a world
that possesses its own unique rules. The Imperial Message
engenders a pictorial and social structure as metaphor for the
“real world.”

But what does such a world look like? How are the aesthetic
choices made by Softworlds distinctive? In part the beauty of
this digital empire is indebted to the artists’ understanding
of the highly sophisticated software. And in part, it is in-
debted to the delicacy with which archirecrural structure and
form are mapped and conceived in relation to the details of
color, light, and atmosphere. Each component is designed as
a fusion of its content, purpose, and structure. This is most



strikingly accomplished in the overall view of the empire. At
the beginning of the game, we are rold,”You have been
accused of free-thinking.” What we see is an expansive
fortress that begins at the tip of a spiral and then radiates our
into a sprawling structure that appears increasingly complex
and unstructured. This seemingly spontancous growth, this
unraveling of an ordered form into less-ordered states,
conveys visual and symbolic entropy. As entropy in the
sciences measures the disorder of a system, the metaphoric
entropy in The Imperial Message measures the inevitable
disintegration of societal orders. It is a momentum in which
the player is trapped—the force of destiny draws you
through the game by a “systolic imperative,” as Michael
Ferraro describes it.2 This visual momentum is accentuated
by the series of musical compositions by Alvin Lucier.
Loosely based on Lucier’s early works, this score is minimal,
often played with only a single instrument and acoustic. The
subtle tonal values highlight a dramatic moment of play or
mark a shift in mood.

So far, the aspects of The Imperial Message have been de-
scribed with no mention of the hardware through which the
software will be presented. This is because for Softworlds

the presentational or “delivery” system is secondary 1o the
content. The artists are not seduced by the “gee-whiz” effects
of technology—although they do share a healthy fascination
with such grear treats as high-density monitors and 3-D
projection cubes. Softworlds sees such inventions as chang-
ing more rapidly than the programs to utilize them can be
created. Such an approach gives the artists and their pro-
grams the flexibility to adape to such changes. At the Wexner
Center, The Imperial Message will be experienced in a feed-
back immersion helmet and through a configuration of three
video projection cubes where play is controlled by a joy-stick
so that individual play can be witnessed by those gathered
around the screens. Sacrifice will be available in a separate
part of the gallery, played on a wuch-screen and viewed on a
projection cube.

Repeared play of the The Imperial Message will reveal addi-
tional issues that the artists are exploring: from gender to the
physical impaosition of VR and general expectations abour
interactivity. Although the artists describe their carefully

The Imperial Message is whal we
call » gameexperiencelinberac-

2. It is Enderesting to note that in

ihe Kafka parable the description of
the scene at the Emperor’s death

abio signals an entropic condition,
phpin“jr and n'nnd'lunﬂb: “¥e,
behare the assenshled atoes of his
desth—all the obsmacring walls have
been broken down. .." Soc Kafka, “An
Imperial Mesage,” in Purafbler and
Jarralanes, P13
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The Imperial Message is inlen-
tianally designed bo reveal
samithing abaut the player. and
ey Ehie plavyer participates in a
social structure, & palitical
structure. and a bebief struclure.
It's multitacabed becauss the
individuals who come to the game
all shape thal experience. M is
alsa aboul the perversion of
benevolence—ihe notion that a
social struciure organizes isell in
the service of individuals but as
SO0N a5 A sociely organizes ilsell
it staris o become a self-
sustaining machine. Democracy,
freedom, and free will all start
coming into question.

We've discoversd thal in many
arcade games the player really
ks o intuilive or specific or
direct way of interfacing with a
compuber. A player cannol speak
to the computer. towch things. or
navigabe through areas that do nol
exisl. Dur greales! challenge with
this medium has been lo make
the experience satisfying and
comprehensible within these
limitatians.

designed world as “genderless,” it is difficult to ignore what
at first seem to be clichéd role assignments. The Emperor is a
male and dominates an explicitly patriarchal society. The
guides and messengers are androgynous, bur their voices and
movements are implicitly feminine. While the game equares
the Emperor with the Source of the Law, Softworlds also
empowers these other characters with the power of informa-
tion. Perhaps in this way the artists are subtly subverting the
hierarchy of the adolescent-male-fantasy game world—
controlled by powerful men—in their imperial universe.

The evocative and symbaolic ways Softworlds manipulates
scale within the scenes address both the physical experience
of the player and the larger notion of interactivity. In part
the drama of the game is achieved through the distortions of
scale as the player moves through the landscapes. The odd
hybrid of naturalistic atmospheres and fantastic buildings is
disorienting and transformative—and recalls the way Lewis
Carroll masterfully moves the reader down the rabbir hole
into Wonderland. Such visual distortions are underscored
and enhanced by the manner in which the game impacts us
physically. When using the immersive head-gear to wander
these digital terrains, the body literally becomes an extension
of a machine, It is an "unnatural,” awkward imposition and
provokes questions as to how such mechanization of the
human anatomy might redefine our self-perceprions.

The experience of The Imperial Message leads us 1o an
important observation: interactivity is not an unmediared
experience. In fact it is carefully controlled and the param-
erers of choice are quite narrow. In this game, the player is
trapped in a universe where cause and effect are largely
predetermined but where the individual is required to
exercise some control. In broader terms, the game is self-
reflective with respect to the general role of technology in
our daily lives: isn't the seemingly vast and impenetrable
nature of a technology that is forbidden, yet desired, not
unlike the Emperor? This technology also must be examined
in n:latiumhip to the “real world.” How wall EXPErEnces that
can 50 enhance the senses change (diminish or augment) our
perceptions of the narural world? Perhaps most provocative
in the context of this nexus of art and rech is the question of



imagination and our freedom to dream. Will digital worlds
fulhll an innate desire to mingle the real with the imaginary?

