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SUE BROADHURST

Brunel University;
susan.broadhurst@brunel.ac.uk

WELCOME FROM THE DRHA CHAIR - OPENING OF THE CONFERENCE

Dear Delegates,

| am very happy to welcome you all to the 2019 Digital Research in the Humanities
and Arts Conference: ‘Radical Immersions: Navigating between virtual/physical
environments and information bubbles’, hosted by the Central School of Speech and
Drama and the University of Greenwich - otherwise known as Dani and Elena.

At the same time, we have aimed to achieve what DRHA has always achieved,
which is the provision of intellectual and physical space for cross-disciplinary
discussion and ideas generation. Many new networks have been established and
productive research relationships initiated. As with all dynamic conferences, we
hope that debate inside sessions is continued in the corridors, social sessions, and
meetings outside.

The space provided for us this year is of course here at Waterman’s Art Centre,
London. The Programme includes contributions from digital humanities and arts,
including, the field of digital immersive tools, and also: creative industries, archives,
museums, performance, installation, dance, music, and cultural theory, which will no
doubt generate their own collaborative practices and enable intriguing dialogues
during the conference.

We are so pleased to be able to bring DRHA to a space known for its innovation
in many of the disciplines attending this year. | would like to thank all the local and
programme organisers for their energy and creativity in building this event. Finally,
I would like to thank you as delegates, in advance, for the contribution you will

no doubt make to such a special gathering. So, welcome to ‘Radical Immersions’,

London and DRHA 2019.

Sue Broadhurst
Professor Emeritus and Honorary Professor, Brunel University
Chair of DRHA Standing Committee



ELENA PAPADAKI & DANI PLOEGER - INTRODUCTION TO THE CONFERENCE

University of Greenwich;
e.papadaki@gre.ac.uk

Royal Central School of Speech and Drama:
daniel.ploeger@cssd.ac.uk
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RADICAL IMMERSIONS: NAVIGATING BETWEEN VIRTUAL/PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENTS
AND INFORMATION BUBBLES - INTRODUCTION TO THE CONFERENCE THEMES

Over the past years, immersive technologies
have been hyped as consumer gadgets,
entertainment media and the future of exhibition
practices. The free distribution of VR headsets
with smartphones and the increasing interest of
museums, festivals and other cultural organisers
towards ‘immersive digital content’ have quickly
turned VR and AR devices and applications

into widely recognized cultural artefacts. The
promotion of ‘full immersion’ in the physical
spaces of exhibitions and museums has led

to some venues relying solely on interactive
projections and audience interaction. However,
just like many earlier ‘new media’ before them,
the hyperbolic promises attached to these
technologies’ supposed capacity to deliver
immediacy and trigger a paradigm shift in media
culture have thus far hardly become reality.

Meanwhile, social media platforms enable

the formation of communities where members
immerse themselves in alternate networks of
signification in which conspiracy theories are
embedded in seemingly consistent information
clouds. While these information bubbles are
often - but not necessarily correctly - associated
with economically and socially disenchanted
communities that reject intellectualism, they

can also be read as reflections of some of the
keystones of post-structuralist thought, especially
in their fostering of a rhizomatic approach to
‘fact finding’ and a consistent suspicion that the
everyday is in fact a ‘hyperreal’ constructed by
entities of power.

The Digital Research in the Humanities and Arts
(DRHA) conference 2019 examined these two
perspectives on immersion in digital culture and
identified some of their broader ideological
frameworks as well as provided detailed insights
into the workings of specific technologies in
relation to their promises.

DRHA 2019

The invited papers and poster presentations
addressed questions including, but not limited to,
the following:

* How are the promises and expectations of VR,
AR and other immersive consumer technologies
embedded in broader cultural ideologies of
progress and innovation?

* What are the tensions created between
immersive technologies and

physical environments?

* How is the space between an all-digital artwork
and an all-physical exhibition space negotiated?
* How do the material aspects of immersive
technologies’ hardware affect the generation and
perception of immersive content?

* How might the design, marketing and use of
digital platforms determine the ways in which
online information communities are formed?

* To what extent might online ‘filter bubbles’ and
other immersive information environments bear
parallels to post-structuralist understandings of
rhizomatic and fluid meaning-making in text?

In parallel with the conference, a group exhibition
was presented at Watermans Arts Centre (6-20
September 2019), organised by Klio Krajewska
(Head of New Media Arts Development,
Watermans), Elena Papadaki, and Dani Ploeger,
following a call for artworks. Along the lines of the
conference theme, the selected artworks critically
engaged with immersive technologies, news
media, and digital culture.

The conference convenors gratefully acknowledge
The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama
and Watermans Arts Centre for hosting the
conference and exhibition.

11



MICHAEL N. GODDARD

University of Westminster;
M.Goddard@westminster.ac.uk

Abstract

When virtual reality ‘first’ appeared on the
scene in the 1990s, its philosophical, and

even metaphysical, potentials were not lost on
several authors whether they perceived them

in largely dystopian terms (see Kroker 1993)

or naively affirmative ones (see Rheingold
1991). Perhaps the author who most intimately
connected virtual reality and philosophy was
Michael Heim, whose work the Metaphysics of
Virtual Reality (1993) situated technologies of
the virtual as ontological machineries, enabling
the practical design of modes of experience that
philosophers had hitherto only been able to
imagine; to paraphrase Marx, where philosophy
had only been able to describe the world, virtual
reality designers were making new worlds of
ontological experience available to their users.
Of course, Virtual Reality is only the last of a
long line of immersive technologies of perception
in the twentieth century, passing through

all the technological innovations of cinema,
stereoscopy, 3D and other immersive media
whose deeper history dates back to panoramas,
Viewmasters and other devices, and further

to such philosophical machineries as Plato’s
cave. More specifically, virtual reality emerges
out of an intersection between audiovisual
moving images and sounds and computing,

that began as early as the 1960s, as so many
varieties of what Gene Youngblood called
‘Expanded Cinema’ (1970). This paper will
explore these genealogies of virtual immersive
technologies as modes of practical aesthetics,
enabling concrete experiences of perceptual
transformation and metamorphosis, a becoming
other to oneself and one’s habits of perceiving
and being in the world. It will argue that rather

than the transcendence often attributed to

12 BETWEEN TECHNOLOGIZED HYPES AND IMMERSIVE HISTORIES

these experiences in the 1990s that immersive
technologies of the virtual open up space of
pure immanence and becoming which may
exceed the sensoria of habitual lived bodies, but
only by creating a new body without organs, a
‘new flesh’ of technologically remediated pure
immanence. As such it will situate contemporary
VR in longer and buried histories of the non-
linear development of virtual and immersive
technologies going back at least to 1960s
expanded cinema, and explore its artistic

potentialities in the present and future.

IMMERSIVE MEDIA, VIRTUAL REALITY AND HISTORIES OF AUDIOVISION

Oculus Rift: The magic of presence

Rift’s advanced display technology combined with
its precise, low-latency constellation tracking system
enables the sensation of presence — the feeling as
though you're actually there. The magic of presence
changes everything. You've never experienced

immersion like this (Oculus Rift Webpage, 2017)
Introduction

Hype like this, which is basically advertising for
a commercially available Oculus Rift VR headset
and related content give the impression that
Virtual Reality is a new, emergent phenomenon,
facilitating never-before-experienced potentials
for ‘immersion’, ‘presence’ and perceptual
realism. Such claim to novelty should give
anyone attuned to cultural histories of
technology pause, and especially if we want

to adopt a media archaeological perspective,
attuned to both what is old in the new, as well as
what is new in the old. Virtual Reality, and the
dreams of total presence it sustains is especially
prone to periodic bouts of historical amnesia, so
much so that reading contemporary ‘practical’
accounts of VR it is as if it has no history.
However, if one retains any memory, or does
any research into, cybercultural discourse of the
1990s, one can find here both the same if not
more prominence accorded to VR, and an even
greater level of hype, in some instances, as well
as paranoia in others. As with other audiovisual
media technologies like 3D and stereoscopy,
technological development is cyclical rather than
progressive, with different technical assemblages
returning when conditions, whether technical,
economic, cultural or all of the above are

right. Furthermore, VR is not a distinct, isolated
phenomena but part of a continuum of technical
devices and assemblages including such
dominant ones as cinema and television, as well
as more specific arenas such as cinema special
effects, histories of simulation, and conjunctions

DRHA 2019

between moving images and computing that go
back at least to the 1960s. With this in mind,
this talk will attempt to sketch some potential
genealogies of VR, in relation to the broader
field of what | am calling after Siegfried
Zielnski, Audiovision.

VR and Genealogies of Audiovision

In this talk, | am situating VR as part of a
broader history of audiovision in several
interlocking ways. Siegfried Zielinski proposed
the term “audiovision” as an alternative way of
understanding both cinema and television as
“entr’actes in history”, meaning as contingent
and far from stable assemblages, enabled by
practices of invention that have also led to other
audiovisual forms that are “no longer film, no
longer television” (See Zielinski 1999). While

he acknowledges theories of the cinematic
apparatus in his introduction to this work, it
fundamentally goes against static ideas of

any ‘basic apparatus’ as theorists like Baudry
proposed, and is much more in line with
Cassetti’s appropriation of the concept of the
assemblage, to account for the cinematic as
dispersed across a heterogeneous post-cinematic
field. What all of this has to do with VR is that
while going further than other post-cinematic
modalities in terms of levels of immersion and
interactivity, even apparently dispensing with the
need for a screen or interface, it nevertheless
remains post-cinematic because still concerned
with moving image and sound environments,
even if augmented by increased tactile potentials
via sensors. The latter also brings up the
importance of sound in VR and experiences

of immersion more generally; while initially
considered to be primarily a visually defined
experience, increasingly sound, as Frances
Dyson argues, has proved essential in actually
generating the sought after senses of immersion
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and presence (this has also proven to be the
case in cinematic special effects development
in which the development of sonic effects was
arguably more sophisticated and in advance
of visual SFX).

But there is another more specific reason to
relate VR to genealogies of audiovision, namely
that it emerges directly out of the intersection of
computing and specifically computer interfaces
and moving image technologies, a process

that began in the 1960s but really accelerated
in the 1990s. Initially these technologies had
little in common as cinematic moving images
were industrial, mechanical technologies for
simulating illusions of real movement and
thereby facilitate new forms of narrative,
whereas computers were largely concerned
with calculation, and its software was either
algorithmic or related to technologies of writing;
hence the first technological coupling of the
computer was with the typewriter, not with
anything audiovisual. However, as computers
started to become a more graphical medium

in terms of both interfaces and at the level

of now object oriented software, its artistic
applications became increasingly apparent
leading to computer art, which soon took the
form of moving images. Similarly, innovative
filmmakers wanted to go beyond the possibilities
not only of the photographic images but even
of analog varieties of animation, and turned

to computer animation as a way to achieve

this. This intersection of cinema and computing
played a key role in what would be named by
Gene Youngblood “Expanded Cinema” (1970),
which is really where virtual reality begins.

Primal Scenes of VR: Vertigo (1959) and
the Stargate Corridor in 2001;
A Space Odyssey

Alfred Hitchcock certainly was one of the
filmmakers open to innovations in visual arts, up
to and including early computer animation. In
the film Spellbound (1945) he invited Salvador
Dali to create the sets for scenes that was less
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a dream sequence than the psychoanalytic
recall of a dream; but while these Daliesque
images were striking in their deliberate artifice,
they were also somewhat corny and stagy,
reminiscent of the artificial sets of German
expressionist films of the 1920s. For some of his
later films, Saul Bass had already been creating
abstract animated sequences but for Vertigo he
wanted a series of rotating abstract geometric
figures that should be mathematically precise.
They turned to the artist John Whitney, who had
already been experimenting with these kinds

of moving images, by adapting WWII military

technologies for rotating anti-aircraft guns:

Whitney realized that the gun director could
rotate endlessly, and in perfect synchronization
with the swinging of a pendulum. He placed
his animation cels on the platform that held
the gun director, and above it suspended

a pendulum from the ceiling which held a
pen that was connected to a 24-foot high
pressurized paint reservoir. The movement of
the pendulum in relation to the rotation of the
gun director generated the spiral drawings
used in Vertigo’s opening sequence.

However, Whitney had also been developing
his mandala like computer animations
independently, producing work with a hypnotic
and immersive quality. The ultimate realisation
of such practices cinematically was in the famous
‘Stargate Corridor’ sequence of 20017 in which
the special effects supervisor Doug Trumbull
turned to such experiments in order to create

a new technique for producing special effects,
the ‘Slit Scan technique’. This was developed

by Whitney in order to generate continuous
variation of abstract shapes, but then modified
for the film by making it more three dimensional.

While this was all a purely analog process
the effect of the final sequence was absolutely
formative in terms of the look of future
computer animation and also the imagination
of cyberspace both in science fiction such

as the equally formative Neuromancer and

in the development of cyberspace itself as a
multidimensional graphically generated space
functioning as an interactive virtual world.

All of these example were central to Gene
Youngblood'’s conception of Expanded Cinema
which, while having its roots in experimental
animation, was already having a marked
influence on Hollywood; and in a sense these
experimental practices already crossed
commercial and creative worlds in new ways;
developing out of a fine art context, they
nevertheless found application for use in title
sequences, logos and advertising, a tension
that would continue to mark technologies of
virtuality. While John Whitney’s children would
continue his work by becoming computer
programmers, it was really George Lucas who
fully brought digital technologies into the world
of Hollywood filmmaking, and not just for

title or dream sequences; these technologies
would become essential for the Star Wars
franchise, but also the development of digital
effects through his Industrial Light and Magic
Studio and its computer animation offshoot
Pixar- Youngblood did a television interview
of Lucas in 1971 as a ‘Maker of Films’ in which
these tensions are almost painfully apparent
in the young, not yet appreciated filmmaker.

Back to the 1990s, Back to the Future

There are several accounts such as by Hillis
(1999) and Heim (1998) of the direct history
of VR including such things as Viewmasters
and 3D stereoscopy, flight simulators as
developed in the 1960s, and Ivan Sutherland’s
‘Sketchpad’ ‘an interactive program that
enabled a user holding a light pen to make
designs on a screen that could be stored,
retrieved and superimposed’ (Hillis, 1999, 11).
Later he developed the concept of the ‘ultimate
display’ in which the computer would control
the existence of matter, resonating with and
extending earlier theories of ‘total cinema’.
Finally there is the development of head mounted
displays, compared by Howard Rheingold to

DRHA 2019

‘exceptionally bulky sunglasses’, and data
gloves which more fully enable the experience of
virtual environments by in principle eliminating
both the screen as interface and the bracketing
out the perception of surrounding reality.

It is this suspension of one’s lived spatial reality
and its substitution with another that led many
writers and developers to see in Virtual reality
dreams of transcendence of the body and hence
the facilitator of a form of disembodiment. But
here were always voices cautioning against
this kind of approach. N Katherine Hayles, for
example, writing in 1996 that “As anyone who
designs VR simulations knows, the specificities
of our embodiments matter in all kinds of ways,
from determining the precise configuration of
a VR interface, to influencing the speed with
which we can read a [...] screen” (Hayles,
1996). If there is nevertheless “so much noise
about the perception of cyberspace as a
disembodied medium” (1996, 1), it is due to
making a cut between the embodied experience
of the user and the alternate virtual world,

the attribution of more reality to the latter,

due to the desire to leave the former behind,
by disavowing the technical and perceptual
process by which it is generated in the first
place. This is a precise articulation of the
differences between posthuman immanence
and transhuman transcendence. The gendered
nature of such fantasies of disembodiment
hardly need to be spelled out or repeated, and
by now have been fully critiqued; and yet such
desires and fantasies still attach themselves to
VR, and are as hard to shake as the implications
of its military origins as artists like Harun
Farocki have explored. As more perceptive
commentators noted, VR might have less to do
with Neuromancer’s fantasy of leaving behind
the ‘meat’ of the organic body and more to

do with pattern recognition: “people have
something to lose if they are regarded solely
as informational patterns, namely the resistant
materiality that has marked the experience of
living as embodied creatures” (Hayles 1993).
Such a polarisation between transhuman and
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posthuman accounts of VR seem today to be
exaggerated but are understandable in the
context of 1990s speculations about VR and

its future as a synecdoche for cyberspace

itself: the idea that we were on the verge of a
world in which we would all be engaging in
virtual environments for most of our activities
(in an era when even email was relatively
novel). In actual fact the dreams and anxieties
surrounding VR barely survived the dotcom
crash and until recently it seemed consigned

to being just another technological novelty,
suitable for amusement parks and the
peripheries of gaming. One problem was the
hype itself which was basically impossible

to live up to, and another was the level of
technological development; certainly there
were some admirable experiments in VR art,
but their realisation was not the overwhelming
technological experience it was supposed to be;
in other words, the fantasies of immediacy, of
surpassing the need for an interface, returned in
the form of effects of hypermediacy in anything
from the delay time of loading necessary
information, to so called “Alternate World
Syndrome” which could leave some users in a
state of nausea and disorientation. Taking as an
example the VR experience “Dancing with the
Virtual Dervish” is that far form an experience
of disembodiment it was, in fact, all about
kinesthetic and proprioceptive embodiment.

Michael Heim describes the after effects
of his two and a half hour experience
with this work in the following terms:

Even the next day, my optical nerves held the
imprint of the brightly coloured transhuman
structures. | could summon them with the slightest

effort — or see them sometimes in unexpected

flashes of cyberspace. (Heim, 1998, 51-52).

Of course, much of this kind of embodied
reaction or abreaction to virtual reality had to
do with levels of technological development;
too low a frame rate apparently produced such
effects, a problem that has since been overcome
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in 21st Century VR apparatus’s with much
higher processing rates and hence the ability to
generate more seamless virtual environments.
But the problems with 1990s VR were not just a
question of technical obstacles, high costs and
lack of a clear idea of its potential uses; there
was also a fundamental misperception of what its
affordances and limits were, namely that what it
enabled was not an experience of immediacy, of
being transported into another body in another
space, but just another modality of remediation.
This perhaps accounts for VR being eclipsed

in favour of other technologies, principally
mobile smart phone and augmented reality
developments that dominated the first decade
of the 2000s, and which foreground rather
than hide their processes of hypermediation.
Nevertheless, in a nice irony, mounting a VR
enabled phone within a headset has become

a new way of generating VR experiences,
rendering them cheaper and more accessible.
Conversely the supposed next step forward in
augmented reality in such devices as Google
Glass has met with unanticipated unpopularity
in its adding of new layers of surveillance

or at least interveillance to a world already
saturated with such practices: don't objectify

me into my data body, at least not so obviously.