Ultimarely, Sacrifice and The Imperial Message simulate
certain kinds of journeys thar are a search for something
unknown or unnamed, an escape from whar is known.
Digital worlds provide a vehicle for such travels, bur it
remains the human imagination thar defines what and where
these journeys will be. In 1974 lalo Calvine wrote an
astonishing novel that resonares particularly dearly today as
we enter these new realms of technology. Inwisible Cirses
describes the interaction berween the emperor Kublai Khan
and the adventurer Marco Polo, who returns to the emperor
with tales of the distant places he has been. The descriprions
reveal as much about the human desire to understand a
sense of place as they do about specific details of any one
place. The narrator observes “Arriving at each new city, the
traveler finds again a past of his that he did not know he
had: the foreignness of what you no longer are or no longer
possess lies in wait for you in foreign, unpossessed places.”
The rale continues: * ‘Journeys to relive your past?” was the
Khan's question at this point, a question which could also
have been formulated: ‘Journeys to recover your future?’ And
Marco's answer was: ‘Elsewhere is a negative mirror. The
traveler recognizes the litde thar is his discovering the much
he has not had and will never have." "* 50 too are the foreign
terrains of digital frontiers.

The comments by Softwordds in this section of the caabogue are from intericas
Sarah |, Rogens conducted with Janine Cirncone, Brian [¥ Amaue, and Michad
Ferraro berween January and March 1994,

¥R and interactivity are such now
medis—were at thie stage where
there arg more possibilities than
limitations. When we began this
residency we stated that we would
be developing the language of
interactivity. and we actually sesm
te be daing that. Since thers are
no exisling $landards we have the
opportunity to define them.

3, loabo Calving, farfble Cites, rans.
Williarn Weaver [Mew York:
Harcours Brace & Company, to74),
pe 2-zg.
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Interacinaly has a very long
history=—low brow and low tech.
There are simple theater perfor-
mances in which participants
from the audience forem part of the
drama. Bruce Mauman has béen
working with inleractiity for
many years in a very low-tech
way. crealing structures thal you
are lorced 1o ileract wilh and be
ranipulated by physically, andior
wilh video scans and projectors.
Interactivity is far more complex
whan it is driven by a compuber,
Compulers are great a1 structur-
ing narrathoes which are nonlinear
and seemingly infinite, The
flexible siructure [of the com-
puter] can resemble the way the
mmind warks, looping and search-
ing. But it is important io beware
ol the hype of inleractivly. which
seds up the expeciation that you
can da arything at all. The fact is
thad you ean’l




Our work differs from whal other
people do in inleractivity in thal
we're prirmarily concerned with
cantent. and a kot of artisls tend 1o
foeous on the paraphernalia. There
tends to be a sart of science-
fiction fascination with the
cyborgish hardware of current
display devices, and we com-
plately awaid thal. We don't really
wanl the delivery syslem—the
monitors or the head-mounted
displays—to be a feature of the
wark. |f's reslly abaut the
software. because the delivery
systems will change very much
aver lime. We hope thal we can
create the most mamorabla
worlds or vishons, thal we can
creale rescnand places lor prople
o spend lime in
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In our work. artistic and aesthaelic
decizions are the primary driving
force. The intention is 1o have
images which are provecative,
which are seductive. which hook
the infellect through a certain kind
of beauty. We're using extremely
high quality animalion and
rendering software Lo try to add
visual richmess lo the experience,
$0 the piclures by themselves can
become beaubiful, mysterious.
transcendanl.
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We operale logether in the arena
of cancepls: the metaphor, the
contenl. hiow if's going o look. the
feeling we want evoked. the
prehasiration of 3 work in the
absiract sense of the lerm and
hew those abstract ideas are
materialized. The Softworlds
organization s thrge mands
spreading the responsibility
arcund and allowing us to develop
an objeciivity
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Wi've based our first two projects
on struclures from gaming for a
couple of reasons. For one thing.
the game has become the
dominani place where inlerackiity
happens. Video Qames ane now
the dominant entertainment
mediurm, But the game is also
really more a part of life than
people think. .. Some people will
always spend time creating virtual
environments thal duplicabe the
laws of physics in various ways
that duplicate the real world, but
this isn'l really that interesting

What might ba maore interesting
would be to find other strudlunes
that provide the kind of difficulty
and effort and suffering that
pecple will need in these realms,
lbut wihbch are not 5o tied bo the
real warld, It seems that if we are
to book for sources for these, we
would have lo lcok at games. ..
Games are very melaphysical.
Certain games are in fact the key
components of several cullures.
The great games. of civilizalion ane
iremendously important control-
ling mataphaors.
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The basic siructure of a game
apens the door 1o a Lot of different
things. You can be playful and
still introduce powerful ideas in
wiays thal people can distover on
their own, thraugh their own
meanderings. We've looked al
many. Many. many video games
and [Michael's] looked at com-
puler animation for what seems lo
b all [his] prefessional life. We're
al & point now where we can

make thaughtful cholces aboul
why something looks the way il
does—the srganization of the
ferms s neither haphazard nor
just Etrying to mimic physical
reality, We're making very
conscious choices fo explore the
fermal aspects of the shapes. the
cobor, thi lighting. the time of
day—all the moad aspects thal
really make the piece a place thal
you want to be in
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Physics for Phantoms

This is possible in a virtual world: to pass into the space
under a table or in a cabinet or vase, and there discover
spaces teeming with life and larger than the room from
which they were entered. Within these, in turn, there may
be smaller spaces—things with interiors like photo albums
or lanterns—which turn out to contain worlds vaster yer...
and so on and on, ad infinitum, in a Borgesian chain of
spaces which grow larger as they are more tightly contained
and which may curve back on themselves, so thar the final
entry into the deepest of deep spaces (no matrer which)
precipitates us back to where we began, or part of the way
back, where we may dive again by another route into inex-
haustible innerness. This is a journey through a dimension ar
once spatial and not; a circle made in an impossible plane; a
direction followed which lies at right angles vo all others. Is it
the Fabled ﬁmﬂr dimension? I’.':rh:lps. For here some Law of
Scale is broken the way only children, madmen, and dream-
ers know it can be.

This 100 is possible in a virtual world: an object as round
and full as a pillow which can be seen through like a win-
dow, and this from any and all directions simultaneously.
Each viewer who looks through the pillow, whose contour is
the shape of the pillow seen in this room, sees a pillow-cut
view of another place, another room, occupying the same
space as this one. This pillow/window is nothing more or
less than a plump and movable hole, a rotund vacancy,
transgressible from all quarters and from both rooms, one
into other, back and forth as we please. In our world, the
real world, windows have no volume and holes have sides.
What Law of Physics is broken here that we might regree?

This too is possible in a virtual world: clouds whose shadows
set the earth aflame; chairs thar are not chairs but someone
in Utah, watching; objects that pass through each other like
ghosts or that follow you like the moon; surfaces that can be
approached forever but can never be touched, like planets we
cannot land on, looming, ever revealing of more detail; a sale
shaker which, upon each turn, turns into a figurine, then a

BY MICHAEL BENEDIKT
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tobacco pipe, a crystal log, a hot dog, a laughing bat, a
crooked hat, a button-hole maker, and then the salv shaker.
Again. Where will the phantasmagoria end? And what is
different here from the routine and ritual Hauntings of the
laws of physics found in fairy tales and Sarurday morning
cartoons? What is different here that we should take this
whole question seriously ar all? How important is it that
Pacman could disappear on the left of the screen and reap-
pear on the right, or disappear on the bottom to reappear ar
the top, instantancously, without it troubling us thar the
actual corners of Pacman’s world-surface cannot be joined in
any physically realizable topology whatsoever?

One might answer this: there is nothing essentially new in
what video games, virtual reality, and cyberspace can show
us. Through mythology, folklore, and fiction, through
Surrealism and Dada in painting and the movies, through
fifty years of commercial art, the ground of the fantastic has
largely been covered. Moreover, the fracturing and extension
of visual -cxpu:ri:nc: under the irnpa-r:: ﬂfﬂpﬁ:iﬂl effects in
cinema, video, and the graphic arts has reached the point
where reality itself—streets and wrees and buildings, people
walking their dogs—has become staid, inherently disap-
pointing, as though caught in a permanent, Sunday after-
noon amber. To this stifling familiarity the media bring
welcome relief: dislocations and rearrangements, sharpenings
of our perception of otherwise just-noticeable differences,
“knowledge” of miracles once only read about or heard of.

Bur, we reply, not for real; never for real. Though we may
enter it, Pandora’s box remains safely closed. As long as we
Hip off the switch, ke off the helmet, leave the projection
room, close the book, get some coffee, go home.

Something else happens, however, when personal virtual
worlds become linked together and can be shared by many
people—by tens, or hundreds, or even thousands of people
simultaneously who themselves are locared in real places
scattered over the globe. This is the vision of gberspace.
Suddenly, the closed and marvellous little world of the video
game must appear sufficiently similar to all those immersed
in it that they can communicate on the basis of what's
“really” there, that they can find each other, avoid each other,



and see whar others are doing. Such an extended virtual
world must resist transformartion. It must be indifferent 1o
arrivals and departures from it. The there we visit must be
there when we return, and when we look back. How strange
that physics should be made necessary by sociality. Who is to
say that this is not already the case?

And something else happens when these virual worlds are
never turned off. when [ife goes on there whether you witness
it or not, whether you participate in it or not. Games you
cannot afford to leave are not games. When meetings are
held and you are not there, when news is disseminared and
vou did not hear, when others more fleet of mind and virrual
of foot plunge deeper and wravel further through the glitter-
ing constructs of cyberspace, gathering informarion, making
deals, and absorbing experiences to their advantage, and
when the whole system grows, as it will, exponenrially. ..
then there will be a penalty for mor being there. No longer an
amusement, or an art, the finite video game will have be-
come the infinite life game.

It is the boundary berween Games and Life that Softworlds
proposes to explore, and it is significant indeed thar they
rurn to Kafka as others might turn ro Borges. In both of
these writers, the Law is carried in the architecture and the
architecture is virtual: capable of a liquidity of scale, of 2
dream logic not far from reality but far enough to settle
upon its own faules an air of normaley. And this is the key:
out-and-out fantasy is easy, the stuff of adolescence. Ration-
ality shattered is not half so compelling as rationality curved
around, sutured. Cyberspace, William Gibson saw, would
begin in video games, and pass through “virtual reality” and
“virtual worlds” on the way. And on the way through them
whart was logically possible would shear away from whar was
psychologically possible. Likewise, physical law would stand
revealed as the important but partial underpinning of social
law tha it is. Consider: whar is “property” when whole tracts
for new settlement can be fabricared algorithmically and
buried in the eye of a firefly? What is “liberty” when con-
straint upon movement and access to people’s consciousness
is governed by neither archirecture nor narure, i.e. by neither
gates nor walls nor the fading effects of time and distance,
but by private law: permissions, encryptions, and inabilities
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appearing to us as inexplicable lacunae in the data, as si-
lences, circular logics, puzzles, and endless loops? This is
defear by cognitive exhaustion, liberty lost as Kafka prefg-
ured it and only ro be re-won, according to Gibson, by the
artist/hacker/netrider, keysiroke by keystroke.

But is this the only way? It seems to me that in both Sacrsfice
and The Imperial Message, Cirincione, D'Amato, and Ferraro
of Softworlds explore the critical question of the cognitive
and emotional shape of a digital reality. As they have found,
when the terrain is swept clean and the air is electrons only,
archetypes emerge to fill the vacuum. The power of institu-
tions remains compelling in defining the relation of indi-
vidual to law as transeribed into space and action, even when
inverted. The question as a whole is “critical” because as
today’s cyberspaces—the space of the telephone, email,
MUDs, video-conferences, interactive TV, and on-line data
services—coalesce with today's arcade- and museum-grade
virtual worlds, logics will emerge thar are informed by the
reality coded into our bodies: the topo-logic, that is, of four
million years of natural evolution as well as the mytho-logic
of one hundred thousand years of human cultural evolution,
layered upon the topo-logic and constrained by it.

In Cyberspace: First Seeps, | propose a number of Principles—
I hesitated to call them Laws—that might guide the design
of cyberspace and virtual worlds, both. These Principles
attempt to circumscribe the basis for, rather than describe
the details of, cyberspace’s “nature,” as cyberspace, in wrn,
manifests human, and evolved, nature. They make, 1 think,
the sort of “good sense” which artists are drawn to rest, but
defy rendition into easy political critiques.