This underlines the point that VR does not do
away with the screen or interface, so much

as render it imperceptible, displacing it to the
non perceived display or even the retina. But
how new is this process? Are cinemagoers

ever aware that they are watching a screen
when immersed in a spectacular cinematic
presentation, especially when immersion is aided
by HD or IMAX technologies, complex sound
environments, or 3D effects? Is VR just the latest
in a line of immersive audiovisual technologies,
a kind of post-cinematic supplement or actually

a medium or artform in its own right?

| am not at this stage of my research to give
definitive answers to these questions, but | think
that other than medical and military uses of VR,
it is now being developed largely as a way of

producing supplementary content, extending
the repertoire of games, cinema, especially
animated cinema, music video and slightly more
sophisticated versions of virtual environments
already well known from MMORPG’s like

World of Warcraft or even Second Life. Certainly
VR has progressed from being limited to use

by either military-industrial or artistic elite
projects, to becoming more available and
accessible, as well as becoming commercialised
as a desirable consumer product, but whether
it will develop some of the artistic, let alone

the ontogenetic potential imagined for it in

the 1990s, still remains to be seen. Certainly

if the works produced by Oculus Studios

are anything to go by, things have not yet

progressed all that far beyond Pixar animations.

Tentative Conclusions

Perhaps some greater inspiration for designing
really artistic VR experiences might rather be
gained by re-engaging with the lesser known
histories of expanded cinema, audiovisual
experimentation and computer art and special
effects presented earlier, which might form the
basis of some really interesting immersive and
ontogenetic experiences; something like a VR
equivalent of Twin Peaks The Return, episode 8,
a kind of negative Stargate Corridor, could be
a more aesthetically challenging starting point.

At any rate it seems important to find a
point somewhere between the banality
of discourses surrounding contemporary
VR and the speculative spasms of the
1990s, in order grasp what is really,
potentially new in VR, while remaining
fully aware of its limits and affordances.

DRHA 2019
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Abstract

In her study of phantasmagorical film and
literature, Marina Warner states that it is the
zombie that ‘embodies the condition of our time’
as they represent contemporary experiences of
selfhood shaped by new technologies (2006:
357-8). In this paper | suggest that, due to the
interactive and immersive qualities of XR (a

term that includes VR, AR and MR interactive
experiences), the concept of the Zombie in some

recent gothic expressions does not just represent

contemporary experience but is an ‘interpassive’

role (Pfaller 1996; Zizek 2008) performed by
the participant, where our agency is objectified
and forms part of the act. In putting forward this
case, the paper focuses on two recent XR events
that strive to reclaim the authentic self in what
can initially be seen to be a plight to recover
modernist authenticity. The first is ‘Whist’ (2017)
by A®E, where there is an attempt to reify the
self through the trigger of the participant’s gaze
using a Freudian discourse. This results in an
interpassive experience that could be seen to
distance the participant from their own agency;
rather than interpret the self, Freudian discourse
is seen to possess it. The second is ‘Doom Room’
(2018) by Makropol, where there is an attempt
to reclaim the soul through an Artaudian re-
birth via self-sacrifice. In doing so, ‘Doom Room’
entwines the story of interpassivity with the

zombie experience.

Keywords: Virtual Reality;
Gothic; interpassivity;

participatory performance; zombie.
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PERFORMING THE ZOMBIE IN PHANTASMAGORICAL EXTENDED REALITY (XR)

Introduction

In 2015 immersive artist and film director Chris
Milk stated in a TED talk that VR has the ability
to be “the ultimate empathy machine” as it

can make us become “more human”. Milk’s
vision of VR, and XR in general, is widespread

- there is a wealth of writing and practice on

VR and empathy, where VR has shown the

social realities of racism and homelessness;
experiences of living in refugee camps, detention
centres, war zones; and even what it’s like

to be a cow in a slaughterhouse. But, in the
contemporary imagination, another narrative
exists that serves as an uncanny underside to

this technological utopianism. In the popular
imagination are dystopian futures, in which these
new technologies are taking away our humanity.
And, what is interesting, is that these interactive
creative practices have, arguably, become more
popular than the utopian vision.

Interactive horror events in the west can be
traced back to Victorian Phantasmagoria. This
general fascination with the irrational, the
ghostly and the macabre has grown from a
larger body of work from literature since the
Enlightenment, known as the gothic genre. The
gothic has been said to be a platform where
anything that cannot be rationalised in our post
enlightened comprehension of the world, can
be expressed as an anxiety within art. It can be
seen as a kind of Catharism: a release; a place
to play out ideas that ruminate in our minds, and
even perhaps experiences, but have no place in
a rational world.

There has been a growing appetite for
interactive psychological horror; especially via
digital games and popular events. This marks a
change or development of the gothic because
now our bodies and spaces are physically
involved, and, our decisions are an essential part
of the narrative - we now have interactive gothic
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experience. This appears to be antithetical to
our general utopian idea for what we want from
interactive technologies. Do we really want to
be disempowered, undermined, bullied? Gothic
interactive horror is far from an empowered
extension of the self.

The gothic genre emerged around the time of
the Enlightened subject and has been said to

be a cultural response to contemporary anxiety
around cultural change following scientific
development. Early gothic works made monsters
of the medieval and the spiritual to make way for
the logical scientific enlightened subject. Kelley
Hurley has pointed out that the gothic revival of
the last decades of the 19th Century were more
horrific in graphic and visceral representations
because of the anxiety generated by scientific
discourse that ‘served to dismantle conventional
notions of the human’ (Hurley 1996: 4-5). Such
as, for example, evolutionism, sexology and
criminal anthropology. The gothic content of the
late 20th century has dismantled ideas of the
nuclear family, race, gender and sexuality and
the postmodern subject.

So, what do contemporary expressions of
the gothic tell us about our time? And how
have changes in technology, particularly XR,
developed these expressions?

In her 2006 book on Phantasmagoria, Marina
Warner states that ‘Zombies embody the
principal ghostly condition of our

time [...]" (357).

The zombie was uprooted from its origins in the
African diaspora of the Caribbean, and the slave
condition which it embodied has shifted ground,
from its historical and actual relation to economic
conditions of labour, to a broader psychological

description of human existential diminishment.
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Yet the concept of the zombie crystallised a state
of being that does still remain in play between
holders of different levels of power—masters and
slaves, men and women, owners and employees.
(Warner 2006: 367)

Zombies convey a danger to individuality and
self. ‘They are flesh and blood, but that is all.
[They] are more silent than ghosts, but they
resemble them in that they are forced to live

in suspended time [...] (Warner 2006: 358).
Warner’s focus is on film and literature. Here,

| want to examine how, due to the interactive
and immersive qualities of XR, the concept of the
Zombie in gothic XR, is not one to be watched
but an ‘interpassive’ role that we play as
participants, where our agency is objectified and
forms part of this act.

| have selected two XR events that engage with
gothic themes: each promise the transcendence
of the conscious self - be it a discovery of

our own subconscious, or the rebirth of our
reality. In striving for this, anxieties about self-
possession and agency arise. The first is Whist
by ADE, where, rather than interpret the self,
Freudian discourse is seen to possess it within

a virtual experience that distances us from

our own agency. The second is Doom Room by
Makropol, which engages with interpassive
themes of sacrifice that give context to an ending
where there is a surreal loss of intersubjective
reality. As with many gothic approaches to

the interactive experience, each dominate the
trajectory and behavior of the audience. But
interestingly, in their attempts to dismantle the
rationality of the VR machine, each also point
towards the ‘interpassive’ role of the audience in
very different ways.

The Role of the Zombie as
Interpassive Experience

Janet Murray points out that “[VR] is [...] not
an empathy machine,” “[it] is an interactive
medium...we want it to respond to us.” (Murray,
2016). She states that what makes people
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deeply involved is agency through interaction.
Embodied personalisation is fundamental

to interactivity in VR. When describing his
experience of The Machine to be Another by
BeAnotherLab, Liam Jarvis states that ’[...] a
proprioceptive ‘possession’ occurs in which

the sensations of my body are referred to the
other’s mediatised bodily appendages’ (Jarvis
2017). VR therefore has the capability to
possess our agency, whilst, contrarily, giving

us the capability to possess, or consume, the
other through interaction. This double edge of a
personalised approach to audience participation
has been expanded upon by Adam Alston within
the context of immersive theatre via his concept
of Narcissistic Participation.

[This] is [where] productivity is rewarded with the
promise of intense, meaningful and personally
valuable experiences that are not just the

result of audience reception, but involvement in
aesthetic production. (Alston 2016: 35).

Alston claims that it is the consumer’s personal
experience that becomes a commodity that

the consumer consumes. But zombies wish to
feast on the living, not the dead, so when our
agency is objectified and repackaged as an
object the result can be an interpassive one. For
a system to support independent agency it must
first offer a position in which the participating
subject is given the space to co-produce with, or
operate beyond, the feedback loop of design.
Interpassivity is where the object or the ‘other’
(e.g. the work of art, the ‘chorus’ in theatre)
does the ‘enjoying’ for you - it ‘observes itself’
- providing its own system with the feedback

it requires so you are freed from doing so
(Zizek, 1997 and Pfaller (2000) 2017). Within
an interactive system then, the interpassive
experience can be the pleasure gained from

consuming the self as objectified.

In Whist by A®E, audiences navigate between a

physical installation and a virtual house in which
Freudian narratives are re-enacted. Your journey
through the house is said to be one of seventy-

six possible routes and this is decided by where
you look within each virtual room. Productivity
here, can initially be seen to be the focus of your
gaze, and the reward is the personalised journey
that leads to an online ‘result’ that reveals your

unconscious desires.

When hovering in a room with the ground
seemingly two metres below my feet | was
witnessing my usually subconscious habit of
thinking | should be in touch with the ground in
visual situations like this. | hovered like a ghost,
silently, voyeuristically, watching a man fight
with himself for having sexual feelings for his
mother. The environment evoked this ‘affect’. My
anxiety about hovering in the air was irrational
- | cognitively knew | was firmly on the ground.
So although | was co-producing my experience,
it was in a non-collaborative way more akin to
being possessed. My anxiety came from the fact
that my agency in the piece was presented as a
trompe l'oeil within a more dominant fiction of

the immersive environment.

Whist developed this further through the framing
of digital personalisation techniques within the
Freudian story of self. When the human gaze
acts as a trigger this can be associated with
having agency within the VR world (Kosek, M et
al 2017: 8). In Whist this ‘agency’ is structured
like a choose your own adventure story, where
your gaze decides the next room you enter.
Further to this, each room works like a Rorschach
image where your activity of ‘seeing’ is said to
reveal something deeper about you that you did
not already know. But in practice, the experience
felt to me more like a Deleuzian highway

where you can move freely but still be perfectly
controlled. Discovery of the true authentic self

is countered by mechanical reproduction. But it
is not only that your “vote” in this choose your
own adventure is prewritten, it is also that it

is not “your” vote. The game design decides,
and, through the frame of personalisation, it is
said to be you. It is said to be your unconscious.
But if the unconscious decides there can be no
possibility of intention. In this way, Whist re-
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presents Freudian discourse not as that which
liberates the soul, but as that which takes
ownership of it though an interpassive zombie-
like experience.

Doom Room by Makropol frames a journey of
transcendence through a pseudo-Christian-
Artaudian discourse of ritual, raw flesh eating,
raw hearts and body washing leading to self-
sacrifice/suvicide and re-birth. Leaving the VR
experience at the end of the performance is
framed as a re-birth into our renewed reality,
positing the VR as a kind of womb. Here, the
fantasy of returning to the womb, a repressed

infantile complex, is uncannily revived.

Doom Room begins with a live performance
where six audience members engage in a cult-
like ritual led by one very dominant performer,
leading to the second half which is in VR. In
making the live performance experience a very
dominant one, a direct comparison to how is
provoked between the domination of self via
intersubjective experience, to the domination of
the senses typical of VR. In the intersubjective
experience, although being bullied and
physically manipulated (into holding a sheep
heart, for example) | still knew that | had the
choice not to ‘give good audience’ (as Heddon
et al would say, 2012). | could refuse to play
submissive and this ‘fight’ could be framed within
the collaborative productivity of the art. In the
VR experience my view was in first person where
| was met with repeated visions of my ‘own’
suicide. Post enlightenment, suicide is seen to

be an act of illness. To assume that there is a
‘cure’ for the symptoms of such a radical choice
is to deny its ‘voluntary nature’ (Higonnet,
1985). However, in literature, it has also seen

as a last attempt at self-possession through a
profoundly private experience (Higonnet, 1985).
By framing suicide within a text of mindfulness,
Doom Room presented it, for me, as a chosen

a rite of passage into the next life. But this
reclaiming of the body (the soul) through suicide
- this retreat toward the flesh and its promise

of transcendence via self-sacrifice - is divorced
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from the will of a character. The character being
mapped onto this act is the participant who is
merely a witness, with the most basic level of
VR interactivity - a head in a bubble. This is

the ultimate staging of interpassivity where the
other endures it for ‘me’ but | am the other. As a
zombie | am dead but | am active.

During the re-birth the VR shows me a recording
of the room | am physically standing in. A man in
the distance begins to approach me slowly and
steadily. | wonder whether it could be AR as | get
the sense he may actually be there. As he gets
closer | had no idea whether | was watching AR
or VR, but | began to sense his actual presence.

| could see him in double yet | could not see him
at all, and he was getting closer looking at me

in the eyes. The agency | could regain within

the usual intersubjective encounter was not
possible under these circumstances. He lifts my
visor to ‘restore’ my vision. This should restore
the intersubjective encounter that orientates me
as a subject and agent. But instead it reveals

the fundamental illusion of the situation ‘I see
myself seeing myself’. Indeed, this event came
immediately after a final scene in the VR world
where a woman walks towards me, unmasks
herself to reveal a covered mouth and blind eyes
- and, after having my visor lifted, this is exactly

how | felt.
Conclusions

Claire Bishop recalls the pleasure that
interpassivity can have when examining what
she calls ‘delegated performance’. She refers
to Pierre Klossowski’s thesis (1970) that argues
there is a ‘mutual imbrication of the economy
and pleasure’ and delegated performance
places the artist in a ‘Sadean position, exploiting
because s/he knows from experience that this
exploitation and self-display can itself be a
form of pleasure’ (ibid, 233-236). Here, the
artist is interpassively gaining pleasure through
the delegated performer, but the performer

is also gaining pleasure from being seen to
‘play out’ these interpassive activities. XR in the
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Gothic genre celebrates the dispossessed and
repossessed and is also a model that collapses
doubles and offers ambiguity. The Gothic
disorientates our clear rational understanding
of the dichotomies set out by the rationality of
the Enlightenment and VR is able to develop this
experience into an active/passive role. It does
this by disorientating us and making us question
the limits of what we are (and what we are not)
and how much that can be measured by what
we do (and what we do not do). Interpassivity
can be pleasurable because we play out the
romantic and Cartesian belief that the activities
of the body is not where the self lies. | am
interacting, but only physically, my body is doing
something - but | am not. Perhaps the pleasure
in this reification comes from the removal of any
responsibility one feels one should have over
one’s bodily actions within the pervasive world
of interactive media.
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Abstract

This Paper feeds into the current transcultural
debate surrounding tensions between the
construction of immersive technologies within
westernised paradigms. In the construction

of immersive spaces, tech companies have
unconsciously subjugated other cultural
frameworks and perspectives. With this paper |
intend to examine some of the contextual reason
for this subjugation. This was a performative
essay, drawing concepts form Safiya Umoja
Noble, Henri Lefebvre and Afrofuturism.

Safiya Umoja Noble’s term ‘technological
redlining’ succinctly articulate this subjugation
in her book ‘Algorithms of Oppression’ where
she says that ‘the power of algorithms in the
age of neoliberalism and the ways those

digital decisions reinforce oppressive social
relationships and enact new modes of racial
profiling, which | have termed technological
redlining. By making visible the ways that
capital, race, and gender are factors in creating
unequal conditions, | am bringing light to various
forms of technological redlining that are on the
rise. (Noble 2018: 01) These assumptions are
systematic of what Jean-Paul Sartre referred to in
the last century as Neocolonialism (Sartre 2001:
2). Political systems intentionally subjugating
other cultural narratives, in order to impose
colonial paradigms of social activity. The point
is that these are still the dominant perspectives
controlling global narratives and producing
representations of space. Neocolonialism can
be described as the subtle propagation of
socio-economic and political activity by former
colonial rulers aimed at reinforcing capitalism,
neo-liberal globalization. (Taiwo; Accessed
02/05/19) Umoja Noble highlights a key
challenge to address this balance, which is in
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the construction of any digitised decision-making
platform, the key point is to understand that

all initial mathematical formulations that drive
automated decision-making are made

by human beings who exist in a specific

socio-cultural context.

Keywords: Transcultural; immersive; paradigms;

algorithms; neocolonialism;
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SUBJUGATING OTHER CULTURAL NARRATIVES IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF

IMMERSIVE ENVIRONMENTS

Technological Redlining

Do not beg to try and seek reason from people
who burnt down your house after looting

its contents and are now accusing you of
being homeless and underdeveloped.

| wrote the sentence above in the style of

an African proverb, marking a change in an
intellectual strategy as we try to book a seat at
the global table of political manifestation. As
we Africans wake up around the world, we are
increasingly creating our own table, in order to
redefine and reclaim our cultural birth-rights.
This Article feeds into the current transcultural
debates surrounding the tensions between
cultural constructions and immersive spaces
using, decision-making technologies within

the culture industry, currently underpinned by
westernised neo-colonial paradigms. The point
being, in the devised construction of various
digitally immersive spaces, tech companies have
unconsciously subjugated alternative aesthetic
and political perceptions, with regards to other
cultural frameworks and perspectives. This has
the effect of Africans from the continent and the
diaspora prioritizing perspective of ourselves
viewed from westernised discourses; which

has never successfully unpacked its inherently
prejudicial assumptions. This can be seen in the
algorithms behind search engines like Google,
Safiya Umoja Noble’s term ‘technological
redlining’ succinctly articulate this subjugation in
her book ‘Algorithms of Oppression: How Search
Engines Reinforce Racism’ where she says

This book is about the power of algorithms in
the age of neoliberalism and the ways those
digital decisions reinforce oppressive social
relationships and enact new modes of racial
profiling, which | have termed technological
redlining. By making visible the ways that
capital, race, and gender are factors in
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creating unequal conditions, | am bringing
light to various forms of technological redlining
that are on the rise. (Noble 2018: 1)

I would like to declare, my opposition to the
concept concerning race as a way to define
differences in human beings. The concept of
race, is an illusion that seeks to replace the
concept of culture and heritage as ways to
articulate differences in humanity. A difference
in skin pigment does not indicate a difference
in race. The word race is divisive, as it suggests
that there are separate branches of humans
who are running to win the prize of being the
quintessential representation of an advanced
human being. In this obfuscated narrative,
westernised ideas of the contemporary Avant
Garde, associated with white Europeans, will
be the perceived winner, while all the other
branches losers, destined to be defined by a
neo-colonial hegemony. The fact that all humans
were and are originally African, is a genetic
fact. The human diaspora expanded around
the world at different times, not because of

an existential ‘race’, but due to its inherent
nature for exploration and adaptation. The
concept of race provided a convenient reason
for the subjugation of certain groups and

the power of ‘manifest destiny’ for others as
seen in the apparent rise in white nationalism
within Europe and North America.

These assumptions are systematic of what
Jean-Paul Sartre referred to in the last century
as Neo-colonialism mentioned above (Sartre
2001). The point is that these political systems
were intentionally subjugating other cultural
narratives, in order to double down on their
previous colonial paradigms; cementing their
values of lived space and social activity in
post-colonial countries after independence.
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Currently, they are still the dominant values that
underpin independent post-colonial nations
and their key institutions; the Neo-colonialist,
still control present global narratives of

social practice and their perceived value. The
principles within the coloniser’s tool box, of the
rule of law, democracy, freedom and liberalism,
underpinned by the emergence of the key
institutions, were instituted during the age of
Reason or simply put ‘the Enlightenment’. These
principles were not meant to include women,
enslaved or colonized people. As Yoruba man
born in Britain, | would have been seen as
property to be worked, bought and sold during
the enlightenment period. Therefore, these
noble values of democracy, freedom and liberty,
would have not applied to me. | would not have
had any human rights because apparently, we
lost that right in this fabricated race to be an
advanced human. There is still a measure of
subconscious bias in the DNA of these institutions
that feed the assumption and perception about
the political ‘other’; those who are different
from the middle- and upper-class white male.
Neo-colonialism or new colonialism then, is

a process of power concerning the continued
influence the former colonial master has over
their former colonies socio-economic activity and
development. Having burnt down our houses,
they used the political device of ‘aid’ to re-
enforce our position as victims and losers in the
eyes of the world, while they display our stolen
artefacts in trophy cabinets called museums
re-enforcing their narrative of superiority.

Neo-colonialism can be described as the
subtle propagation of socio-economic and
political activity by former colonial rulers
aimed at reinforcing capitalism, neo-liberal
globalization, and cultural subjugation

of their former colonies. (Taiwo 2019)

It is no wonder that real diversity, regarding
cultural difference, is under threat; when it is
the hegemonic overlords that determine the
criteria for global decision making. Acceptance
is only assumed, when we have reframed and
abandoned our ancestral frames of spatial
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practice; when we accept that their priorities
will always put us at the back of the bus.
Safiya Umoja Noble highlights a key challenge
when trying to address the prejudice with
regards to the criteria for selecting search
results, which is that, in the construction of

any digitised algorithmic decision-making
platform, the key point is to understand that

all initial mathematical formulations that drive
automated decision-making are made by human
beings who exist in a specific socio-cultural
context. If the enlightenment assumptions,
which abjected and ignored the rights of the
‘other’ and their ancestral frames, are still in-
place as a global norm, then there will always
be subconscious bias. According to Noble:

While we often think of terms such as “big data”
and “algorithms” as being benign, neutral, all
objective, they are anything but. The people
who make these decisions hold all types of
values, many of which openly promotes racism,
sexism, and false notions of meritocracy,

which is well documented in studies of Silicon
Valley and other tech corridors. (2018: 1)

The conclusion at this point, is that the current
international neo-liberal frame for global
development, concerning digital algorithms,
has emerged from an age of reason that was
not designed for women, enslaved or colonised
people. Even with the best attempts to adjust
and modify these systems, the accommodation
of successful protests from the emancipation
of women, enslaved people, civil rights and
the post-colonial aftermath of de-colonisation,
has meant that new algorithms will still
harbour the residue of inherent prejudice.

An African Production of Space

These neoliberalist assumptions, underpinned
by Western Enlightenment traditions, have

been responsible for the production of the
immersive spaces in most cityscape environment
around the world architecturally and digitally.
Henri Lefebvre’s book The Production of

Space (Lefebvre 1994), challenges out

dated assumption surrounding ‘space’;
re-evaluating, with particular reference

to the State, the role the ‘individual’ and
‘society’ has in the construction of space. He
philosophically and technically deconstructs
the Western Enlightenment traditions in the
light of contemporary thought, which no longer
separates the production of ‘lived spaces’ from
political economy and cultural practice. He
argues that social space is a social product,
which by its nature is intertextual. There are

three main definitions to his theory;

Spatial practice,
Representations of space and
Representational spaces.

Briefly then; Spatial practice is linked to the
daily routines within society. Representations
of space identifies the symbiotic correlation
between what is lived and what is perceived
with what is conceived. Representational
spaces occur as a result of cultural and
sub-cultural groups seeking to symbolise
their shared social life (Lefebvre 1994).

Spatial practice

This can be seen as an activity that is closely
linked to the daily routines of percipients

and the social networks they create within

their society. The key focus is continuity with

a certain amount of cohesion. The use of the
term percipient to define an individual in this
context, is important here as the assumption is,
percipients will be familiar with the practice and
its location, by the repetition of their activity.

Representations of space

This identifies the symbiotic correlation between
what is lived and perceived with what is
conceived (Lefebvre 1994). This is where we
make models that articulate the architectonics of
a social environment. This is where we impose a
particular knowledge frame in order to organise
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the construction of space. According to Lefebvre
when we create representations of space, we
do this through the conceptualised arts of a
“scientist, planners, urbanist, technocratic

subdividers and social engineers.” (1994: 38)
Representational spaces

This occurs as a result of cultural and sub-cultural
groups seeking to symbolise their shared social
life. As a result, they will embody complex
symbolisms as a way to represent identity and
belonging. Although, with certain exceptions,
these tend towards more or less coherent

systems of non-verbal symbols and signs.

Space as directly lived through its associated
images and symbols, and hence the space of
“inhabitants” and “users”. (Lefebvre 1994: 39)

How we, as Africans in Africa and the African
diaspora, perceive and conceive of our lived
spaces, has in the last century been framed by
either the Abrahamic religions, Capitalism or
Communism; all of which, do not adequately
represent the plethora of Afrocentric metaphysics
that governed pre-colonial societies in Sub-
Saharan Africa. This makes African conceptions
of lived spaces essentially invisible, as we struggle
to imagine a fictitious and literal future. Resistance
to this subjugation, can be seen with rise of Afro-
futurism, which was and is a reaction to the lack
of an African future in main-stream science fiction.
Before Marvel’s Black Panther, in all the major
science fiction movies, Africa, as a continent,

did not really exist in any of these futures. Our
knowledge has been successfully banished to the
prisons of western museums, forever disconnected
from its origins and prevented from creating

its own version of spatial practice in the future.
Africans that do exist in these futures, have been
successfully assimilated into a future conception
that reinforces a Westernised hegemony. Their
presence, in these futures, is as a tolerated token
intended to maintain racial diversity, suggesting
that only enculturated Africans can exist in

these futures. It is important, at this juncture to
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point out and define the origins of the term
Afrofuturism, which was first coined by author
Mark Dery. It appeared in his essay written in
1993, ‘Black to the Future’, he wrote about his
observation of the African American’s dilemma
and difficulty of drawing on a past in order

to project a future where African Americans
could control the story of their roots and
becoming. He suggests that African American
are, in a sense descended from alien abductees
and that their experience already embodied

a sci-fi nightmare. According to Dery:

The notion of Afrofuturism gives rise to a
troubling antinomy: Can a community whose
past has been deliberately rubbed out, and
whose energies have subsequently been
consumed by the search for legible traces of its
history imagine possible futures? (1994: 180)

Afrofuturism has since gained in significance

as a cultural aesthetic, philosophy of science,
and philosophy of history that explores the
developing intersection of the cultures inherent
in Africa and the African Diaspora with
contemporary technology. It combines elements
of: Science fiction, historical fiction, fantasy,
Afrocentrism and magic realism with non-
Western cosmologies in order to critique present-
day dilemmas of African people from Africa

and the African Diaspora by interrogating and
re-examining historical events. However, these
ideas and aspirations can be detected as early
as the 1920s in the Harlem renaissance, with
writers like Marcus Garvey and W. E. B. Du Bois
who argued for a new ethnic consciousness by
actively researching and expressing ethnic pride.
To conclude at this point, the models that
articulates the architectonics of Westernised
social environments, imposed particular
knowledge frames in order to organise the
construction and production of space; which was
never initially designed for women, enslaved and
colonised people to be free. It is no wonder that
racial profiling persists as unconscious bias in our
institutions. They are embedded in the DNA of
its construction during Europe’s age of reason.
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Racial profiling

The question, whether racial profiling is
another way of saying racial stereotyping,
reveals a complex dilemma when trying to
prevent institutional racism. If algorithms are
facilitating decisions based on cultural profiling,
how do we mitigate against this unconscious
bias, which will only deepen the bias in the
decision-making process with potentially
disastrous results. In the past the ‘other’ would
have to contend with librarians and teachers
who assume a euro-centric perspective with
regards to knowledge, but now with algorithms
using big data, these perspectives have been
compounded; as Noble has intimated below,
prejudicial algorithms are set to be the norm:

What | discovered through my research is that
algorithms are now doing the curatorial work
that human beings like librarians or teachers
used to do. When | initially came up with the
title, back in 2012, the word ‘algorithm’ wasn’t
used the way it's used today. It wasn’t in the
headlines; journalists werent really talking
about algorithms. Fast forward to 2018, and
my mother-in-law is talking about algorithms.

Now everybody understands the word. (2019)

This has: Biological, psychological, sociological,
pedagogical and ergonomic implications
concerning the role of human effort in the
formation and implementation of smart

digitised city environments; which, has radically
dislocated and disembodied percipients from
any ecological imperatives that may have
become more prescient, if viewed from different
cultural narratives with reference to the ‘other’.
The voice of the ‘other’, so eloquently expressed
by Greta Thunberg’s campaign for drastic
action, in trying an overt a climate disaster; to
rebel against our current levels of extinction,
concerning bio-diversity and | would add, ethnic-
diversity. Issues to do with embodied knowledge
and lived space underpins how immersive
spaces construct parameters that effect the
expression of: Narratives, choices, ethical

concerns, racial profiling, the differently abled
and gender. It affects how the telling of untold
cultural narratives, concerning the construction
of physical and virtual environments, can

alter the paradigms and pretext underpinning
perspectives of being and becoming in these new
social contexts. New simulations technologies
are colonizing our lived spaces, promising a
form of digital utopia, where we can change
the illusion of reality. The cultural expectations
of VR and AR, regarding the purchase of an
apparent utopian event, experienced in the
moment, conflicts paradoxically with the cultural
ideologies of capitalism. By this | mean, it has
the desire to create dissatisfaction, shortly

after the moment of experiencing a product, in
order to fuel the need for more consumption;
therefore, maximising the continued profit
margins of companies that operate within these
dominant paradigms of rampant consumerism.
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Abstract

The paper advocates the importance of
reintroducing the idea of ‘contradiction’ into
contemporary cultural analyses of digital media.
In particular, it takes YouTube videos of old Vine
clips as case to showcase the value of joining
the conceptual lens of post-humanist theory

with the perspective of ethnographic inquiry. It
outlines the messy reality in which the objective
appearance the videos and YouTube’s algorithms
create is coupled to the subjective purpose of
user’s desire to experience and relate to the
world through the style and format of Vine
clips, documenting absurd, funny, and comedic
everyday realities. Herein the paper critiques
overly holistic diagnoses of an ‘always on’
culture and instead emphasises the importance
of embracing the nuances and subtleties that
rest in contextual particularity. It closes with

a call for the humanities and social sciences

to join resources in order to create tangible
representations of this contradictory and messy

reality of digital media.

Keywords: affect; digital culture; digital
ethnography; poetics of platforms
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HOW TO APPROACH THE COUPLING OF OBJECTIVE APPEARANCES AND

SUBJECTIVE PURPOSES?

Taking digital culture seriously

The argument | want to advance in this paper is
simple. If we are to really understand the powers
digital media wield, we need to scrutinize more
thoughtfully the process in which they do so.
Questions of how today’s media environments
are attached to and negotiated by ‘the people’
seldom receive focal attention in debates.
Digital devices are strongly present in daily

life, fueling large-scale operations of datafying
human behaviour and creating targetable ‘data
doubles’. This justifies skepticism and critique. To
some degree digital technologies have rendered
people more prone to affective control. Users
are simultaneously human and more-than human,
remain present in a database elsewhere (Clough
2018). Digital technologies increasingly take an
infrastructural role in social life. Doing so they
render possible a future in which they function
as the groundworks of a new, colonial-like social
order taking shape (Couldry and Mejias 2019).

However, cultural critic Joanne McNeil (2020)
makes an important comment in her recent

book ‘Lurking’. She argues that the stories of
ordinary users today ever so less sit at the heart
of such discussions. Instead, technology and its
architects face public scrutiny. While they should,
the view nonetheless appears incomplete.
Within the push towards accountability and
social responsibility one must keep in mind that
culture is a contradictory process. As Stuart Hall
wrote: “The danger arises because we tend to
think of cultural forms as whole and coherent:
either wholly corrupt or wholly authentic.
Whereas, they are deeply contradictory, they
play on contractions, especially when they
function in the domain of the popular.” (1981:
233). Recent empirical research on the affective
experiences of digital environments underlines
this point. Feelings of discomfort over the lack of
control can as much be observed characterising
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encounters with digital environments as do
feelings of joy over momentary experiences of
emancipation and participation (see e.g. Bucher
2017 or Kennedy 2018).

Put differently, the precondition to be affected,
to be touched and moved, and likewise to evoke
such sensation, is embodiment. Post-humanist
theorisations of digital technology, such as those
of Kathrine Hayles (1999) or Mark Hansen
(2000), have prominently shown how this
embodied and material facet of digital media
has historically been ill-addressed. Emphasising
that digital media have an affective presence,
that they materialise an energy capable of
setting into motion thoughts, feelings, and
actions, has herein been vital. The work of
Hansen (2014) specifically has provided a rich
terminology addressing the expanded ‘worldly
sensibility’ digital media broker today. However,
the work of Hansen, and others, remains lacking

on other levels.

Hansen (2016) argues that it is important

to understand the coupling of objective
appearances and subjective purposes. That is
the question of how media and their presence
come to be interlinked with rhythms of social
life, allowing the former to have an impact on
how the latter unfolds. It is this question on the
‘affective economy’, to borrow a term from

Sara Ahmed (2004), which Hansen, like others,
answers by reproducing narratives of an ‘always
on’ culture. As Hansen writes: “contemporary
capitalist industries are able to bypass
consciousness - and thus to control individual
behaviour - precisely (and solely) because of
their capacity to exploit the massive acceleration
in the operationality of culture” (Hansen 2014:
189). In this view the presence of digital media
is seen as smooth and continuous force field,
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rendering ineffective a ‘temporal gap’ between
occasions of affective experiences as potential
site of negotiation and resistance. Charting
such holistic views, ‘the people’ become of less
analytical importance compared to ‘the media’
and their sustained presence.

Such diagnoses are theoretically sophisticated.
However, they need to be approached with
doubt for do they lack empirical nuance. After
all, the early work of Hayles (1999) emphasised
not only that digital media are material and
embodied but also that this embodiment is
always contextual, that means specific and
negotiable. If we are to take seriously digital
culture, the ways in which it expands not only
ways of connecting to one another but also
sensory contact to worldly becoming more
generally, we need to be more thoughtful on
matters of process.

In order to see the possibility of life within
capitalist ruins, as Anna Tsing (2015) argues,
requires arts of noticing. It is such arts of noticing
which allow attending to questions of power
more thoughtfully. Ethnographic studies on the
social uses of internet and digital technology
have long advocated the importance of looking
at the ways in which people actively integrate
media into their daily rhythms (see e.g. Baym
2010 or Miller 2011). Combing this ethnographic
view with the conceptual lens of post-humanism
does, | argue, enable such arts of noticing for
our present-day situation. It generates a more
complete perspective on the processes in which
human and technology affectively encounter
each other. It creates sensibility for all those
nuances and moments which contradict and
conflict what is otherwise seen as smooth and
continuous presence of digital media, a whole
and coherent condition of life today.

‘Vines that keep me alive’
Other than confronting the analytical

inaccuracy that | have here gestured towards
on a theoretical level, | am going to present an

34

empirically concrete case to illustrate the benefits
and value that shifting the analytical view on
digital media can offer. The case along which |
want to do so is that of YouTube montages of old
Vine clips. Vine was a Twitter-owned short-video
platform that was founded in 2012 and ended

its service in late 2016. At its peak Vine had

200 million active users and was a vibrant home
of online video culture. Vines, the short-videos
that could be created, shared, and consumed

on the Vine app, where therein only seconds
long and often documentations of absurd, funny,
and comedic moments in everyday settings.

Ripe of pop cultural references and remixes,
Vine themselves soon turned into a talking point
among youths in order to relate and makes sense
of others and the world around.

Yet by now Vine appears largely forgotten. It
remains a memory slowly overshadowed by
the presence of TikTok, the short-video platform
that has more than 800 million users and been
downloaded more than 2 billion times. Despite
TikTok already launching internationally in late
2017, it is only in recent times that it reached
widespread popularity, and resultingly public
scrutiny. Frequently the short and seemingly
arbitrary videos commonly known as TikToks are
discussed in a skeptical view. Some even going
so far to render the app ‘digital crack cocaine’
(Koetsier 2020) or the ultimate time-wasting
machine, holding people in a constant state of
flux and distraction (Odell 2019).

Short-video contents, and their distribution

in algorithmically curated content feeds,

had in the time of Vine, as now in the time of
TikTok, their meaning and value often put into
question. Just like amateur filmmaking practices
had frequently been ill-labelled as ‘artless’

or ‘silly hobby’ (Zimmermann 1995), short-
video contents and their ephemeral nature
contradict ideals of meaningful experience.
They are what Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht (2012)
once described as ‘images made resistant to
interpretation’. Their complexity, as Ulrik Ekman
(2015) observed, rests less in their textual

depth but possibility to broker sensibility for the
moments they document. Their meaning stems
not from being singular textual artefacts in which
deeper meanings are hidden and a wait to be
deciphered. Instead, short-videos like Vines, as
an assemblage, materialise a flow of sensibility
one can join in on. It is this quality which post-
humanist ideas such as Hansen’s (2014) ‘worldly
sensibility’ or that of ‘embodied vision’, not
focused on interpretation but following the
image’s rhythm, offer a profound analytical

grasp on.