For example, The Principle of Universal Up stares that there
needs to be agreement as to which way is "up” in a (multi-
user) virtual world, this for two reasons: first thar gravita-
tion, though it does not strictly speaking exist in cyberspace,
continues to exist in our perceptual apparatus and our
expectations of the form of things—any horizontal division
of the visual field i a horizon, the carth is fefore the sky,
things poised on their points or corners topple, and so on.
Second, it is likely thar rexe will appear in these worlds: signs,
banners, documenis. Text is orientation-sensitive for its



legibility, and so, for that mateer, are facial expressions and
many, if not most, body gestures. Creators of cyberspaces
have control over the direction of virtual gravity, and there
are interactions to be considered berween this direction and
the direction of real gravity (after all, the traveller’s body is
still here, in a chair) especially when major virtual body
movement is involved such as flight, shrinkage, rotation, and
braking. Indeed, the larger problem of motion sickness,
which is the conflict berween optical and inner-ear motion-
informartion to the brain, might never fully be solved.

Here are some of the other Principles. The Principle of
Indifference, which we have already rouched upon, states
that “...the felr realness of any world depends on the degree
of its indifference to the presence of a particular “user’ and on
its resistance 1o his/her desire.” What is real rather than
imaginary always pushes back. Reality always displays a
measure of intractability and intransigence. One might even
say that “reality” is that which displays intractability and
intransigence relative to one’s personal will. It lies at the
intersection of multiple perceprions. This is why whar is
unreal can rarely generare consensus. The Principle of
Indifference also implies strongly thar, in a world we take to
be real, life goes on in one’s absence.

The Principle of Scale states that the maximum velocity of
our motion through cyberspace is, and should be, indexed to
the (computational) complexity of the world visible around
us, including the world thar exists behind our back. This
introduces a sort of informarional inertia or force field which
propartions the phenomenological size of a thing with the
amount of information it displays. It happens also ro con-
form to certain computational parameters ar the level of
hardware.

The Principle of Transit states that =...travel berween two
points in cyberspace should occur phenomenally through
all intervening points, no matter how fast (save with
infinite speed), and should incur costs to the wraveller pro-
portional to some measure of the distance.” The idea here is
not to succumb entirely to the technology’s inherent ability
to transport us between remote points in cyberspace

instantaneously. For taken to its logical conclusion and finest
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grain, if we can have instant and motionless “transportation”
between any two locations, then we have no space ar all.
Space—real space or cyberspace—depends on continuiry
and contiguity in the range of self-movement, and this
registering logically with what we can see as possibilities for
further movement. Without it, cyberspace becomes, at best,
a slide show or video-clip organizer. Moreover, if one is not
anywhere when one is “in transport” then opportunities for
serendipitous experience are truncated. We become like
moles, popping up here and there, and our of sight in
between. This question of out-of-sightness brings us 1o the
next Principle, The Principle of Personal Visibility.

The Principle of Personal Visibility is a perfect example of
the sort of mixture between two realms of Law, the physical
and the social, which the design of virtual worlds and
cyberspace forces us 1o entertain. It states (i) thar ar all times
(when logged in) individual users in/of cyberspace should be
visible, in some perhaps minimal bur never trivial form, to
all other users in the vicinity, and (i) that individual users
may choose for their own reasons whether or not, and to
whart extent, to see/display any or all of the other users in the
vicinity. Notice the asymmetry: you may make others
invisible to you, bur you may not make yourself invisible to
others.

Now the first provision of The Principle of Personal Visibil-
ity seeks to prohibit individuals from “cloaking” themselves
completely in cyberspace. Given the undeniable pleasures—
not to say advantages—in real life of seeing but not being
seen, of becoming the proverbial “fly on the wall,” one
wonders why this Principle should carry any weight. Why
should the artractions of voyeurism not be allowed to take
their “natural” course? (It is estimated, for example, thar
fully 90% of the “participants” in Internet newsgroups and
BBSs are “lurkers”™: anonymous, invisible, and untrackable
readers-only.) [ offer two reasons.

The first is essentially political. In any social system founded
on contracts and trust, what comes with freedom is responsi-
bility, and if cyberspace is the “electronic frontier,” the site of
new freedoms, then it is also, properly and democratically,
the site of new responsibilitics. Responsibility depends on



accountability, and accountability in turn depends on
countability, on the obligation, that is, to “stand up and be
counted,” to be there ro others if not for others. “Hir and
run” is what we call action without responsibility. Spying is
whart we call coming o know without being known w
know. A peeping Tom is what we call a person who trans-
gresses our privacy privately. In the physical world, all these
actions and modes of presence/non-presence are possible, of
course, but difficult. For in the real world we must take our
light-reflecting, space-occupying, casily-identifiable, and
massy bodies with us. In virtual worlds, however, where our
visibility is entirely digirally constituted, these transgressions

are easy.

The second reason is less ethically loaded. The presence,
number, or spatial disposition of other people in a certain
place—not to mention their detailed personal characteristics
or actions—constitutes important information in its own
right. We learn from the collective actions of others whar is
good to do, where it is good 1o be, when it is good o go. We
may follow the crowd; we may not. But a world populated
only by lurkers would be as empry as a ghost town, like a
neutron-bombed Vegas with lights blazing and no visitors. ..
but worse: the night air would have eyes. It flatters architects
to imagine how important their structures are per se. But to
everyone else, people marter more: their presence and move-
ment, their appearance and voices. A virtual world consist-
ing of living representations of real people and with a bare
minimum of architecture would fare better than a virwal
world in which the reverse was the case.

Turning to the second provision of The Principle Personal
Visibility shows us the other side of the coin. It says that we
ought to be able to screen our, turn off, the sight and sound
of others to ourselves. Why? Because we may wish o be
alone, 1o feel alone. A shopping trip, in the real world as in
cyberspace, may or may not be enhanced by the experience
of the crowds shopping with you, The ability 1o render
others invisible to oneself is an important one, simulating
clectronically what we do when we close our eyes, draw the
curtains, or turn off the phone. Bur it has political conse-
quences too, ones that we ought to consider. In the real
world, people with just and unjust causes can place them-
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selves in public spaces so as to be seen and heard whether we
want to or not. They cannot be “screened out,” by law. 1f
cyberspace is to have any purely public domains, then,
provision (i) of The Principle of Personal Visibilicy must be
suspended there. And by law,

The subsidized exploration of virtual world and cyberspace
technologies by artists—notably at the Banff Center and in
the present Softworlds residency ar the Wexner Center—
marks the beginning of a new phase in the maturation of the
Information Age. | say “subsidized,” of course, because this
is 2 mode of artistic production thar dwarfs most others in
terms of the cost of the technology required. Mo matter how
much faster computers become relative to their price, they
will not be fast enough to outrun the artistic imagination,
MNor will artists be able to afford them. Without the univer-
sity and public support of artists and architects designing
virtual worlds, and withourt their involvement in the devel-
opment of cyberspace generally, we shall have what Gibson
warned us of: a consciousness-degrading torrent of choiceless
choice, kitsch, and commercialism the likes of which has not
yet been seen this side of doing acid on Route 10 out of
Phoenix. Main-lining TV, Gibson called it. Cyberspace is a
public good. Vice President Gore'’s abandonment of the
national “information superhighway” to privare develop-
ment by media conglomerates should give us littde hope of
realizing a digital world any lovelier than the mall, or Home
Shopping Channel, any time soon.