When Vine ‘died’, in the sense of its material
presence, databases and servers, shutting down,
so ‘died’ the space capable of assembling this
flow of ‘worldly sensibility’. However, Vine
culture, the practices and lived experiences,
‘survived’ this shut down ingrained into people’s
memory. In search for a new ‘home’ many

Vine users thus ‘migrated’ to YouTube. And

one practice deployed in that situation was the
creation of compilation and montage videos

of old Vine clips. Apart from more ‘ordered’
montages, for instance archiving all videos from
a specific creator or personality, these videos
quickly reintegrated the comedic and ironic facet
central to Vine culture into the nexus of archival
practice. Montages, 10 to 20 minutes of length,
started functioning as containers holding Vines
not for purposes of neatly archiving contents
but recreating the experience of low. Where
once Vine's algorithms provided people with

a seemingly endless stream of clips, users now
shifted from one 10-minute YouTube montage of
clips to the next.

While this practice of care in itself already
underscores the significance these seemingly
arbitrary clips had for people, thus contradicting
their connotation as ‘meaningless’ and lacking
depth, the way in which such montages were
titled is further insightful. A popular formula for
such titles is that of Vines that ‘... keep me alive’,
‘cured my depression clean’, 'keep me from
ending it all’, or ‘butter my croissant’. These titles
are deictic gestures. They not only express the
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significance of Vines in general, and those in the
montage particularly. Rather does their ironic
and comedic tone show awareness. These titles
overstate the impact Vine had on people’s life.
They are playful appropriations showing that
within that ‘temporal gap’ between occasions of
affective experience there exists vital moments
of resistance. People express awareness for
their ‘addictive’ relation to digital media, laugh
about how they could not live without it, and
thus showcase the possibility to intervene and
negotiate this relationship others render a wholly

corrupt ‘always on’ culture.
Algorithmic Inaccuracies

Gathering data via YouTube’s APl on the likely
recommendations surrounding the search query
‘vines that’, we can further observe the powers
at work in this sphere of digital culture. Using
gathered data, we can create a network map of
the recommendations surrounding these typical
Vine montage videos. Or, put differently, we
can visualise the database creating the objective
appearance that is experiencing the flow of
Vines on YouTube, one 10-minute montage

at a time.

At first glance, what we can see within this map
is that YouTube manages to categories and
cluster videos into recommendable building
blocks along the lines of different genres. In the
centre, for instance, we find the classical ‘vines
that’ montages, followed closely by clusters

of different music or pop culture specific Vine
montages. Yet we can also see how the map,
at its edges, links and directs people towards
other content on the platform. Here we can

for example see other compilations of ‘funny
moments’ or home video montages, similar in
style to Vines. All this suggests that YouTube

is very likely efficient at keeping people in the
loop, that means engaged in a more or less
continuous flow of Vines and similar video clips

bundled into 10-minute long videos.

35



Figure 1. Annotated network visualisation of the
related videos network for the search query ‘vines
that’. Around 48.000 videos and on average 6.6
connection between them. Data was analysed using
network modelling and qualitative content analysis

techniques.

However, when we zoom in more closely, and
look at the dynamics of the network, we can
make an interesting observation. The algorithmic
system of YouTube injects a logic, that of
positive/negative terminology, into the cultural
sphere of ‘vines that’ which has not existed in
that cultural sphere beforehand. Videos in the
most central cluster that have negative sounding
terms in their titles, Topic 12 and 6 in the above
figure, are less central in the network, which
means less likely to be recommended, than
videos in Topic 15, which have more positive
sounding terms in their titles. This is an interesting
observation because we have previously seen
how these terms are used in ironic and comedic
statements. They all are used to express videos
to be of value and significance, that is videos
people would be interested in watching,

so to say.

This highlights two things. Firstly, it shows an
inaccuracy on the algorithmic side, that of

the objective appearance, questioning the
narrative of algorithms being fully efficient at
understanding and controlling user behaviour.
Yet, secondly, it also underscores the structural
imbalance in place. Even though users were,
be it intentional or not, able to create this
inaccuracy through their signifying practices
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Effects of betweenness centrality on topic distribution for cluster 0

Topic 12 Topic 15
think about, anxiety, depression, rare, underrated laugh, smile, feel better, cured me, butter my croissant

: R

0e+00 20406 46406
Topic 6
trauma, lonely, forget who you are, miss the old days.

expected topic proportion

betweeness centrality

Figure 2. Results of topic model on cluster O.
Showing the betweenness centrality (likeliness for
recommendation) score developing over expected
distribution of topic (video with specific terms in
title).

in the video titles, they nonetheless have
comparably little control over the means of the
database and its operation as such. While they
can make the decision to watch a video or not,
they have no real impact over how the objective
appearance takes shape for them. Their ways
of intervening in the coupling of this objective
appearance to their subjective purpose of
relating to other people and the world through
the lens of Vines are limited. However, even if
limited, it is important to note that they do exist.

Steps towards a processuality of
the post-human

In sum, what the concrete exploration of the
case of Vine montages on YouTube has shown is
the importance of nuances and subtleties. Other
than creating a smooth and continuous presence,
there are cracks which substantially impact

how the ontological powers of digital media
should be enunciated. Combining post-humanist
theory with a digital ethnographical practice

has allowed to uncover different layers of the
process in which the meaning of short-video
contents is negotiated. It has allowed us to look
at the coupling of objective appearances and
subjective purposes. We were able to observe
this coupling as contradictory and messy process

in which neither algorithms nor users are ever
fully in control.

Further, as much as ethnography is a mode of
inquiry, it is also one of writing. The poetics and
politics of creating cultural representations in
such descriptions and stories are likewise an
integral point of reference for future reflection.
In domains of digital culture this process
especially extends towards modes of scholarly
expression less frequent, namely those that are
visual. Beyond joining resources in-between
humanities and social sciences on a conceptual
and methodological level | do therefore

believe questions of expression to be of further
importance. Taking seriously digital culture is
thus not only a matter of stance and perspective
but also making tangible the contradictory
nature that defines its complexity and negotiates
its consequences.
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Abstract

Using literary non-fiction as a writing practice,
this paper explores the sensory bodily
experience of immersion in virtual reality
(Leavy, 2009; Lopate, 2013; Kim, 2016; Van
Manen, 2016). This sensory driven literary
non-fiction narrative is ‘... not devoid of theory’
(Kim, 2016:34). Rather phenomenology is a
theoretical approach which is used to inform
writing practice. As such, phenomenology
provides a critical tool to gain insight into the
bodily, spatial and technological aspects of
immersive experiences in virtual reality. By
creating a literary non-fiction narrative about
immersion, followed by a critical commentary
this paper seeks to provide a way of discussing
how technologically mediated experience can
be represented through linear written form.
Through using narrative to discuss immersion,
the potential and limitations of writing as a
way of conveying sensory bodily experience
of immersion becomes explicit. Using critical
reflection, the article’s main findings are that the
writing about immersion in virtual reality is not
a '...pure construction...Rather it is a finding-
through-making’ (Freeman, 2016:145).

Keywords: immersion; virtual reality; literary

non-fiction; phenomenology.
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RADICALLY IMMERSED IN NARRATIVE: BODY, SPACE AND TECHNOLOGICALLY MEDIATED

EXPERIENCE WITH VIRTUAL REALITY

Introduction

Using literary nonfiction as a writing practice,
this paper explores the sensory bodily
experience of immersion in virtual reality (Leavy,
2009; Lopate, 2013; Kim, 2016; Van Manen,
2016). Writing a literary non-fiction narrative

is ... not devoid of theory’ (Kim, 2016:34).
Rather phenomenology operates as a theoretical
tool to gain insight into the bodily, spatial and
technological aspects of immersive experiences
in virtual reality. By creating a narrative about
immersion followed by a reflective critical
commentary, this paper seeks to provide a way
of discussing how technologically mediated
experience can be represented through linear
written form. In taking this approach, the
potential and limitations of writing as a way

of conveying sensory bodily experience of
immersion becomes explicit. Furthermore, this
literary nonfiction narrative raises a series of
significant questions about subjectivity, reflection
and writing about immersive experience.
Surveying existing research indicates there is

a wealth of studies concerning immersion and
virtual reality (Perez-Marcos, Sanchez-Vives
and Slater 2012; Farman, 2012; Lupton 2015;
Grabarczyk and Pokropski, 2016). However,
this paper aims to expand and develop existing
research by offering a different approach
which considers immersion and virtual reality
in relation to narrative and the structuring of
experience through writing.

Becoming immersed

Her right foot hovers over a ledge, she feels
like a tightrope walker suspended between
two tall buildings. Swiveling around, she sees
a monochrome cityscape. Where is this place,
she wonders2 She sways over the ledge but
freezes when she sees a sheer drop to ground
level. She jerks and stumbles backwards. Her
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stomach knots. The ledge beneath her feet feels
weightless. Where are the smells of the city,
traffic fumes, street food or even sweaty people
crammed together? Feeling restless, she removes
her Oculus Rift virtual reality headset.

Reading the plaque beside her, Beth learns that
Fabio Giampietro painted the monochrome
cityscape of Hyperplanes of Simultaneity and
this was transformed into digital code by Alesso
de Vecchi. After interacting with Hyperplanes
of Simultaneity she wanted to find ways of
expressing the terror she felt whilst appearing
to be on the ledge of a skyscraper. How could
she convey this sensory experience and provide
insight for other researchers? Beth thought that
by writing about interacting with virtual reality
we can understand more about how

we represent immersive experience

through language.

Soon after interacting with Hyperplanes, Beth
saw an online post about a new virtual reality
research group called The Radical Immersives.
Their next meeting would be held at a local
university, so she decided to go along. At the
start of the meeting, David the Chair, asked
everyone to introduce themselves and say a few
words about their research. Claire introduced
herself as a sociologist and said virtual reality
seemed nonsensical because online and

offline experiences intertwine. Similarly, James
dismissed oppositional approaches to the virtual
and the real by focusing his attention on the
materiality of virtual reality. Whilst Dimitrij

said he was interested in using virtual reality to
create multi-faceted immersive news stories. Then
Sondra spoke about how somatic approaches to
movement could provide insight into immersive
experiences with virtual reality. Finally, David
introduced himself as a cultural anthropologist
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and warned about disconnecting from the
underlying interdependence of the more-than-
human world through immersion in computer-
generated worlds.

Sensory Experience

After sketching some ideas down in her
notebook, Beth decided to discuss them with
other members of the Radical Immersives at
their next meeting. The next meeting began

with a discussion about sensory experience and
interaction with virtual reality. Neuroscientist
Mahmood said that physical sensations can

be explained as patterns of neural activity,
chemical molecules and brain receptors. Yet
Beth wondered if taking an objective scientific
stance to immersion through analysing neural
activity and chemical receptors could fully
explain her subjective sensory experience of
Hyperplanes of Simultaneity. Mahmood’s insights
led to further discussion about the dominance

of scientific knowledge and distrust of sensory
experience in western culture, especially
Christian doctrines concerning the imperfect
and impure body. Beth also recalled how
seventeenth century philosopher Rene Descartes
claimed the mind was the ultimate foundation

of consciousness and knowledge of the world
whereas our bodily senses were untrustworthy.
Talking about Descartes and sensory experience
reminded her of popular representations of
virtual reality from the 1980s onwards of
transcending the limitations of the physical

body through immersion. But Beth thought these
representations overlook the centrality of bodily
experiences with virtual reality. So Beth decided
to take a different approach by writing about
the sensory, bodily experience of immersion in
virtual reality.

But whilst speaking about her interest in writing
narratives about immersion in virtual reality, Beth
was interrupted.

‘Academic research does not just produce
imaginative and entertaining stories.’” said Claire
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‘Oh’ Beth said whilst trying to figure out where
the discussion was headed.

‘Academic disciplines such as sociology draw
on theories and structured methods of data
collection to provide powerful explanations
about social structures and functions.’

Claire exclaimed.

Whilst agreeing with some of Claire’s points,
Beth knew conventional social science research
involving data collection and analysis was not
something she wanted to pursue. Instead, Beth
was curious about how writing narratives could
evoke the sensory experience of immersion in

virtual reality.
Writing challenges

Over the next few days Beth was buzzing

with ideas about immersion in virtual reality.

But she wondered how to transpose sensory
experience into linear written form. Larger
questions swirled in her mind as she realised

the challenges involved in writing about any
form of sensory experience. Even conducting
interviews and using research tools such as
presence questionnaires relied on recalling

past experiences and transposing them into
language. In the past she had written about
virtual reality from a theoretical and analytical
perspective, creating arguments that were based
on theories and debates with other scholars.
Now Beth wanted to pursue writing in other
ways, so she called Max, one of the members of
The Radical Immersives and told him about her
writing anxieties.

Max agreed to meet Beth at a local cafe to
discuss her ideas. In between sips of coffee,
Max told her his work was grounded in
phenomenology as a philosophical model and

research practice.

Max added ‘phenomenology shows how sensory
experience becomes concealed by
linguistic labels.’

‘So how can phenomenology help me write
about sensory immersion with virtual reality?’
Beth asked.

Max claimed phenomenological research does
not use a strict set of rules or procedures. He
said scientific research operates according

to principles of objectivity and impartiality,

so different people can conduct the same
experiment and obtain the same results. But

the phenomenology of experience could not

be fully explained by scientific, objective

based approaches. Instead Max urged Beth to
approach sensory experience through narrative,
anecdote and non-literal figurative tropes such
as metaphor. Max added that phenomenological
writing was not simply a method of factual
recording or presenting the findings of a
research project, rather it was integral to the
processes of making sense of our experiences.

Max gave Beth an example of how
phenomenology provides insight into experience.
Max said the term talk can refer to giving a
sermon, lecture, a communicative experience,
gossip, or a debate. The word talk refers to
many different experiences and makes sense

in different contexts. So they could not fully
understand their conversation by simply

analysing the word “talk” in isolation.

Max said, ‘in a few days you may recall the
factual aspects of our meeting, such as the date,
time and venue. Yet the full sensory aspects of
our meeting may not easily be recalled.’

Max continued ‘we need to realise ...that the
word talk is less important than the experience of
having a talk.’

‘So you mean phenomenology is a way of
highlighting how the words we use to describe
immersion are not the same as the actual

experience of immersion.’ said Beth.

‘Yes’ said Max.
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Beth found Max’s comments unsettling. In her
experience, empirical research producing
measurable outcomes had high esteem in
academia. Wasn’t phenomenological research
a bit fuzzy, risky and unpredictable in

comparison to empirical research?

Beth pushed through these anxieties because

she was determined to move beyond her usual
theoretical and methodological boundaries. A
few days later at a research networking event,
she discussed these ideas with Luke Adamson,

a Professor of Biological Science.

‘It seems to me that writing about ad hoc
immersive virtual reality experiences is
subjective, value-laden and narcissistic. Where
is the evidence to support your discussion,
where is the data?’ said Professor Adamson.

Professor Adamson’s remarks reminded Beth
of the socio-cultural value of literary nonfiction
combining actual events and experiences with
literary forms such as scenes, characterisation
and dialogue. For literary nonfiction was

not considered as prestigious as fiction or

academic, theoretically informed writing.

Beth responded to Professor Adamson’s by
saying that stories are intersubjective rather
than just personal because they need to make
sense to others. Beth added that her writing
attempted to give meaning to the experience of
immersion whilst also recognising this would not
be a straightforward personal account. Instead,
she explained that her account of immersion
involved turning the self into an object of study
that makes sense in a socio-cultural framework
of shared understanding. Professor Adamson
just looked at her, then turned and

walked away.

After encountering skepticism about her
writing, Beth was relieved when Mark a
narrative scholar, spoke at the Radical
Immersives next meeting. Mark explained that
narrative truth is not the same as objective
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truth claims. He said narrative truth is about
deeper meaning and significance and can be
evaluated on the basis of whether it is helpful
and illuminating.

Coda

She reaches out, touches and feels a smooth inky
black line hovering in mid-air. Then she uses her
hand-held controller to paint other sinewy lines
in crimson, magenta and jade and walks around
them. She animates some of the lines watching
them ebb and flow, adding melodious sounds to
complement their movement. She even catches
one of the crimson lines in her mouth, exploring
the strange sensation of tasting pigment. Strange
shapes appear to move through her body,
cascading down her arms and legs. She finds
herself radically immersed within virtual reality.

Critical reflections

As an academic researcher, | usually feel
compelled by expectations to create a
theoretically informed argument about
immersion in virtual reality. This involves taking
up a position and supporting it with plausible
evidence and explication. However, this critical
reflection section alternates between different
voices or registers such as academic language
and the writing style of literary non-fiction. |
sense a compulsion to flesh out Beth’s story with
more academic and theoretical insights. Yet,

| do not want these critical reflections start to
overshadow Beth’s story.

At the start of the writing process, | realised
that my usual intellectual and often abstract
approach did not chime with my powerful
visceral experience of Hyperplanes of
Simultaneity. Therefore, | decided to experiment
with another approach as an attempt to evoke
the sensory experience of immersion in virtual
reality. Dance and movement specialist Sondra
Fraleigh (2018) provided fruitful insights into
somatic experiences and phenomenology.
Fraleigh contends that phenomenology
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as a research practice is about surprise,
improvisation, the unexpected and

discovery. As such, openness, fascination

and curiosity became the starting point to my
phenomenological exploration of immersion

in virtual reality. Furthermore, Fraleigh’s work
showed how bodily forms of knowing which

are cognitive and somatic could enlarge our
understanding of immersive experiences with
virtual reality. Fraleigh’s (2018) questioning

of the conventions of academic language

also showed how theoretical and conceptual
language is often distanced from feelings and
bodily sensations. Heeding Fraleigh’s discussions
of the distancing qualities of abstract theoretical
discussions, | decided to produce a literary non-
fiction narrative about immersion in

virtual reality.

Creativity involves a sense of mystery and taking
risks into the unknown. During the writing of a
literary-non-fiction narrative, | attempted to lose
my familiar academic voice. Rebecca Solnit’s
writing on getting lost provides useful insight into
the creative process. Solnit points out that the
term lost stems from ‘the Old Norse los, meaning
the disbanding of an army’ (2006:07). Solnit
goes on to say that getting lost is a process of ’...
falling out of formation’ (2006:07) and going
beyond what you already know. Producing a
literary-non-fiction narrative involved disbanding
my usual way of writing and falling out of the
theoretical formations and explanations that are

familiar territory in academic research.

In agreement with Philip Lopate (2013) it is
important to locate the sociological, economic
and cultural factors surrounding the experiences
which are represented through literary non-
fiction. Following Lopate’s advice, the context
surrounding the immersive experiences
represented through Beth’s narrative relate to
my attendance at the Leeds International Festival
(LIFF) which featured the Lumen Prize for digital
art. The Leeds International Festival was held

at the Clarence Dock, a mixed-use site of a

major conference venue, a hotel, apartments,

retail and office spaces. Hosting the Leeds
International Festival showcased Clarence Dock
as a postindustrial space, the site of an urban
renaissance powered by digital technologies
including virtual reality applications such as
Hyperplanes of Simultaneity and

Google's Tiltbrush.

Furthermore, the literary nonfiction narrative of
Beth’s immersive experience of virtual reality
draws upon memories and combines actual
events (visiting Leeds Dock) with fictional
elements such as scenes, characters and
dialogue. Writing about these experiences
involved turning the self (the experiencing
subject) into a fictional character Beth. During
the writing process, | experimented with using
different points of view as outlined by science
fiction novelist Ursula Le Guin in Steering the
Craft (2015). | found first person narration
sounded overly subjective. Therefore, | decided
to use third-person narration to convey Beth's
viewpoint and her feelings about immersion

in virtual reality. | wanted to highlight Beth’s
function as a character in a narrative as a
literary construction. The character Beth attempts
to offer a plausible account of experiencing
immersion in virtual reality. Yet she offers a
selective account of immersive experience,
highlighting certain features of that experience
rather than others. As a character in a narrative
Beth also needs to be doing something to move
the story along such as feeling anxious about
writing, going to meetings and talking to

other characters.

Narrative structure offered a way of ordering my
experiences of immersion in virtual reality into

a temporal sequence which is not ‘...necessarily
in chronological order’ (Kim, 2016:08). The

top layer of the narrative provides details of
what happens, the main characters and Beth’s
decisions. During the writing process, | found
myself balancing exposition, detail and selection.
| found there were dangers in offering too much
exposition about the technical or philosophical

dimensions of immersive experiences in virtual
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reality because this seemed to slow down the
pace of the story. Beth’s experience also needed
to be arranged into a plot, where one thing

(or situation) leads to another. In this way, this
literary non-fiction approach involved an inciting
incident (Beth’s fear of falling from a simulated
ledge), rising action and a turning point (when
she decided to take a phenomenological
approach to writing and research).

Using a literary nonfictional narrative meant |
could blend personal memories with research
practices such as reviewing the literature about
virtual reality and immersion. Adding elements
to the narrative which are based on scholarly
research attempts to provide wider significance
to personal experiences. Moreover, referring
to the work of other scholars is a strategy for
preventing self-absorption and reveals wider
social and cultural patterns and debates about
immersion and virtual reality. Reflection also
involves drawing out certain features of these
experiences whilst minimising others (Schmitt,
1959; Smith, 2005).

Beth’s narrative attempts to blend some
academic conventions and elements of literary
nonfiction. Consequently the writing process

is not a ‘...pure construction...Rather it is a
finding-through-making’ (Freeman, 2016:145).
For example, the narrative uses dialogue and
conversational speech which are based on
concepts and debates from academic texts. In
this way the narrative uses characters to explore
different points of view. The initial meeting of the
Radical Immersives is a setting which introduces
the characters and their research interests.
When Beth discusses her writing anxieties with
the character Max this provides an opportunity
to outline methodological concerns. For the
character Max refers to Max Van Manen (2016)
a phenomenological researcher whose work
illuminates the philosophical and practical
aspects of writing about lived experience. As
the main protagonist in the narrative, Beth

faces obstacles such as confusion, doubt and
overcomes them. Moreover, Beth’s character
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aims to provide insight into actual
research practices.

Conclusions

As a humanities researcher | set out wanting

to know more about the sensory experience

of immersion in virtual reality. Surveying
previous research about immersion became a
backstory, the context in which the narrative
operates. | found that using phenomenology as
a philosophical research practice and literary
non-fiction as a form of creative expression
was like entering an unfamiliar place. | felt as
if | was walking into an unknown terrain, so |
attempted to locate signposts along the way. But
| also sought to explore some ideas that were
off the beaten path. Ultimately, by using an
unconventional approach | took risks, exposed
my vulnerability and discomfort in not knowing
how to convey the sensory experience of
immersion using linear written form.
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Abstract

Using the water fountain as a prime example of
reductive design thinking, | critically examine
how both the ideas and concepts from the
Acoustic Ecology movement and the tools of
mediated immersive listening are being co-opted
in order to serve a neo-liberal agenda in the
built environment. The result of these adoptions
representing a simplistic and non-inclusive
approach to the sonic in design practice.
Drawing on collaborative work with acousticians,
social scientists, musicians, local government
and residents, | suggest ways in which we might
take a more holistic approach to sound in the
designed environment, thereby honouring the
affective, contextual nature of sonic experience.
These suggested approaches echo some of the
principles of the Design Justice Network (https://
designjustice.org/), Sound Thinking (Henriques:
2011) and traditional methodologies and

strategies from group musical improvisation.

Keywords: Soundscape; Acoustic; Immersivity;

Sonic; Deep Listening; Ambisonic
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HOW CAN WE LISTEN WITH OUR FUTURE?

Introduction

Sonic experience is crucial to an ongoing and
deeper understanding of the world and in terms
of health and well-being there is increasing
recognition of issues such as noise pollution

on our health and well-being. These add to
traditional discourse around the potential for
sound to both enrich our experience of the

built environment and also to disorientate and
confuse. However, in a society dominated by the
visual, the quality of our acoustic environment

is treated with minority importance, and despite
the ability of sound to immerse and to situate
the experiencer at the centre of things (Connor
2000: 10), a visual prejudice is also found both
in our built environment and in many forms of
popular immersive media such as Virtual Reality
and Augmented Reality.

Despite architecture’s visual bias, the area is

not completely devoid of attention to the sonic,
with large developments, in particular, devoting
considerable resources to acoustic design.
Acousticians and designers, drawing on concepts
from the Acoustic Ecology movement, understand
the importance of integrating sonic elements
from the natural world into the built environment
and geophonic and biophonic features are
designed into the environment in many ways.
These range from the ubiquitous water fountain,
the go-to solution for urban noise, to piped bird
song. Despite an attention to the role of sound
in built spaces as being positive, such additions
represent a reductive and simplistic approach
that considers sound as an object rather than

an event. These strategies also discount the
individual affordance of a listener’s experience
and fail to acknowledge sonic experience as
ecological, temporal and highly contextual.
Acousticians, hold power when it comes to

the composition of our listening experience

and current practice in sonic design promotes
acousticians and sound designers to a level
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of expertise that | argue needs challenging and
democratising. Acousticians and sound designers,
working for agencies that promote “design-
thinking”, an inherent hierarchy exists where, as
Lilly Irani powerful points out ““design thinker”
promises insights, new markets, and aesthetic
judgment, like a divining rod leading to new
markets or domains” (Irani 2018:14). This hierarchy
excludes those most directly impacted by the work
of design and architectural consultants and sees
public engagement as a strategy to

gain credibility.

Mediated immersive listening environments

have long been used as a part of the design and
consultation process by acousticians as a means
to communicate speculative listening experiences
to clients. These tools are now seeing use in
public consultation as a way of communicating
aspects of acoustic experience more widely. An
interesting overlap has emerged between the
processes commonly undertaken by sound artists
and designers and acousticians. Using tools

such as ambisonic and binaural recording and
playback, artists, designers, and acousticians are
able to give high-resolution listening experiences
that create a convincing degree of presence for
the listeners. Worryingly however is that these
mediated listening experiences are being used

to sign-off projects to stakeholders and the wider
public through listening sessions and consultation
exercises. Again, whilst wider engagement around
listening can be seen as positive, this approach
negates both the temporal and contextual nature
of sonic experience and also the role of the listener
to make sound and to choose which sounds

are present.
Soundwashing

In many town squares in the UK such as in
Peterborough where much of my research took
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place, we find the go-to solution for urban
planners when it comes to dealing with noise;
the water fountain. The fountains in the centre
of Peterborough’s square are surrounded by

an array of national and global retail outlets,
which have sprung up in a bid to reignite

the city’s dwindling daytime and night-time
economy. This square, though technically public,
has many of the features of other privatised,
interchangeable spaces, with the familiar

water soundscape and array of branded

eating options. This consumption of acoustic
space through the privatisation of aesthetic
experience can be seen as an inevitable impact
of the neo-liberal program through which, not
only are the conglomerate parts of our cultural
experience reduced to the lowest common
denominator but the perceptual space in which
these operate becoming subsumed to form part
of the process. Lefebvre, who in The Production
of Space (1991) extends Marxist concepts
around the commodification of leisure to the
commodification of space and explains how
space in the form of a commodity is standardised
and measured. In contemporary listening
practices, as exemplified by the fountain, it

is this standard format of the water-feature,

like Jonathan Sterne’s MP3 (2012) or Matt
Fullers standardised media object (2007), that
represents the measured commodification of
our acoustic space. The fountain ripped from
the ecology of the natural world adds “positive”
geophonic elements to the built environment

but also presents possible listening barriers and
importantly embodies pertinent issues in relation
to contemporary listening.

The sounds created by fountains are rich in
frequency range, producing white or pink

noise, this noise can mask important discrete
localised sounds, as well as sounds such as
traffic and construction noise. As explored by
Mack Hagood (2019), synthesised white noise

or recorded water sounds are commonly used

to mask the effects of tinnitus and to aid sleep
through apps or on platforms such as YouTube.
Hagood (2019) suggests this masking is a form of
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suppression and emphasises the inherent power
relations at play in these listening transactions.
For Hagood, in co-opting the sounds of the
natural world and packaging them as a media-
tools we create situations whereby “orphic
media fight sound with sound to pacify space for
beleaguered subjects” (Hagood 2019: 7)

By treating all listeners as the same or as (Drever
2019) suggests “auraltypical”, assumptions are
also being made that because some people
might feel positively about the sounds of water
then they are welcome for everyone at all

times. For some, such as those with hearing

loss, features that might widen the listening
affordances of the dominant social group present
dis-affordances for minority groups. In Design
Justice (2020) Sasha Costanza-Chock frames
these experiences as micro-aggressions, which
“reproduce the matrix of domination; reaffirm
power inequalities; generate a climate of tension
within organizations and communities”

(2020: 44)

This top-down, one-size-fits-all approach to
design exemplified by the fountain is particularly
problematic in relation to the sonic. You can
argue that if you find visual branding or
architectural features a barrier, or distracting,
you can exercise your right as a neo-liberal
subject and avert your gaze. With sound, you
are “in” the experience and that experience is
constantly changing, not only do we all hear
the world differently but our soundscape is
constantly altering and will never sound the

same again.

As part of the research described above, |
undertook creative activities with hundreds of
people in towns and cities in the East and South
East of England, during these activities as well
as recording and listening, we talked about the
soundmarks that were important to the local
environment. Hands-down favourites were water

and birdsong.

From these encounters, it's easy to see how
designers and developers might come to the
conclusion that by adding these favourites

we can synthesise an acoustically pleasing
built environment. Yet, however much

birdsong and water features might powerfully,
phylogenetically link us to our natural world,
the co-option of singular natural elements
negates the other possible ecological physical,
and sensorial aspects of the natural world in an
attempt to placate us so we continue working

and/or consuming.

One of the most useful findings during workshops
with residents and other local people was

that opinions over favourite and treasured
sounds in response to verbal questioning and
brainstorming were very different to responses in
listening back to recordings made by participants
during workshops. Responses to brainstorming
commonly identified expected favourites;
birdsong, fountains and other sounds associated
with the natural world. However, when listening
back to recordings, the array and variety of
positive sounds was much broader and inclusive.
Sounds such as bicycle wheels, trains, even air-
conditioning were identified as important sonic
features that gave local environments character
and identity. By breaking down the distinction
between expert and non-expert through

sound collection and composition during these
workshops, the activities pointed to a possible
much more nuanced, complex and integrated
participatory approach to sonic design.

Sonic Immersion in Co-Design

Sonic immersion is a major feature of sound
practice and the construction of immersive
listening environments is a key element of
acousmatic music. In architecture, auralisatation
processes commonly involve the simulation

of sonic environments using tools including
multi-speaker setups and binaural rendering
and playback. Adopting these environments
through room or headphone based experiences
allows developers to present a sonic snapshot
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of a scene from a newly planned development
or transportation project. In doing so, the
stakeholder or community member is offered the
illusion of choice over a future soundscape but
are, | suggest being asked to become complicit
actors in the bureaucracy of planning

and development.

As with the application of ideas from Acoustic
Ecology, the use of immersive listening tools by
developers and consultants throws up important
issues around the use of immersive environments
in architecture, design and public consultation

more generally.

As described above, listening is contextual and
temporal, the recordings presented only offer a
record of a particular moment in time from the
perspective of the microphone, and the array of
technologies involved. As such, no matter how
realistic, or how high-resolution the experience
rendered through the apparatus, the recording,
and playback cannot hope to communicate

the ecological variables at play in a real-world

listening experience.

During a listening session at an acoustics firm, it
was noted by an acoustician that there seemed
to be a direct correlation between the resolution
of a listening experience presented to developers
and the amount of money they were willing

to devote to acoustic design on a project. Put
simply, the clearer the recording, and the more
loudspeakers employed in playback, the bigger
the acoustics budget. In terms of immersivity,
this connection between creating presence for
the listener and money is open to manipulation
and exploitation. As immersive technologies
become more effective at creating a detailed,
real or hyper-real environment, the possibility for
manipulation becomes greater.

The beauty of sound design in film and theatre
is the ability of sound to seduce the experiencer
into suspending disbelief whereby we accept
false recognitions of sound sources and as

Foley demonstrates the audience is “willingly
complicit in disregarding the ventriloquial act of
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manipulation for which they have paid” (Lewis
2015: 104).

Another problem is that choices for the listeners
are based on recordings made by assumed
experts. Here, listening is treated as a largely
passive, binary experience, where the expert
who has access to expensive and exclusive
technology, creates a theatrical experience that
the listener is asked to accept without sufficient
information about the processes behind the
composition. As with the recording and feedback
sessions, we found that when participants
became involved with the compositional and
playback process, much more critical responses
around our sonic environment emerged. What
also became apparent was that by getting
away from semantic language and the statistics
commonly used in consultation around sound
and noise and engaging with the material of
sound itself through recording, composition and
musical improvisation the soundscapes created
were much more inclusive, complex and varied
than if we had only selected sound sources

based on conversations and brainstorming.

Despite a problematising of the application of
practice and ideas from Acoustic Ecology and
the use of 3D listening tools and environments,
it'’s not my intention to negate the potential

of a meaningful and inclusive approach that
incorporates ideas and tools from a wide range
of practices. There are | believe, many ways

in which practices can be brought together

to explore immersive listening in order to
meaningfully engage with issues around listening
and to directly influence policy and decision
making. For example, immersive listening
spaces, instead of being used for playback

of soundscapes made by designers, should

be critical spaces where iterations can be
experienced, mixed and problematised by
those directly affected by the planning and
developments. Using the rich knowledge and
methodologies from sound practice, activities
such as Deep Listening (Oliveros: 2005), sound
walks, field-recording and musical improvisation
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should be integrated at various stages of project
development, not just as tokenistic add-ons.
Otherwise, sound artists as is the case in other
areas of the public realm will be co-opted into
the regeneration process, their work being used
as brokerage through which to secure permission
for new planning developments. The result

being that both local community and artist are
disempowered and rendered impotent.
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Abstract

This paper outlines a set of conditions that
constellate around the subject of Virtual

Reality (VR) artworks and their relationship

to museological space. These episodic notes

on the subjects of virtuality, curatorial design

and submersion indicate how the horizon for
understanding VR extends beyond the cinematic
image to the cinematographic installation.
Informed in a direct and highly situated way

by a curatorial reading of filmmaker Alejandro
Ifdrritu’s celebrated Carne y Arena (2017), their
synopses expand the scope for how we might
engage VR artworks and their exhibitionary
conditions both within their immediate

museological context and further afield.

Keywords: Virtuality; Curatorial Design;

Submersion
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A SYNOPTIC OVERVIEW OF VIRTUAL REALITY AND MUSEOLOGICAL SPACE

Opening

Exhibiting Virtual Reality (VR) artworks as part
of situated experiences in museums and galleries
is relatively uncharted territory. Informed by my
curatorial research into filmmaker Alejandro
Ifidrritu’s celebrated Carne y Arena (2017), this
paper provides an opportunity to present a
series of expanded notes in the form of short,
episodic synopses that, together, indicate how
the horizon for understanding VR artworks
extends well beyond the cinematic image to the
cinematographic installation, and further onto
the exhibitionary conditions of museological
space itself. By recognizing that virtual reality is
experienced in real space, this critical reading

- grounded by my first-hand viewing of Carne y
Arena when it was staged at Fondazione Prada
in Milan - develops upon this point, positing that
the way in which the mediated experience of the
VR film itself is integrated into the exhibition’s
scenography by its encompassing curatorial
design instigates a distinctive form of audience
engagement that transcends the type of
subjective viewing experience that is reinforced
by the optics and visual regime associated with
VR. By effectively breaking the dictatorship that
the frame has exerted upon the representational
form of the moving image, VR has been extolled
as a new paradigm for cinematic spectatorship.
Existing at the intersection of Hollywood Visual
FX cinematography, documentary filmmaking
and immersive story-telling, Carne y Arena
certainly exemplifies how the ground-breaking
potentialities of VR as an art form owes as

much to dramatization as digitization. Yet, any
critical examination of Carne y Arena’s immersive
experience should not be based solely on

an interpretation of the visual and affective
qualities of the simulated, virtual image. Instead,
the work’s viewing experience needs to be
contextualized as part of a broader, expansive
and unfolding set of exhibitionary conditions.
As the case of Carne y Arena makes explicit,
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the distinctive museological “framing” of the

film itself is integral to activating the theatrical,
choreographic and performative aspects
employed by Ifdrritu to achieve his stated creative
aspiration of blurring the lines between ‘a dream
or reality composed within a frame’ (Celant &
Ifidrritu 2017).