Bichael Benedike is Meadows Foundation Centennial Professor and Direcror,
Center for Ametican Architocrure and Design, The University of Texas at
Auarin,



Someday You'll Be Able to Go to a Party and
Be the Only One There: Notes on Virtual Reality

1. A series of isolating techniques has been inextricably
linked to the development of industrial society: these tech-
niques have transformed the social over the last 150 years. In
the mid-nineteenth century, we can observe the initial
curtailment of social intercourse that began in the grear
European cities: the emergence of the inexpressive, drably
uniformed middle-class male as a social type; the replace-
ment of complex rituals of economic exchange in small
shops and markets for the silent, fixed-price efficiency of the
department store; and the rise of the respectful, ordered, and
above all silent audience at the thearer and concert hall,
trained to react with rigid self-restraint to the viruosic
exaggerations and histrionics of the Romantic performer.

Throughout our own century, these regimes of 1solation and
passivity have intensified. The techniques of the ninereenth
century gradually became optimized. The orderliness of the
theater has been rransformed into the darkness of the cin-
ema, where even applause is unnecessary. The initial ano-
nymity of the department store has developed into
McDonald's multiple-choices, computer-screen banking,
and the Home Shopping Nerwork. In this century, sertle-
ment patterns have also undergone a process of rapid and
profound transformartion (starting in the last century with
the Haussmanization of Paris). The cacophonous heteroge-
neity of the early modern city, which as much as any other
factor gave rise to the ideologies of modernity, has gradually
been replaced by the homogeneous, intensely isolaring
experiences of suburbia, in particular the cloistered world of
the detached suburban “home” and the near complete,
though complex, aloneness of the suburban automobile.
Face-to-face communication was replaced by a sequence of
electronic substitutes: first the telephone, then radio, devices
for recorded music, television, and most recently the com-
puter terminal.

The net result of these changes is two-fold: first, human
beings in this environment live in far greater physical isola-
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tion than in the preindustrial or recent past. Real, face-ro-
face human contact has become minimized (and, when it
exists, it is controlled); it is replaced by a medley of placebos
that emphatically reflect the logic informing their techno-
logical origins. Second, the resulting world is almost com-
pletely homogeneous and predicrable, devoid of class or
ethnic friction, the accidents of chance human encounters,
or the irreducible complexity characteristic of more tradi-
tional urban patterns.

It is impossible to understand the current popular fascina-
tion for the phenomenon of Virual Reality withour raking
into account this transformation of the social landscape. The
idea of Virmual Reality is an idealized locus for the perfection
of this isolating impulse. In Viral Reality, the individual's
isolation becomes finally complete: all his or her perceptual
interactions are fulfilled by compurer-generated simulacra.
In Virtual Reality, the goal of isolating the individual and
disenfranchising him or her from all contact with the “real”

unmediated perceprual world, and by extension, the unme-
diated social world, is achieved.

2. One of the most interesting aspects of the Virtual Realicy
phenomenon, and of compurer-generated imagery in gen-
eral, is the fascination that exists for the computer’s ability o
reproduce images and visual experiences thar duplicate the
“naturalistic” world. Thus, for example the idea that com-
puters can reproduce the visual complexity of cloud forma-
tions or mountain ranges, through the application of fractal
equations, impresses people incredibly. Similarly, the idea
that a Virtual Reality “rig” can simulate the spatial experi-
ence of flying or falling rapidly though the air creares the
same extreme excitement. Several ideologies seem to coalesce
to give these visual-spatial experiences their broad appeal.

First, we are drawn in by the ability of the computer ro
mimic or simulate the nawral. We feel a sense of riumph—
the triumph of Cartesian reason over the complexity and
indeterminacy of “nature.” We rejoice that the ordinal
processes of the computer can not only store and process
informartion from the human universe, but can seem o
reach out to mimic and reproduce the “natural world” as
well. There is an ultimate sense of the control of the rechno-



logical order over the natural, no less than in nuclear physics
of genetic engineering. It confirms our growing belief that
computers are all-powerful machines whose potential for
mastery is limitless. We are confident that their power can
match if not surpass the power of the physical world in all its
spatio-temporal complexity—and even the power of life
itself.

It should be remembered thar Virtual Realiry starved as a
military technology, intended in particular to simulate
dangerous physical experiences, such as acronautic dog-
fights, withourt actual threat to the participants. This chal-
lenge to Thanatos seems to have a particular appeal as
Virtual Reality moves into the realm of popular culture.
(Softworlds' project Sacrifice deals with this theme.) The
fictitious enactment of death and violence seems 1o have a
wide-spread appeal in masculinist cultures in a broad range
of cultural sertings. Virtual Realiry, as a new standard of
visual “realism,” has taken on the role of enacting this as well
as other masculinist fantasies in our current culture, This in
turn raises the question: to whar extent is Virual Reality a
masculinist cultural manifestation? Are the uses wo which it
is currently being pur specifically masculinise? And the uses
that are envisioned by its visionary fantasists?