Synopses

The following series of brief synopses are
intended to supplement my presentation at the
DRHA conference in September 2019. Taken or
“seen together” (from the Greek “synoptikos”),
they identify a subset of exhibitionary conditions
that underpin the relationships found between VR
and museological space: virtuality, curatorial design
and submersion. This synoptic overview - inspired
in equal measure by this original etymological
meaning and as a familiar means of representing
surface weather systems in meteorology - uses
Carne y Arena (as focal point) in order to trace
multiple relationships that operate within the
work and form (or constellate) around it. What
can this exemplary artwork tell us about the
correlation between VR and museums and how
they function as extra-dimensional spaces in
which cultural experiences are embedded? The
accompanying pair of schematic illustrations are
provided here as aids to visualize the work'’s
exhibitionary conditions; in the first instance by
situating Carne y Arena (the VR film) within the
enveloping curatorial design strategy of its gallery
installation [Figure 1], and secondly, by sketching
out a curatorial trajectory that contextualizes
Carne y Arena (the exhibition) within an expansive
configuration of influences and references that
extend (synchronously and asynchronously;
retrospectively and contemporaneously) to other
artworks, exhibition projects, media installations
and immersive museum displays in both grounded
and more speculative ways [Figure 2].
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Notes on Virtuality

In the pictorial arts, the basis for achieving
virtuality is rooted to the notion of extra-
dimensionality; that being, the capacity to see,
for instance, three dimensions in two, or perceive
four dimensions in three. The success of images
to represent “reality” is wedded to how the
frame functions as a window enabling the viewer
to see into another, “virtual” world in which
‘narratives, spaces and times separate from

the present, which may be past or future’ are
brought together (Summers 2003).

In the case of Carne y Arena, this form of virtual
experience is the product of the spectacular
quality of the real-time, Digital Effects cinema
combined with location-based immersive
entertainment. The narrative trajectory of

the VR film itself leads the viewer through an
initial stage of orientation and acclimatization
to its perceptual experience: adjusting to

the hazy pre-dawn darkness; gaining one’s
bearings within a seemingly boundless space,
before assimilating with a caravan of Latin
American refugees finding their way through
the desert towards an unknown fate at the
US-Mexican border. The unfolding narrative
sets in motion a transformational process that
“moves” the viewer, literally and figuratively,
from a physical to an emotional level of
engagement; from spatial orientation to intra-
personal identification. Having effectively
established the viewer’s relationship to the
scene by registering one’s position in the virtual
world, both optically and psychologically, the
climax of the film scenario implicates them in

a tense, confrontational scenario as the group
is apprehended and forcibly interrogated by

a threatening band of American Border Patrol
authorities. This scene elicits a more critical
awareness on the part of the participant to
their moral position in relation to the precarious

situation they find themselves in.

The viewer’s consciousness of their own decision-
making is amplified by Ifdrritu’s treatment of
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this pivotal episode as a scenescape: a cinematic
trope drawn from game design that affords the
viewer alternate vantages upon scenes and their
unfolding dramaturgy (Vosmeer & Schouten
2014). By presenting a choice to remain within
the boundaries of the illusory experience or to
engage in a more circumspect way by choosing
to step outside of the “magic circle” of the

plot (even if just momentarily), the participant
experiences a form of immersion that is at once

deeply emotionally and spatially sentient.

The scenescape adds an important element

to the repertoire of transmedia storytelling, in
which different mediums convey distinctive parts
of a story or provide supplementary information
that when combined together form a composite,
multi-faceted storyworld (Jenkins 2006). It is,
thus, important to reiterate that the particular
type of immersive viewing experience that the
VR film embodies is nested within a broader,
expansive and unfolding exhibition scenario. The
resulting multi-sensory experience achieves a
strong sense of convergence between previously
separated virtual and physical realms by
mapping the headset-based Cinematic VR work
into a whole-body, hyper-reality platform. Even
still, despite calling upon an array of advanced
technologies to simulate various auditory, visual
and haptic “special effects”, the diegesis, or
sense of the world in which the filmic narrative
occurs is supported in the most immediate and
tactile of way by simply laying the gallery space
with sand.

Ultimately, through the process of having

their point-of-view unframed in such ways,

the participant is moved from individual
consciousness to a social conscience. Not
dissimilar to how the scenescape functions with
respect to the cinematic image, the curatorial
design of the exhibition at large - including

its inventory of media content and gallery
installations, including the “arena” in which
the mediated VR experience itself is situated

- provides an extra-dimensional aspect to the
film. It is here, on this point of overlap - where
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Figure 1. Carne y Arena (the VR film) situated within its overall curatorial design strategy.
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Figure 2. An indicative expanded curatorial context for Carne y Arena (the exhibition). ©Vince Dziekan.
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episodic scenographic elements curatorially
designed into the exhibition space meet their
audience, and the worlds inside and outside
the museum collide - that Carne y Arena’s
political message evokes a certain “point of
view”: an empathic perspective that asserts
migratory movement to be a shared experience
between the viewer and the subjects of the film
represented as virtual avatars (Bruguera 2011).

Notes on Curatorial Design

Produced in association with Lucasfilm’s
Immersive Entertainment division, ILMxLAB,
Legendary Entertainment and Fondazione
Prada, Carne y Arena extends the application of
digital technologies associated with computer-
generated imaging from the virtual screen

into the real space of the installation. By
successfully calibrating the viewing experience
associated with cinema to exhibition space,
curatorial design (Dziekan 2012) supports the
realization of Ifdrritu’s creative vision; and does
so by recognizing a deceptively obvious fact:
that the viewing experience of virtual images
actually takes place in real space.

At is dramatic core, Carne y Arena revolves upon
the confronting experience faced by a displaced
group of men, women and children seeking to
cross the border clandestinely from Mexico into
the United States. Ifidrritu has described Carne

y Arena as a ‘semi-fictionalized ethnography’
(Ifdrritu 2017) that drew upon many years of
research involving interviews with immigrants
from Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador and
Guatemala documenting their personal border
crossing experiences. This “ground truth” was
reworked into the narrative basis for the screen
adaptation of the VR film, as well as being
factored directly into the film’s production design
and ultimately translating into the curatorial

design of the exhibition at large.
Any interpretation of Carne y Arena’s immersive

experience should not be delimited by the
qualities of the simulated, virtual image alone.
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While Ifdrritu was awarded a special Oscar

in recognition for “a visionary and powerful
experience in storytelling”, it is worth noting
that the “real-time” VR viewing experience

lasts only 6 2 minutes in duration. In this
respect, it is important to acknowledge how the
scenography associated the work’s exhibition-
based encounter effectively “nests” the VR

film within an expanded and progressively
unfolding experience that includes artefacts,
installations and video portraits displayed across
a series of inter-connected gallery spaces. As
such, exhibition space provides a distinctive
museological frame for experiencing the film
itself. By establishing a correlation between
cinema, technology and the arts, the curatorial
design of Carne y Arena produces what curator
Germano Celant describes as ‘a psychophysical
unity in which, by crossing the threshold of the
virtual, the human strays into the imaginary

and vice versa’ (Fondazione Prada 2018). As
an exercise in “world-building” in its own right,
the submersive experience that the exhibition
mobilises needs to be taken into account when
interpreting the immersive qualities of the film so
as not to lose sight of the fact that Carne y Arena
achieves its full impact through dramatization, as

much as digitization.
Notes on Submersion

The concept of immersion is all too easily called
upon as a “short hand” way of promoting the
escapist tendencies associated with VR; that

of being transported vicariously to another,
artificial reality. However, what becomes
self-evident from the “visitor” (as distinct from
“viewing”) experience associated with engaging
with VR artworks in their respective exhibition
settings is just how important the situatedness

of the museum or gallery-based encounter

is to underwriting what might more aptly be
described as a submersive (as distinct from
immersive) experience (Dziekan 2019). Whereas
immersion perpetuates a false dichotomy
between virtual and real, in contrast, submersion
might be thought of as a way to hold these

modes of reality together. Whether in tension
or balance, submersion encourages a means of
traversing their borders (as an actualization of
the virtual; or virtualization of the real).

The aesthetic impact of Carne y Arena is
reinforced by exhibitionary conditions that

not only extend the cinematic image to the
cinematographic installation, but also expands
the scope and resonance of the work itself
within its museological context and beyond.
According to renowned new media artist Rafael
Lozano-Hemmer, museums are especially well
svited to offer highly performative, situated
“location-based experiences” for their audiences
since they are already ‘connective spaces where
disparate places and experiences actually get
in touch’ (Levent et al 2014, emphases added).
For their own part, Idrritu’s films are notable for
portraying themes of human connection, often
through complex, involving and intersecting
storylines told in a non-linear structure. Carne y
Arena’s dramatized re-enactment of real stories
recounting the plight of a group of migrants and
their harrowing journey to cross the US-Mexico
border instigates its own distinctive form of
audience engagement. Reinforced by how the
scenescape functions as part of the multisensory
hyper-reality experience nested at its core
connects vision with the body in an immediate
and sensate way, the work successfully fuses
the sense of disorientation of being lost in the
Chihuahuan desert at night with the presence

of standing in the midst of a sand-filled stage
located in the Prada Foundation’s OMA-
designed cultural complex in the post-industrial
outskirts of Milan. On this point of connection

- where episodic scenographic elements
curatorially designed into the exhibition’s meta-
composition meet their audience, the worlds
inside and outside the museum collide and

the empathic perspective extolled by Carne y
Arena assumes a social and political purpose.

With Carne y Arena, Alejandro Ifidrritu

redirects documentary strategies into artistic
methods by constructing a reflexive narrative
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that foregrounds personal memory and first-
hand accounts of displacement that mark

the migratory crisis being experienced
variously across the globe today. By doing

so, the artwork nurtures critical literacy

about the ways that “truth” is produced for
media consumption (Demos 2013). As a VR
experience, it achieves more than a (re)creation
of a reality in virtualized form. What Iférritu
succeeds in doing, expertly and with artistic
sensitivity, is something more like its inverse. By
dramatizing the empathetic dimension commonly
associated with VR cinema, the affective and
meaningful experience of it as an artwork
staged inside the museum is connected with
larger geo-political issues taking place in the
world outside. It proves virtually impossible to
separate the aesthetic impact of the work from
its social context, particularly in the face of

the exceedingly complex and pressing issue of
forced, mass migration. Nor should it. It comes
as no surprise, then, to find that the installation
of Carne y Arena at Fondazione Prada in Milan
during the summer of 2017 overlapped with
Massimiliano Gioni’s The Restless Earth at the
Triennale di Milano, at a time when Europe was
feeling the full repercussions of this migratory
crisis (Gioni 2017). Nor for that matter when
revelations of the forced separation of migrant
children from their families as part of the Trump
administration’s border protection policies
emerged when the exhibition was staged in
Washington, DC the following year. Ultimately,
Carne y Arena’s most “powerful” achievement
does not rest upon rendering reality “virtual”;
rather, returning to the etymological roots of the
word as meaning “possessing certain virtues,”
by taking into account of its own exhibitionary
conditions, it instigates a dialogue that not

only responds to contested authority, exclusion
and inequality, but also to the media spectacle
created by the culture industry that these subjects
and events find themselves circulating within and
co-existing with.
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Closing

Developing other “ways of seeing” that extend
beyond the depiction of virtual images demands
an appreciation of the actual nature of Virtual
Reality. When it comes to VR, establishing the
“standpoint” in which the act of viewing itself

is anchored undoes the idea of the image that

is predicated by the act of looking through a
frame into another space; one that is apparent,
imaginary and fictive, and therefore, by
definition, different to the real one in which

we are standing. Together, the relationship
between viewer and virtual image determines

a social space. The palpable sense of situated
connectedness that one immediately senses as
part of a VR viewing experience reasserts how it
is seemingly possible to ‘bring some “elsewhere”
into spaces of human presence and use’
(Summers 2002). It is imperative, therefore, that
in order to connect the subjective act of viewing
with the social and, by extension, political space
that such encounters between virtual and actual
realities are located within, we consider VR

a properly experiential, rather than a purely

visual, medium.
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Abstract

‘Documenting hybrid and participatory
artworks: the role of the audience’ shows that in
documenting hybrid and participatory artworks
it is important to capture the role of the audience
in terms of its experience of the artwork and its
documentation of it. The study entails a number
of case studies, including Lynn Hershman
Leeson’s Roberta Breitmore, Blast Theory’s Day
of the Figurines, Amalia Ullman’s Excellences

and Perfections, as well as a project led by the
immersive media production company Factory
42, which was developed in collaboration with
the Science Museum Group, the Natural History
Museum and the Almeida Theatre. The study
shows that the audience is a fundamental and
yet often under-documented stakeholder in
hybrid art and suggests that it is crucial that its
experience and documentation of the work are
preserved alongside knowledge provided by
other stakeholders. Only in this way could the
broader history and diverse reception of a work
be captured and provide crucial information
about its preservation, presentation and

exhibition in years to come.

Keywords: documentation; audience; hybrid and
participatory art; presentation;

preservation; exhibition
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DOCUMENTING HYBRID AND PARTICIPATORY ARTWORKS: THE ROLE OF THE AUDIENCE

Hybrid and participatory art
documentation

The documentation of the audience’s experience
of hybrid and participatory artworks, including
its own documentation of the work, could play

a significant role in an artwork’s preservation
and is likely to be invaluable in determining
crucial knowledge that could affect potential
future presentations and exhibitions. This field, of
growing importance in performance and digital
art studies as well as in museum preservation,

is beginning to attract the sustained attention

of researchers in academia and in the museum
sector. In academia, the field has recently
featured in a number of studies in performance
(Sant 2017), digital art (Rinehart and Ippolito
2014, Dekker 2018) and in the exhibition context
(Giannachi and Westerman 2017). Of these
studies, some focused specifically on the role of
oral history and oral culture (Roms 2008, Muller
2008), while others looked into ethnographic
and ethnomethodological methods (Giannachi
and Benford 2011). Most of these studies

were published in the last twenty years, which
means that we know less about how audiences
responded to early performance works than we
do know about their experience of more

recent works.

In the museum context, one of the earliest
projects considering artworks as dynamic rather
than static was the Inside Installations (2004-7)
project, developed as part of the International
Network for the Conservation of Contemporary
Art (INCCA). The research group produced a
number of best practice guidelines examining
how installation art can be safeguarded and
presented for future generations. An information
architecture was recommended that aimed to
record the evolution of artworks, in particular
installations. As Gaby Wijers, director of LIMA,
indicated in her interview to Jonah Westerman

in Histories of Performance Documentation, Inside
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Installation emphasised ‘how to document
participation and interactivity’ (in Giannachi and
Westerman 2018: 66-71). Because of this, re-use
and reinterpretation became an increasingly
important topic of research in the context of
hybrid and participatory art preservation. Thus,
‘Over time’, Wijers noted, ‘we started to see the
work and the documentation as one thing. One
could say that the work is the core and the rest is
a shell around it. This means that they are always
connected’. (Ibid.) This identification of the work
with its documentation is crucial. As the audience
is often part of the documentation, and on
occasion also the creator of the documentation,
this raises interesting questions about their role

in the preservation and future presentation and
exhibition of a work.

The Variable Media Concept was developed

by Jon Ippolito (1998), who at the time was

an associate curator at the Guggenheim. The
research led to what is known as the Variable
Media Initiative, a network of cultural heritage
organisations dedicated to the research of new
media art preservation. The paradigm emerged
from Guggenheim’s research into the preservation
of conceptual, minimalist and video art. The
Variable Media Network was one of the products
of this initiative. Its main findings focused on the
description of works through their behaviours
(e.g. installed, duplicated) as well as a set of tools
known as the Variable Media Questionnaire and
the Media Art Notation System. The framework
underpinning the questionnaire recognised

that contextual information needs to form part

of documentation to indicate, for example,
variations among multiple versions of a work

and capture medium-independent behaviours

of such works. Subsequently the Guggenheim'’s
conservation department developed an iteration
report (2012) which took into account the public
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reception of the iteration of the work and

visitor feedback, something now done also by
other museums, such as the Met for example,

to capture materials that may be pertinent

to a specific exhibition. This crucial shift in
documentation, marked not only the importance
of documenting iterations of a work but also

the focus on behaviours rather than materials,
aesthetic, or artist intention, which formed the

core of conventional museum documentation.

Capturing unstable media was a research
summary published by Sandra Faucconier and
Rens Frommé from V2_ in 2003. Crucially,
Capturing Unstable Media V2_ highlighted
the differences between created and collected
documents and noted the importance of
documenting user interaction not only through
metadata but also bespoke documentations

of the user experience complemented by
interviews and recordings. This constitutes a
conceptual model for the description of works
that recognised the role of collaboration and
distributed authorship. The model included

an analysis of audiences and, crucially,
distinguished three phases in the development
of a work that require documentation: the
research phase; the development phase; and
the implementation phase (Dekker et al 2010),
expanding the idea of documentation to include
not only reception but also what occurred during
the creative and research phases of a work,
thus addressing also what the terms ‘artist’ and
‘audience’ might mean in these

different contexts.

Crucial in this contest is the work of V2 and
Annett Dekker in particular who pointed out that
documentation can be seen a process (‘a tool
for making decisions about the nature of the
work’), a form of presentation (‘the material that
is made [by artists] to explain and communicate
their work’) and a method for re-creation
(Dekker 2018: 14, 41, 42). Dekker also identified
a series of documentation types, i.e. for
publicity and presentation, for reconstruction or
preservation, for describing processual changes
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in the appearance of a work, for developing an
aesthetical and/or a historical “framework” or
reference, for educational purposes, for capturing
audience experiences, for capturing the creative
or working process of the artist(s), and, in the
context of conservation, for reconstruction and
preservation (Dekker 2014: 151). This again
indicates how this one term, documentation,

in fact subsumes a range of practices and,
increasingly, disciplines, which serve different
purposes and aims.

Tate was one of the museums leading the way in
the field of performance studies documentation,
winning two Arts and Humanities Research
Council projects in fairly rapid succession.
Between 2012 and 2014 the Head of Collection
Care Research Pip Laurenson led, with Vivian van
Saaze, Collecting the Performative, a research
network that examined emerging practice for
collecting and conserving performance-based
art, looking at dance, theatre, and activism. The
network created The Live List which provides
prompts for those thinking about acquiring or
displaying live works. The list recommends that
artists are asked to provide a description of the
work but specified ‘for someone who has never
seen it before’, suggesting also that the ‘basic
parameters’ of a work (‘duration, space, number
and nature of performers, variability’) should be
captured in this process alongside knowledge
about how many forms the work exists in;
whether the work evolves; whether it ought to be
repeated; what the context is; how the work sits
in the collection; whether a work is participatory;
alongside questions about production,
interpretation and audience (The Live List).
These changes in the sector reflect important
research in the field. Crucially, Annet Dekker,
Gaby Wijers and Vivian van Saaze suggested

in their ‘The Art of Documentation’ (2010) that
with the arrival of performance, as well as video
or digital works, a shift occurred in museum
documentation whereby museums started

to address the fact that documentation is a
subjective process whose selection criteria are
of ‘great importance’ (Dekker et al 2010). This

indicates that the cohabitation of multiple forms
of documentation may prove to have significant
value. As Lizzie Muller noted, media artworks
challenge conventional documentation models
(in Jones and Muller 2008: 418) because they
require a strong focus on the user experience
(Muller and Jones 2008: 8-9). For Jones and
Muller, then documentation needs to reflect both
the intention of the artist and the point of view
of the audience, which means that it may be
important to document ‘a dialogue between the
ideal, conceptual existence of the work and its
actual manifestation through different iterations
and exhibitions in the real world’ (Jones and

Muller 2008: 418).

These important findings in performance, digital
art and new media documentation reveal that
artworks and their documentations often tend to
coincide over time; that documentations can lead
to the creation of new iterations of a work; that
it is important to capture these various iterations
of a work, and include the audience reception
of the work in the documentation; that audiences
should be documented during the research, the
development and the implementation phases of
a work; that the context of each iteration of a
work is crucial for its preservation; and that the
cohabitation of different forms of documentation
carried out by different parties for different
reasons may add epistemic value to what we
know about a work. These findings show that the
epistemic qualities of a work, by which | mean
what we know about a work from a range of
stakeholders, are heavily reliant, especially for
preservation, presentation and exhibition, on
the comprehensiveness of its documentation.
Therefore, the more complex the documentation,
in terms of disciplines and perspectives involved,
the deeper our ability to interpret a given work

over time.

Challenges in hybrid and participatory art
documentation

To understand the role of the audience in
hybrid and participatory art documentation,
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| will start by looking at the audience’s role

in Lynn Hershman Leeson’s Roberta Breitmore,
Blast Theory’s Day of the Figurines and Amalia
Ulman's Excellences and Perfections, which capture
the complexity of the audience’s position in a
performance, a massively multiplayer game, and
a social media event and so well elucidate the
challenges in documenting the audience in these
fields. | will then use my findings to discuss the
documentation of a project led by the immersive
media production company Factory 42 so as to
show the importance of capturing the audience
experience in other kinds of museum-based

installation works.
Lynn Hershman Leeson’s Roberta Breitmore

One of Lynn Hershman Leeson’s best known
works, Roberta Breitmore (1972-8) saw the artist
embracing the role of the fictitious persona of
Roberta Breitmore for a period of six years.
During this time, Roberta carried out a series of
actions which involved engaging with others:

she checked into a hotel, got a check-book,
advertised for a roomate, met a psychiatrist,
encountered men (see Figure 1), etc. Using
photography and moving image, as well as a
graphic novel developed with Spain Rodriguez,
Hershman Leeson captured these moments to
create a set of documents that were subsequenlty
re-formed, often through collage including text
and painting, into individual artworks. These
documents, originally conceived of as a testimony
to the occurrence of the performance of Roberta
Breitmore, together with a new set of documents
produced in more recent times, became both part
of, and the totality of Roberta Breitmore.

In the latter part of her lifetime, Hershman

Leeson engaged three women, including the art
historian Kristine Stiles, to act as Roberta. In
1978, an exhibition of Roberta’s artefacts entitled
Lynn Hershman Is Not Roberta Breitmore/Roberta
Breitmore Is Not Lynn Hershman was presented

at the M.H. de Young Memorial Museum in

San Francisco during which a Roberta look-

alike contest was run that led to an additional
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Figure 1. Roberta meets Irwin for the first time in

Union Square Park (1975). Photo courtesy of Lynn

Hershman Leeson.

multiplication of Robertas accompanied by a
further expansion of documents. Almost twenty
years after being exorcised at the Palazzo dei
Diamanti in Ferrara in 1978, Roberta was re-
mediated as the telerobotic doll CyberRoberta
(1995-8), who was dressed identically to
Roberta, and had a fictional persona that was,
as in Hershman Leesons’ words, ‘designated as
an updated Roberta’ who not only navigated
the internet, but was in herself a creature

of the internet, a ‘cyberbeing’ (1996: 336).
Additionally, Roberta appeared as a bot in the
Second Life remake of Lynn Hershman Leeson’s
The Dante Hotel (1973), called Life to the Second
Power or Life Squared (2007-). This work, created
in collaboration with the Stanford Humanities
Lab, turned a number of documents in the
Hershman Leeson archive at Stanford University
into a mixed reality experience during which
visitors could explore reproductions of fragments
of the archive under Roberta’s guidance in
Second Life.

This complex work illustrates how documents
that were originally produced to evidence the
performance of Roberta Breitmore were not only
exhibited, years later, as the work itself but were
also used to produce new works. In this sense,
Roberta Breitmore illustrates the importance of
capturing the life span of a work, its original
performance, as well as its audience’s responses
to its re-enactments and re-mediations over
time. While the audience is variously implicated
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Figure 4. Documentation of Blast Theory’s Day of the

Figurines. Photo courtesy of Mauricio Capra.

in a number of the iterations of the work,

there are not many documents, except those
produced by Hershman Leeson, that capture

its engagement in the original performance of
Roberta Breitmore. The AHRC-funded Performing
Presence Project (2006-9), which worked with
the Stanford Humanities Lab on Life to the
Second Power, sistematically documented the
audience during the research and development
of the work in Second Life (see Figures 2 and

3; and also Giannachi, Kaye and Shanks 2012;
Giannachi and Kaye 2011). This documentation,
including the team’s response to the work, the
initial testing, as well as the work’s reception

at its exhibition at the Montreal Museum of Art
and the San Francisco Museum of Art (2007),
showed how in documenting the audience and in
facilitating team and audience documentation,
different epistemic qualities of a work can

be brought to the surface. Roberta Breitmore
operates as a mirror to the time it is shown (or
re-mediated in) and by analysing its different
iterations and its respective audiences alongside
each other or in juxtaposition to one another
we learn not only how their interpretations

of the work evolved over time, but also what
strategies they used for interpretation in the first
place. This, in turn, produced new knowledge
about Roberta Breitmore which has fundamental
implications for the work’s future preservation,
presentation and exhibition.

Figures 2 and 3. Documentation of Life to the Second Power. Photos courtesy of Henrik Bennetsen and Gabriella

Giannachi respectively.

Blast Theory’s Day of the Figurines

Blast Theory’s Day of the Figurines (2006) was a
massively multiplayer board-game for up to a
thousand participants who could interact with the
game and each other remotely via SMS through
their mobile phones from anywhere in the world.
The game took place over a period of 24 days
in a digital setting based on an imaginary British
town within which players could visit a number
of destinations, be allocated missions and
dilemmas, and interact live with other players.
The piece was developed in collaboration with
Nottingham University’s Mixed Reality Lab as
part of the EU funded IPerG project (2004-

8). The world premiere took place in Berlin at
Hebbel am Ufer where the game was engaged
with by 165 players.

To participate in Day of the Figurines, audiences
visited Hebbel am Ufer where they found a
large-scale white metal model of an imaginary
town at table height. On the board, there were
fifty cut-up destinations based on a typical
British town including a 24 Hour Garage, a
Boarded up Shop, a Hospital and a Rat Research
Institute. Each of the destinations was cut out
of the surface and bent up vertically to form a
white silhouette. Two video projectors beneath
the surface of the board shone through holes
in the table and reflected off mirrors mounted
above it enabling the surface of the table to be
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augmented with projections of live information
from the game. As part of the registration into
the game, audiences selected a figurine from

a display of one hundred figurines arranged

on a second, smaller table (see Figure 4), gave
their figurine a name, and answered a few
questions about him or her which were designed
to facilitate the constrution of role play. Before
leaving the space, they were given some basic
intructions about the game, which explained
how to move, speak, pickup and use objects, find
other players, receive help, and leave the game.
During the game, they engaged with other
playes, solved missions and dilemmas, including
some which were formulated in real time by the
game operators, in the attempt to stay alive in
the game.

As a case study of the AHRC-funded Performing
Presence project, | documented the creative
development of this work and conducted a
24-day-long autoethnography describing

what was happening in my life as well as

to my character in the game (see Figures 5

and 6). While presenting some preliminary
findings about this at the Mixed Reality Lab, |
realised that the Lab held in-game data (see
Figure 7) which, when juxtaposed against my
documentation, offered a much richer picture of
what | and other participants had experienced
during the game, including evidence to the
effectiveness of the design and orchestration
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Figures 5, 6 and 7. Documentation of Blast Theory’s Day of the Figurines. Photos courtesy of

Gabriella Giannachi

strategies that are crucial for building an
understanding of the work (Benford and
Giannachi 2011). | also realised that a number
of documentations had been produced by third
parties that were available online which had
not been archived in a systematic way. These
audience-generated documentations, when
juxtaposed against my autoethnography and
the Lab’s data, offered an even richer picture
not only of how audiences experienced the
work but also how they went about capturing
it. Again, by documenting different members
of the audience through a range of disciplines
and enabling them to document the work
through whichever means they chose, the work
revealed richer epistemic qualities than initially
assumed. This is because different data about
the audience’s engament with a work (e.g.
HCI, ethnographic data, autoethnographic
data, video and photographic documentation,
diary, etc.) produce richer accounts of an
event. To preserve a complex work, it is
therefore important that this range of voices
are captured and interpreted in relation to
each other.

Amalia Ullman’s Excellences and
Perfections

Amalia Ulmann’s Excellences & Perfections
(2014) was a four-month performance which
took place on Ulman’s Instagram account,

via a series of posts consisting of images
accompanied by texts and strings of hashtags.
The piece consists of three parts: Innocence,
Sin and Redemption. For these parts, Ulmann
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fabricated a fictional character who acted as
three different personae. These were a ‘cute
girl’, a ‘sugar babe’, and a ‘life goddess’. In the
first section, Ulman is seen leaving her boyfriend
and go to LA to become a model. In the second,
she becomes socially isolated, takes drugs and
goes into a rehabilitation clinic. In the third, she
becomes socially isolated, she practices yoga,
diets, and undergoes breast surgery. The three
sections have a different look, with the colour
scheme changing from pink and white to black
and white and then again black to colour, almost
like a set change in a theatrical performance.

For this work, Ulman deliberately shaped

her online presence to show how easy it is to
influence online audiences through the creation
of the three parts which correspond to generic
types the audience identify with. The piece,
which attracted roughly 65,000 followers,
brought together questions surrounding

the veracity of social media posts, identity
construction through social media, and the use
of social media as a distribution platform. As
in Hershman Leeson’s performance of Roberta
Breitmore, audiences stumbling across Ulman'’s
piece most probably thought, at least at the
time of the original broadcast, that her posts
were authentic (in the sense that Ulman was not
performing), although later posts seem to ask
the artists for questions pertaining to the work
(See Figure 8). In both cases the audience’s
responses, which, in Ulman’s case, consisted in
their comments to Ulman’s posts, became part
of the work. When Excellences & Perfections was
exhibited in the group exhibition Performing

amaliaulman & - Following

S

amaliaulman @ #got #em #cakes
dun care bout all ur negativity
titsjustdifferent

less nervous today.... countdown

©

@

‘ﬁ terencepepper @ray.parry sucha
great account

24w Reply

q’) laura.sto_ are you referring to
Gerhard Richter with this photo?

v Reply

Qv A

1,026 likes

Figure 8. Amalia Ullman’s Excelleces and Perfections. Instagram screenshot. Photo Gabriella Giananchi.

for the Camera at Tate Modern, London (18
February-12 June 2016), Tate hung a set of three
images of the artist as they appeared in Ulman's
original posts and placed them in front of a table
on which three ipads showed the social media
pages in which the images had originally been
shown. This was an important acknowledgement
of the fact that the work in this case consists both
in the image and its circulation (or reception).
Though Ullman’s work is still relatively under-
researched and we don’t know much about how
the work was received other than what was
captured by the press, the artist, and the relevant
social media, this strategy shows how in digital
art, new media and performance the capture

of knowledge pertaining to context, including
the audience reception over time, is crucial

for preservation as well as presentation and
exhibition purposes.

Robots and Dinosaurs, two immersive
media experiences led by Factory 42

In 2018, the immersive media production

company Factory 42 was funded by the Innovate
UK Audiences of the Future programme to
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develop two mixed reality experiences using
Magic Leap. These were meant to be exhibited
at the Science Museum and the Natural History
Museum, as well as, through a smaller-scale
version of the experience, at an intu venue,
focusing, respectively, on the museums’
collections of robots and dinosaurs. The
experiences aimed to deliver on the museums’
learning missions while also providing an
engaging encounter with the collections. The
mixed reality was complemented by the use

of actors who were directed by the Almeida
Theatre’s Director of Participation Dani Parr. The
experiences were supposed to attract a minimum
of 100,000 users by the end of the funded
period, and generate a scalable format, which
could be applicable to different gallery and
museum contexts. Prototypes of the experiences
and content demonstrators were iteratively
tested with the team and audiences, leading

to two larger scale tests at the Natural History
Museum Jarwood Gallery in February 2020 and
the intu Metrocentre Gateshead in Newcastle in
March 2020.
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Figures 9, 10 and 11 showing different tests with audiences throughout the project. Photos

Gabriella Giannachi.

Audience research, led by the two museums,
featured high on the agenda and during

the early stages of the project the different
methods used by the project stakeholders

to analyse audiences were looked into in
great detail to identify the specific audience
segmentation for this project and ensure

the creative development took its distinctive
features into consideration. At the same

time, the creative and technical development
proceeded, in parallel, leading to various
iterations of R&D testing, focussing on existing
audience observation, content development,
prototype, technology and experience testing.
Then, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic
temporarily put a stop to the project, which
means that the research and development are

not complete at the point of writing.

The ethnographic study of what audiences do
in the Natural History Museum revealed that
they expect to have a learning experience

in the museum and are happy to spend some
considerable time discussing specimen and
their interpretation. While audiences like to be
entertained, they do clearly expect to learn.
The testing also revealed that there was great
excitement about interactive and responsive
exhibits and that audiences enjoyed a ‘wow’
factor (see Figure 9). To test how audiences
might move in the relatively confined spaces in
which the mixed reality experience was meant
to take place, the creative team held a set of
full day workshops with actors and found that
the complexity of the experience, overlaying
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physical and digital spaces with content that
was both fact-driven and fictional, required
careful scripting and experience design (see
Figure 10). A further public test involved

the first iteration of the intu version of the
experience for the Metrocentre at the Jarwood
Gallery at the Natural History Museum (see
Figure 11). The final test was carried out

at the Metrocentre.

The testing at the Natural History Museum’s
Jarwood Gallery highlighted the importance of
the orchestration of the experience, by which

| refer to computer scientist Martin Flintham's
use of the term in relation to a team’s ability

to guide or shape an experience ‘as it unfolds’
(Flintham in Benford and Giannachi 2011:
209). This also showed, as is the case often in
Blast Theory’s work, that such complex mixed
reality experiences tend to start and end
before and after the event itelf because of the
onboarding or induction that is often necessary
to familiarise audiences with technology and
the offboarding or bleeding of the mixed
reality into our every day lives. A number of
factors emerged from the testing that shaped
the course of the project, but perhaps the most
crucial finding for the programme, Audiences
of the Future, was the fact that at the heart of
the experience was actually the audience itself,
in the sense that the technology, the fiction, the
set, and even the museum collections would be
made sense of by the audience and therefore
what the audience actually did was crucial

to define and document what the experience

consisted of. In this context, it is important to
note that not only art museums but all museums
should dedicate more attention to audience
documentation, not only as a marketing

or research strategy, but for preservation,
presentation and exhibition purposes.

Conclusion

There have been significant advances in
understanding the relevance of participatory
cultures in the museum context (Simon 2010),
including, as art historian Claire Bishop
indicated, that participatory artists often
produce situations rather than objects and that
their audience is reconceived as co-producer
or participant (2012: 2). However, rarely have
audiences been documented historically and
even now, when they are documented more
extensively, usually because of the investment
of a specific research team, the documentations
are rarely preserved in the museum context.

We have seen that digital art and new media
documentation and art often coincide over time
and so it is crucial that documentations are
preserved alongside original artworks not only
because they can lead to the creation of new
iterations of a work, but also because they can
capture various phases in the life of a work.
Despite the fact that we know that artworks
should be documented during the research,

the development and the implementation
phases, these complex documentations are
rarely preserved or shared among museums.
Similarly, while most works have different
documentations, these are rarely brought
together and analysed in relation to each
other, which means that the context of each
iteration of a work which is crucial for its
preservation, and the voices of different parties
that may have participated in the work are lost.
This means that the epistemic value of a work

is potentially impoverished and its qualities,

as defined by different stakeholders, remain
unknown. Finally, heritage, science and natural
history museums do often document their
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audiences, but these documentations are rarely
shared with the public or used in presentation
or exhibition.

Museums have only fairly recently started to
document performance and time-based works
through ‘iteration reports’ (Guggenheim)

and ‘documentation templates’ (Tate). The
latter includes feedback on public reception
and visitor feedback, as well as feedback

by curators, exhibition designers, media
technicians, conservators and external
contractors, indicating that these might

help in understanding the behaviour of an
artwork under different circumstances. These
templates address the fact that works may
have different iterations and that members of
the public may have experienced the work

in significantly different ways. With more

and more museum work being participatory
and experience-based, and with more and
more art being delivered through different
technologies, and heritage being increasingly
interpreted through its non tangible qualities, it
is crucial that audiences and their experiences
are documented during all phases of the
development of a work and that their iterative
encounters with the work are also documented,
preserved, presented and even exhibited. For
the kind of art discussed here is not only a
static image or object, rather it consists of the
activation or reactivation of an event variously
formed by people, materials, documents,
heritage, specimen and technologies. This event
occurs not only in front of but also through its
audiences. To ensure the preservation of the
epistemic qualities of these kinds of works,
these audiences need to be documented
through a range of strategies to reveal the
complexity and diversity of the event they have
in effect co-produced.
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Abstract

In my research | plan to examine the implications

|Il

of the notion of the “virtual” in the arts and

in the exhibition space. | shall focus on recent
art and exhibition production, and touch upon
their direct predecessors from the history of
twentieth-century art. | argue that digitisation,
together with the advances in virtual
technologies, and the clash of virtual and actual
reality via interfaces has significantly impacted
the usage of exhibition spaces. The points of
departure for my research are the exhibitions
Les Immatériaux (1985, Centre Pompidou), net.
art at documenta X (1997, Documentahalle), a
part of JOCUMENTA (13) (2013, Fridericianum),
and artistic endeavours such as the Virtual
Spaces series of Cildo Meireles (1967-1968),
Jeffrey Shaw’s Virtual Museum (1991), and

the Digital Museum of Digital Art, DIMODA
(2013-). The aim of my research is to provide a
new context in which to interpret the notion of
immersion, the dichotomies of virtual and real,

material and immaterial, in relation to curating.