Lastly, | believe Virtual Reality currently plays such a visible
role in the present technological-cultural landscape because
it embodies a current tension between two crucial cultural
constructs, Most cultural analysis describe the social universe
that has existed in the West since the Enlightenment as a
realm in which the themes of reason and logic have ruled.
Reason and logic have been the measures by which truth is
tested in Western culture. This investment in reason and
logic has, in turn, resulted in the development of science and
technology. However, despite the current unsurpassed
hegemonic power of technology in our society, there is
reason to believe that, in an important ideological shift, our
culture has begun to turn its back on reason and logic as
cultural eruth-measures: that it has begun to return o
images, imagination, and fantasy—the memphorical truth-
tools of traditional and archaic cultures—as its own mea-
sures of forming truth. When recent cultural commentators

~ lamenr thar we live in a society of “image™ and “specracle,”
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they fail 1o acknowledge their own prejudice in favor of
ratio-logical thought that may prevent them from accepring
an important shift in the cultural paradigm. Bur whar is
unique in the contemporary situation, and what is embodied
in Virtual Reality, is that while on the level of rechnique our
culture has in no way abandoned its dependence on ratio-
logical processes (specifically science and the computer),
there is a new melding by which ratio-logic forces are sub-
sumed to the service of a culture of image, fantasy, and even
quasi-mythic narratives for truth.

3. The middle-class suburban landscape of the late-twentieth
century has its own set of psychological realities. Relation-
ships are atomized—perhaps to an unprecedented extent.
Connections are truncated as families move from house 1o
house or town to town. There is almost no more existent
public space where people may interact. Contacts berween
people, even within families, tend to be based on a specific
single purpose (work, being neighbors, a recreational acriv-
ity) rather than a wide network of shared long-term activities
or responsibilities. Despite periodic economic upheavals, life
within this kind of setting is extraordinarily safe and pro-
tected. People move from place to place, or job to job, but
always within the same infantilizing plasma of preestablished
social structures that negate the need for choices or responsi-
bility. The condominium, the corporate job, and the mall
are all always the same; they are fool-proof structures where
nothing will go amiss.

With these factors, new parameters of psychological reality
have emerged. In the new suburban context, there are few of
the checks and balances on psychological reality that charac-
terize more traditional social setings. A wide range of
behavior that could be described as extreme, strange, or
deviating (without placing any negative judgments by these
terms) comes into being. In an environment without social
continuirty, there is no need to worry about the “reputation”
one’s activitics will engender, since a person has no reputa-
tion. In a seeting without threats from crime and without
real economic responsibility, it isn't necessary ro inhibic
behavior because of the restraines on the self caused by such
pressures. When the popular media describe the American
landscape as a place of cults, incestual and abusive sexual



practices, and demon-worship, they may in fact be more
accurate than such sensationalism would suggest.

I have undertaken this sketch of the psycho-social reality of
suburbia, because the psycho-social space of Virtual Realivy
is also a reflection of this space. Both in theory and pracrice,
many of VR's proponents imagine Virrual Reality as a space
of unleashed fantasies, where the restraints necessitared by
the physical reality of the “other” finally and completely
disappear. Virtual Reality is envisioned as the ultimare
narcissistic space, a space where one’s psychological
imaginings can be made virtually real. In this sense, the
space of Virtual Reality also comes very close o the space of
psychosis. The psychotic projects his or her imaginings as
real, as hallucinaced reality; Virtual Reality’s proponents
express a yearning for this same kind of hallucinared space.

Interestingly enough, while Viral Reality’s potential for
realizing such complete fantasy is not even remotely techni-
cally feasible, we can see similar patterns emerging on
various on-line networks today. Sexual bulletin boards and
the like closely mirror this same suburban psycho-social
pattern. They are anonymous; they allow participants to
“interact” without fear of “real” consequences; they encour-
age expression that would be difficult if not impossible in a
real serting,

Some of the more extreme theorists of Virual Reality
imagine a point at which it will be possible to hook-up a
human being’s actual brain and neurological system to a
computer-governed interactive system, resulting in the
instantaneous creation of an externalized Virtual Realicy
from a person’s fantasies, desires, or wishes. Perhaps such a
scenario is only the most recent incarnation of a familiar
human (or male?) dream of magical wish-fulfillment. But it
nevertheless raises interesting questions about the idea of
desire itself. Does the idea of desire itself embody the con-
cepts of longing, of the delay of wish fulfillment? How can
we imagine the structure of a psychology beyond desire in a
situation in which every wish could be instantancously
realized?
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4. Most of the preceding analysis has been based not on
actual Virtual Reality situations, but rather on speculative
assessments of what Virtual Reality can be or will be. At
present, existing Virtual Reality installations are limited to
the military, the experiments of a small number of artists
(such as the Softworlds group), and a few arcade machines.
It should be emphasized thar, at this poing, it is impossible
to assess whether sophisticated Virtual Reality will become a
major new medium or remain a point of specularion in the
public imagination. The possibility of the commercial
development of Virtual Reality depends on the mundane
question of whether corporations will make available che
huge outlays of capital necessary for the development and
production of sophisticated new hardware and software, and
whether this new genre of experience can be successfully and
cost-cfficiently marketed. In general, it seems to me impos-
sible to predict whether or not any new technology will
become successful. To choose two simple examples: 3-D
maovies never caught on; by contrast, stereo sound has
become a completely accepred world-wide standard.
Whether or not the overwhelming drama inherent to Viroual
Reality will have the necessary appeal in a culture thar has
recently rejected the scale of the movie screen for thar of the
television monitor seems open to question. On the other
hand, perhaps Virtual Reality will become an important
form in amusement parks—where people have traditionally
gone to experience spectacles of alvered realities.

Nevertheless, the use of Virmual Reality by artists does seem,
even at present, to serve some concrete, definable purpose,
ironically not dissimilar to the way it is used by the military.
Both artists and military planners employ Virtual Realivy as
an experimental space, a space in which ideas can be tested
without real world constraings. Both groups are also able to
envision the use of Virtual Reality without regard for the
viability of its commercial potential.

For artists, Virtual Realivy is emerging primarily as a sculp-
pural medium, Ower the last decade, the new mphisti:::lted
computers have been used by artists and architects in a
variety of ways to visualize and construct increasingly com-
plex spaces—some of which are in fact unique to the
computer’s world and would be impossible to create without



computer-aided techniques. Adding Virual Reality hard-
ware makes it possible for the “viewer” to feel that he or she
is moving around in such constructed spaces in a way thart
further enhances their spatial and sculptural quality. Further,
Virtual Reality has broken new ground by making possible
the construction of spaces that would be either physically
unfeasible or overly costly to build in reality. A project like
The linperial Message exvends the ideas of both installation
and earth art into a fantasy of space by constructing an
immense imaginary landscape.

It has always secemed to me that much of the significant
architecture of this century has been made for the movies—
maovie architecture is free from the practical constraints of
program, budget, and durability. Without these limitations,
the imaginary archivecture of Blade Runmer or Batman far
surpasses the visions of even the most extreme built architec-
ture of the last decade. It seems thar for artists, Virtual
Reality has the capacity to take over this role ar the point
that the movies leave off.

Perer Halley is an arvise and writer living in Mow Yook Cley
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A Note on the Exhibition

Major support for the development of Seffwerld 2.1: The
Imperial Message and for the presentation of this exhibition
has come from the Wexner Center Residency Award pro-
gram, funded by the Wexner Center Foundarion, and from
the Bartelle Endowment for Technology and Human Affairs,

The development and presentation of The Imperial Message
also have been made possible by the generosity of several
corporate sponsors. The Kubota Pacific Corporation manu-
factures the high-end, real-time geometry and texture
processor utilized in the creation of the project. The original
model, animated sequences, and textures were produced by
Blue Sky Productions’ proprietary rendering system. The
video projection cubes on which visitors see The Imperial
Message have been provided by Sony Corporation. Real-time
simulation software has been provided by Sense 8 Corpora-
tion. Elias Associates produced and designed the sound. The
Head-Mounted Displays, or feed-back immersion helmets,
have been provided by Virtual Research. IBM donared the
P'C used to process the sound. Imtech Corporation provided
the video processor for the projection cubes; Polhemus, Inc.,
the position sensors for the Head-Mounrted Displays;
MicroSoft Corporation, a variety of software; Crystal River
Engineering, the 3-D sound board; and Phar Lap Software,
a DOS-extender for the PC.

During the exhibition at the Wexner Center, The fmperial
Message was presented as a “work-in-progress™: visitors had
opportunitics to comment on how the program works, and
their comments will be utilized as Softworlds develops the
final version of the project. Softworld 1.2: Sacrifice was
available for play in a separate display.
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Residency and Education Programs

Softworlds, Inc. is the recipient of the 1993—94 Wexner
Center Residency Award in the visual arts. The residency
awards program, supported by a continuing grant from the
Wexner Center Foundarion, was initiated ro foster the arts
of our time by encouraging and supporting the creative
process. The awards are intended to provide artists with
moral, financial, and technical support, as well as a suitable
environment in which to create or cumplct: new works.,
Every year, awards are given in cach of the Wexner Center's
program areas of performing arts, media arts, and visual ars.
The artist or artists selected are then invited 1o work in
residence at the Wexner Center, engaging students, faculty,
and staff of The Ohio State University and the community

at large.

Through the residency awards program, the Wexner Center
secks to encourage creative exchange on several levels, Artists
in residence are able o draw upon the resources and exper-
tise available at the university and in the communirty, while
also learning about the interests and ideas of students,
faculty, staff, and community members, who—in turn—are
stimulated by the opportunity to work with the visitors.
Specific residency projects and activities reflect the variery of
award recipients’ interests, disciplines, and working meth-
ods. Some artists meet with large groups of students and/or
members of the community in workshops or classes, Others
work closely with smaller numbers of students or volunteers,
directly involving them in the realization of projects, Sull
others develop their projects in relative solitude, yet produce
works of high visibility and broad appeal. By encompassing
this range of approaches, the residency awards program is
able o offer support 1o a full spectrum of creative endeavors
and to expose the Wexner Center’s audience to the diversity
thar is ar the heart of contemporary art.

The members of Sofrworlds mer with a number of university
and community groups in the course of several visits 1o
Ohio State during the 1993-94 academic year. Informal
meetings with representatives of Ohio's Cenrer of Science



and Industry (COSI) and the university’s Advanced Com-
puting Center for the Arts and Design (ACCAD), Center
for Cognitive Science, Center for Interdisciplinary Studies in
Art and Design, College of the Arts, and Department of
Computer and Information Science sparked wide-ranging
discussions of artificial intelligence, “digital ethics,” and
experiences with various hardware and software. At two
“Beta-Test™ workshops, guests played Sacrifice, previewed
parts of The fmperial Message, and provided the members of
Softworlds with feedback on their reactions to each work.
Brian [’Amaro of Softworlds also participated as a speaker
in the “Technology and Postmodern Culture” lecture series
presented by the Center for Interdisciplinary Studies in Art
and Design and cosponsored by the Wexner Center, the
College of the Arts, and the Departments of Art, Industrial
Design, Art Education, History of Art, and Architecture.
The development of The fmperial Message was one of the
topics touched upon in D'Amato’s alk, “Interactivity,
Freedom, and Mind Control.”

Residency activiries such as those described above offered the
Wexner Center's audience direct and immediate insights into
Softworlds’ ideas and working methods. Other education
programs, including a panel discussion on “Art and Culture
in the Age of Interactive Technology,” opened the discussion
1o a broader range of issues that placed Softworlds’ projects
in context. Panelists were Roy Ascott, Director of the Centre
for Advanced Inquiry in the Interactive Arts (CALIA) ar the
Newport School for Art and Design, Gwenrt College, Wales;
Andrew Feenberg, Professor of Philosophy ar San Dicgo
State University; Constance Penley, Professor of Film Stud-
ies/Women's Studies at the University of California, Santa
Barbara; and science-fiction author and journalist Bruce
Sterling, who contributes frequently to Wired. The modera-
tor was Allucquere Rosanne Stone, Assistant Professor of
Radio, Television, and Film at the University of Texas,
Austin. The panel discussion, which was held on May 13,
was organized and coordinated by the Wexner Center’s
education department, which also presented tours for
visitors of all ages throughout the duration of the exhibition.

During spring quarter 1994, a graduarte-level course ("Inter-
disciplinary Research Seminar in Computer Technology in
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the Arts: Focus on Viral Environments”) offered through
the College of the Arts ar the Advanced Computing Cenrer
for the Ars and Design focused on virtual realiy,
interactivity, telecommunications, and associated topics.
Taught by Carol Giglioti, Assistant Professor of Art Educa-
rion and Education and Technology Liaison for the Wexner
Center, the seminar provided creative and technical support
for participating students’ individual projects or research.
Developed in concert with the Softworlds residency, the
course incorporated a discussion with the artists and exami-
nations of their work but moved beyond that narrow focus,
finding in Softworlds’ projects springboards to related issues
and concerns,

Education programs related to the Softworlds exhibition
were made possible by the Ohio Joint Program in the Arts
and Humanities and the Batrelle Endowment for Technol-
ogy and Human Affairs. The panel discussion was also
generously supported by the university’s Center for Interdis-
ciplinary Studies in Art and Design. In addition, grant
funding from the Bartelle Endowment for Technology and
Human Affairs supported a program in which gallery assis-
tants, many of them unversity students, staffed the exhibi-
tion whenever it was open. The gallery assistants were
available to help visitors operate the Head-Mounted Dis-
plays, video projection cubes, and rouch-screen monitors
used 1o play The Imperial Message and Sacrifice.



Artists’ Biographies

Janine Cirincione was born in Mew York City in 1961, Her
educational background is in French literature: she earned
her BA degree in that field from Ciry University of New
York in 1984 and her MA degree from Hunter College in
1986. Since 1988 she has been the director of Jack Tilon
Gallery in New York City, where she is now a partner. She
previously worked as acquisitions and research editor ar Art
Resource and as director of archives and public information
for the Pace Gallery, both also in New York. She has curated
numerous exhibitions for Jack Tilton Gallery, among them
10 Lartine Artists (1988), When Objects Dreans and Talk in
Their Sleep (1om), Forbidden Cames (1991), and Through the
Looking Glass: Artises’ Firse Encounters with Virtual Reality
(1992). She was also the curator of Dark Decor (1991-93), an
exhibition organized by Independent Curators, Inc. tha
travelled throughout the United States and Canada. She has
contribured interviews and essays to Cover Arty Magazine,
Flash Art, and A Gathering of the Tribes, where she serves on
the Board of Directors. She has also lectured on art, technol-
ogy, and new media at universities, museums, and confer-
ences throughout the Unired States.

Brian D'Amato studied painting and English ar Yale Univer-
sity, earning a BA in art. He subsequently studied painting
and contemporary art history at the City University of New
York, where he received his MA. In 1989 and 1990 he co-
directed 65 Thompson Street Gallery for Leo Casrelli and
Larry Gagosian. He has exhibited his work in New York
City and elsewhere (including in the Wexner Center's 1992
Rr_ﬁum;'ng artoons exhibition) and contributed articles and
reviews to Flash Are, Harpers Bazaar, and other publications.
He participated in the 1992 exhibition Through the Looking
Crlass at the Jack Tilton Gallery and co-edited the accompa-
nying catalogue with Janine Cirincione. D’Amaro is also a
novelist. Beawty, his first novel—an art-world chriller abour
cosmetic surgery—was published in the United States in
October 1992 by Delacorte. Beauty has also been released in
i:ighl fnr:ign editions, including a United Kingdom edition;
the ULS. paperback edition was released in Seprember 1993
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by Dell, and a film version is in development ar Touchstone
Pictures. D'Amato is currently working on a second novel.

Michael Ferraro was born in 1953 in Passaic, New Jersey.
During the 1970s he exhibited and performed interactive art
pieces in galleries and museums. He earned his BFA in
studio art from Syracuse University in 1976 and his MFA
from the University of Massachusetts in 1980. He is cur-
rently on the faculty ar the School of Visual Arts in New
York, where he has taught in the area of computer art since
1989. He was previously a visiting artist and adjunet profes-
sor in the College of Fine Arts at Carnegie-Mellon Univer-
sity in Pittsburgh from 1983 to 1985, Since 1986 Ferraro also
has been affiliated with Blue Sky Productions of Ossining,
New York, as vice-president, system architect, and partner.
He has been the technical director for numerous relevision
commercials produced at Blue Sky Productions. He was also
the technical director of computer animation for David
Kronenberg's 1984 movie The Flyand the compurer anima-
tion designer for a 1985 production of The Odyssey at Kresge
Theater, Carnegie-Mellon University.

Softworlds, Inc. was founded in 1992. The group’s works in

progress include a CD-ROM publication, interactive role-
playing games, and real-world sets.



Softworld 2.1: The Imperial Message

Created by Softworlds, Inc.:
Janine Cirincione, Brian D'Amato, and Michael Ferraro

Musical Score: Alvin Lucier

Images and Rendering: Blue Sky Productions

Sound: Elias Associates

Sound Design: Michael Sweet and Martt Fletcher

CGl Producer: Cindy Brolmsa

Modelling and Animation: Stewart Ziff; Cliff Bohm
and Maurice Van Swaaij of Blue Sky Productions

User Interface Coordinator: Ethan Dicks

Programming Consultant: Matr Lewis

Voices

The Emperor: Steve Cannon

The Judges and Gulag Warden: Jim Chu
The Spy: Christian Haye

The Rebel: Cindy Brolmsa

The Messenger and Guide: Stephanie Jones
The Gatekeeper and Guide: Edwin Torres
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Cirincione, Judy Clain, Joanne Cohen, Joe Cohn, Anthony
[Amato, Barbara D°Amato, Paul D'Amato, Ellen Datlow,
Andrew Druck, Bob & Val Ferraro, Gabe & Delores
Ferraro, Richard & Angela Ferraro, Molly Friedrich, Dana
Friis-Hansen, Carl Goodman, Michael Govan, Jonathan
Gurenberg, Tom Hamrich, Marilee Heifitz, Perer Horr, Nick
Jones, Helena Kontova, Molly Lafferty, Jackson Lewis, Allissa
Loin, Christopher Makos, Laura Marks, Angela Marusik,
Stephen Melville, James Meyer, Rick Montana, James 5.
Moore, Jacqueline Mori, Julie Oda, Celeste Olaquiaga,
Robert Pincus-Witten, Dara Pizuet, David Polinchok, Tina
Potter, Bernadine Rock, I ]. Rogers, Leslie Schnur, Kate
Shanley, Junko Shimada, Michael Siegel, Pamela Singh,
Andrew Solomon, Michael Spertus, Alisa Tager, Kevin
Teixeira, Anna Wagner, Benjamin Weil, Morris Wheeler, and
Alice Yang.

Janine Cirincione
Brian D’Amaro
Michael Ferraro
Sofrworlds, Inc.
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