Keywords: binary opposition of presence and
absence; virtual/real/actual /possible; virtual
aesthetics; the postdigital constellation’s impact
on exhibition- and art production; ‘immersion’ in

the context of post-media condition; material turn
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THE VIRTUAL AS A CONDITION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR THE EXHIBITION SPACE AND

ARTISTIC PRODUCTION

Introduction

While engaging with the shift in art production
and practices related to computing, theory
tends to focus on binary oppositions. Digital

is obviously based on a dichotomy of 1s and
Os, and computer-based art practices are

often analysed with regard to the relationship
between the “real” and the “virtual”, and the
related “presence” and “absence”. Further
correlative binaries, such as transcendence and
immanence or materiality and the apparent
immateriality of information, are pairings of
questionable opposition in Western thought,
where presence dominates over absence. There
have been countless attempts to deconstruct
this logic on a sociological and political level,
Post-structuralist, feminist, post-colonialism, and
critical race theory, for example, but none as far
as | am aware, regarding computing. Electric
current flows or not in the circuit, triggering

a one or a zero, a “yes” or “no” bit; an

“indivisible” unit of information in a sign system.

Jean Baudrillard wrote in 1981 that the
problem with everything being a system
of signs is that they “lend themselves to
all systems of equivalence, all. binary
oppositions and all combinatory algebra”
in the production of a “perfect descriptive
machine” (Kinsey et al. 2004).

The descriptive machine, interpreted as
computer, was labelled ubiquitous from
the 1990s onwards. At that time commonly
used terms emphasised the immaterial and
intangible character of computing, such

as cyberspace, virtual reality, and so on.
“There is no such thing as globalisation,
there is only virtualisation” (Redhead 2004)
according to Paul Virilio. Current theories
— this tendency is visible in the art field as
well — focus rather on the infrastructure
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than on the intangible flow of information

or impalpable constructions composed by
algorithms, for example, Benjamin H. Bratton's
“stack” theory (Bratton 2015). Bratton refers
to a layered structure, which includes the
Internet, its infrastructure, its users, their urban

networks, and ultimately the Earth itself.

Materiality, the Internet’s body, the solid
construction of computers, the actual presence
of the stack seems to be more important than

its spatial nonpresence. Thus, further on in
Bratton'’s text, the relation of the actual and

the “computed” word can be described within
the framework of dichotomies, such as tangible
and intangible, virtual and actual, or material
and immaterial. Computer-simulated VR
environments, immersive immaterial installations,
“realist” representations of actual phenomena
do not interfere with sovereignty of nation
states, nevertheless they are present somewhere,
rather than absent, and take up space, whether
we call them “virtualities” or something else.

The virtual is a substitute - “acting without
agency of matter” (Friedberg 2006) - an
immaterial proxy for the material. The term
becomes a key marker of a secondary
order in the relationship between the

real and its copy, the original and its
reproduction, the image and its likeness.

Results

One example of how digital immateriality is
being presented in international group shows
illustrates how controversial this can be.
Catherine David included net.art pieces at the
documenta X in 1997, which were exhibited on
cathode-ray tube monitors connected to personal
computers at the Documenta Hall in Kassel.
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The bare materiality of the virtual was on view,
and thus cyberspace was enclosed in tin cans
and staged at Kassel. A few other international
exhibitions of net.art followed, in an attempt to
keep up with the trend. As a result, two years
later net.art was declared dead by an important
figure of the scene, Alexander Galloway.

“Alex Galloway in his essay titled “net.art Year
in Review: State of net.art 99” in the journal
Switch. “Net-dot-art is dead,” he declared,
noting net art’s inclusion in Documenta 10, in
1997, and the upcoming 2000 Whitney Biennial,
as signifiers of its demise.” (Durén 2016).

Thus it should be reasonable to remain with
binary oppositions, not only in computing,

but in curating, and to let presence dominate
absence, whether it is computer-based or not.
One scenographic element at the dOCUMENTA
(13) in 2012 - going back again to Kassel -
appears to refute this principle. On entering the
Friedericianum, the “brain” of the JOCUMENTA
(13), what the visitor encountered was neither
tactile nor visual: just a breeze and distant-
sounding vocals (Ryan Gander’s artwork

| Need Some Meaning | Can Memorise, (The
Invisible Pull), 2012, and Ceal Floyer’s artwork
Til | Get It Right, 2005) in empty rooms with
walls painted white. This was a deliberate
curatorial decision that highlighted the tension
between materiality and immateriality.

| do not wish to write a history of the
presentation of computer-based art in
international art shows; rather, | wish to point
out that in the above mentioned latter case
“presence” seemed to strike a bargain with
“absence”, which probably resulted from the
lack of an interface between the viewer and the
artwork. The questions remain: What happens

if technology blurs the boundary completely
between actual and virtual presence? What does
the deconstruction of this dichotomy mean for the
exhibition space? What is the exhibition space?
Should it be, will it be deconstructed by digital
means, that is, the computer-generated space?
Digital art carries the promise of infinite
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reproducibility, because it is not tied to

any single exhibition context and can be
accessed from all over the globe on personal
computers by anyone at any time. Based

on ubiquitous computing, it brings a second
wave of democratisation of the arts after their
mechanical reproduction. Actually, maybe this
is the first genuine wave; this time there is no
single original, the copy equals the original.

The “aura” surrounds each and every access

to, or iteration of a digital artwork, even every
apparatus-made piece. Or is the aura, originally
related to material qualities and uniqueness of a
piece, really a thing of the past? Does it end the
accentuated ontological status of an artwork?
What does it do with the exhibition space?2 How
will an exhibition look, if we are to curate mere
“things”2 An landmark exhibition of the 1980s
possible provides an answer to this question.

Les Immatériaux was a thought experiment
manifested in an exhibition; it was a showcase
of scientific, technological, but also artistic
practices, and what is more, it was a reflection
on the exhibition as a medium and an interface.
Jean-Francois Lyotard’s postmodern vision, which
staged various specimens, including artworks,
artefacts, and objects illustrating scientific
developments, has been an influential exhibition
ever since. With the title Les Immatériaux Lyotard
sought to opt out of Cartesian dualism and

thus break with modernism (Broeckmann, Hui
2015). Retrospectively, the show was one of the
first important steps in the institutionalisation

of media art, and also as a curatorial game, a
hop- scotch, which allowed jumping between
materials and their encoded representations,

all in order to illustrate the network of
telecommunications, and its impact on any

topic from bioengineering to the body image
during pregnancy (Annegret Soltau, Schwanger
[Pregnant], photo collage, 1977-1982).

Discussion

Computer-generated art, or art encoded in
binary, has been labelled “media art”, which
has always been a problematic term, and in

a certain way it is a product of postmodernist
detachment of signifier from signified. Recently,
discourses have shifted from being medium-
centred (Leeb 2017), in spite of the fact that the
nature of media art remains undisclosed, the
debate unresolved. Media art, or new media
art, has been defined as apparatus-based
(Weibel and Zielinski 2018), some of which is
driven by algorithms- and dependent on specific
software and hardware, and as these tools age,
it is dependent on their emulation. Debates on
the definition of media art, or its integration
into the art historical context (Grau 2003)

are never-ending. However, this media theory
debate and state of perplexity — even almost
twenty years after Rosalind Krauss declared
the era of the post-media condition — signifies
that the very ontology of representational

art practices is shifting, caused partly by the
expansion of computing, which impacts the
materiality of an artwork and thus its presence
in the exhibition space. Beryl Graham and
Sarah Cook still distinguish new media art

from other forms of art production (Graham
and Cook 2010), and want to rethink curating
in terms of this distinction. However, this only
leads the curatorial discourse back to the media
condition, while in the midst of being “post”,

so to overcome this distinction is inevitable.

The concept of the White Cube, “an endless
source of contention in curatorial discourse”
(O’Doherty 1976), is a historically and
ideologically loaded phenomenon; although
constantly criticized, it is still widely used. The
realm and institutional structure of apparatus-
based art has been left seemingly untouched
by the debate, even though extensions to
cyberspace, via different interfaces, imply
there is a discourse on this topic. Instead of
museum practitioners, theorists, or curators,
artists engaged in deconstructing and virtual
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reconstruction of the exhibition space, of
museum interiors, and ultimately the White
Cube. Jeffrey Shaw's installations from the
early 1990s are in part the products of the
obsession with VR at that time, and in part due
to an interest in the virtualisation of cultural
heritage, specifically in Virtual Museum (1991).
The installation creates a computer-generated
environment, which we would nowadays call
augmented reality, in which the white-painted
walls of the gallery space become displays of
animated letters. In a very early series of his,
Cildo Meireles “provides an analysis of the
phenomenon of virtuality through Euclidean
principles of space (three planes of projection)
transposed to the image of an internal corner of
a house.” (Brito et al. 1981) It is not an exhibition
situation, but nevertheless the perceptual
paradox and spatial ambiguity it refers to sheds
light on the spatial aspects | wish to deal with.

One recent example of mixing virtual and

real exhibition situations is John Rafman’s
Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze) (2015) at the
Zabludowitz Collection, and an example of an
entire institution founded in the virtual realm

"

stands for the completion of “dematerialization”.
DiMoDA, conceived in 2013 by Alfredo
Salazar-Caro and William Robertson, is a
classicistic museum from the outside, with a

gate to virtual environmental art in its hallway.

Conclusions

These artworks raise ontological questions
about the exhibition space, material presence
and its opposite, and the entanglement of the
viewer in virtual and real space, which might
lead to a “material turn” in curating. Wiebke
Gronemeyer (2018) suggested using the term,
although she understands it as an awareness of
certain processual transformations that curatorial
practices might cause, with an emphasis on

the actor-network relation, resonating with
Actor-Network Theory and the neologism of
intra-actions (Barad 2007). These concepts

are embedded in theories that undermine the

75



substance of matter, and suggest an ontological
shift, which invades the validity of ontological
functors, separated into oppositions of real-
actual and virtual-possible (Deleuze 1966).

At this point the definition of virtuality could
be merged as follows: “[v]irtuality is the
cultural perception that material objects are
interpenetrated by information patterns”
(Hayles, 1995), which might have interesting
implications for exhibition spaces, whether
they take up physical space or computer-
generated space, whether they are places
of discourse or knowledge production, or
whether they move beyond the coercion of
production and remain “spaces for thinking”
(Sheikh 2009). This section is not mandatory,
but can be added to the manuscript if the
discussion is unusually long or complex.
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Abstract

This paper traces the origins of the power
relations present in immersion. Immersion is a
modern experience that the baroque invented
to access a situation where the newfound
relativity made new methods of communication
necessary. The paper analyses selected
examples (from ceiling painting to theory of
conversation) in order to grasp the structure of
this power relation present in baroque culture
and reappearing today in force. Immersive
simulation consists in a) dissimulating depth

and creating a surface; b) eliminating the
distance between the spectator and the vision; c)
providing a predefined point of view. Simulation
of the power and empowerment are two faces
of the same relation: the same situation that
engendered the first made possible the second.
Resistance to immersion and radical immersion

are possible forms of empowerment in this frame.

Keywords: empowerment; neo-
baroque; simulation; ceiling painting;

society of the spectacle;

78 CLASHING THE VIRTUAL AND THE ACTUAL IN EXHIBITION SPACE

IMMERSION AND THE REIGN OF THE OPINION: THE POWER RELATIONS OF THE

NEW BAROQUE

Introduction

Baroque is the birthplace of modernity. It was for
Alois Riegl (Riegl 1908), who characterised it as
an era of subjectivity, and it was even for Gilles
Deleuze (Deleuze 1988), who thought of it as an
atemporal form of modernist art and thought. In
my mind it is the beginning of modernity, the first
era of the surface without depth. The first era of
“civil conversation”, a pre-truth era where the
well formulated lie made greater impression than
the bare truth. The first era of modernity when
western thought encountered the fact that depth,
substance and truth are not pre-established but
have to be produced, moreover, encountered its
own relativity, contingence and fragility (in face
of a world without transcendent truth - a world of
simulation and dissimulation -; in face of other
thoughts, radically different forms of the truth).
An era of simulation, immersion and power
representation, the first era of the simulacrum,
but also the era of the critique of immersion and
the production of a subject powerful enough to
reject the simulacrum. We are living in a New
Baroque, a post-truth world of immersion and
simulation. Baroque ceiling paintings and virtual
reality: two forms of expressions of the same
power relation. Is this the rebirth of baroque
after modernism2 One must rather think of
modernity itself as a constant struggle between
immersion, simulation, and subjection on one
hand and reflection, empowerment on the other.

Theories of art and culture often regard baroque
a perfect model of contemporary cultural
phenomena. Some of the recent examples are
Angela Ndalianis (Ndalianis 2004) who speaks
about Neo-Baroque Aesthetics with regard

to contemporary popular art, Gregg Lambert
(Lambert 2004) who re-evaluate the 20th
century history of the “return of the baroque

in modern culture” from Walter Benjamin to
post-colonialism, Guy Scarpetta (Scarpetta
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2014) who traces the return of a baroque “grand
style” and Timothy Murray (Murray 2008),

who speaks about digital baroque referring

to new media. Common to these works is the
effort to show the similarities between baroque
and contemporary phenomena. Naturally,

these efforts gave birth to fierce reactions by
historians of art who condemned the superficial
and underlined the importance of structural
differences. Acknowledging the correspondences,
our work differs from these efforts in a structural
point of view. Instead of contingent similarities

it focuses on a historic event that laid the
foundations of modernity as a whole. An event
that governs even our understanding of visual
culture, public spaces, public opinions and

even the representation of society and societal
relations. Instead of a baroque revival, one should
speak of the historic repetition of an answer to a
specifically modern situation. Modernity begins
with the acknowledgement of the relativity and
contingence of our existence, the disappearance
of a confidence in the pre-given depth of the
existence: hierarchy of the being, essence in the
scholastic meaning, centre of the closed world

etc. The first answer to this new insight was the
baroque: an era of the absoluteness of the surface
(the affirmation of the situation). Enlightenment
and high modernity worked out a different answer:
the construction of a new depth (modernist culture
with its Universalist claims), but high modernity is
over, we once again live in an era of the surface.
The similarities are not contingent; they originate in
the necessity of an answer to repeated conditions.

Baroque power relations then and now
Immersion

Immersion is a phenomenon associated with
contemporary virtual reality, be it art or simple
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entertainment. Likewise, its predominant
questions are concerning the problems of its
media: virtual reality or nowadays augmented
reality being the per se media for such an
experience. |t would be easy to show that
immersion existed way before virtual reality
has ever been invented, a number of modernist
cultural phenomena firmly providing media
capable of presenting even the deepest
immersion: the so called revolution of reading
enabled the solitary reading, the illusionist
painting made the visual immersion possible,
the “aesthetic” listening to music provided

an immersed sound experience. Our aim lies
elsewhere. We would like to offer a different
view on immersion: not as a problem of
mediality, but a problem of power relations.
Naturally, immersion as a power relation
supposes a medium, and creating a medium is
always part of the construction of any relation.
Baroque immersive audio-visual culture could
not exist without a specific audio-visual medium:
like the ceiling, be it the ceiling of a church or
a palace, as the primary visual medium for
ideological mass communication and power
representation; like the opera, the oratorio, and
the mess as the primary audial medium for the
affective mass communication. Even the chapel
of a baroque church is a medium for personal
immersion in one’s own faith. Immersion indeed
relies heavily on the medium. Nonetheless, it is
a historical question what media are capable
of providing immersion for the given audience.
Visual or textual, prose or verse, sung or read:
every single or combined types of media

have already been able to fulfil such a role.

What we are interested in is constant or at
least constant in a specific historical period or
more precisely under a specific historical event:
modernity. Immersion is but one of the specific
power relations that characterizes modernity.
It offers not only a specific experience, but
also more importantly a specific potentiality:

a possibility to see, hear or feel or even to act
according to a simulated reality. Immersion is
specifically modernist, because it supposes a
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specific event: the construction of the surface
without depth. To be immersed means to alter
ones existential setting, to alter the “world” one
is immersed in the first place. This supposes the
possibility of other worlds, other realities, and
it is not by chance that even the concept of the
“possible worlds” originates in the baroque
philosophy.1 The Baroque encountered the
relativity of its own world, after a century of
wars of religion, Protestantism and counter-
reformation, the shocks of revolutions and birth
of self-dependent republics in Switzerland and
in the low countries: it had to realize that every
single point of view is relative to other ones. A
modern world is a world of equalities that lacks
the pre-given hierarchy of the ancient world.

One of the possible reactions of the ruling
powers to a situation of relativity (i.e. the loss of
the imaginary natural hierarchy among people)
is the investment in mass persuasion by the
proliferation of rhetorics and communication
technics. Immersion is quite appropriate to

fulfil this goal. In immersion one possesses

only simulated powers, by the grace of the
simulated world she is immersed in. Indeed,
baroque immersion is not a specifically artistic
phenomenon. It is a general structure of social
representation; David Carrier even speaks
about a “society of the spectacle” in relation

to 17th century Rome. “Rome’s rulers devoted

a great deal of effort and expense to making,
viewing, and maintaining spectacles. In speaking
of these Baroque spectacles, | allude not just

to the art in churches, but also to the way that
Rome itself became visually tantalizing. Modern
tourists know, for example, that the facades of
Santa Maria dei Miracoli and Santa Maria in
Montesanto were modified by Gian Lorenzo
Bernini and Carlo Fontana to provide a vista
for travelers entering the city from the north.
That architectural transformation remains
visible; but we have few records of the lavish
festivals, which frequently occupied public
spaces” (Carrier 2009, 41) These festivals
provided spectacle the participants were

so much immersed into, they had to realize

that their responses were made ,either by
god or by Bernini” (Carrier 1993, 208).

The iconic medium of baroque immersion is
ceiling painting: while it is not the baroque

that invents it, the baroque transforms it into

a medium of power representation. Ceiling
painting obviously requires a ceiling, but Rome's
pre-renaissance churches were basilicas: they
had wooden ceilings without any vault. The

first barrel-vaulted churches - which provided
sufficient surface for large-scale quadraturas

- were built in Italy during the renaissance.
Renaissance principles however opposed the
decorative painting of the ceiling. The vault
plays an important role in the totality of the
edifice: it concludes, finalizes it, this role has

to be emphasized; it cannot be hidden behind
some decorative painting. Consequently, Alberti
in De re aedificatoria suggested very modest
decorations, either the star dotted night sky

in the style of the Battistero of Florence or a
cassette ceiling in the style of the Pantheon

of Rome. Indeed, the San Pietro of Rome is
vaulted with a cassette ceiling. (Wittkower
1971) It is Vignola’s church design that first offer
a paintable surface for the baroque ceiling
painting. Il Gesu and its later sister churches
possess a lunette barrel vault adequate to be
painted as a single surface. These surfaces were
becoming gigantic movie screens the next two
hundred years, offering immersive visions of
heaven (or Olympus in the case of aristocratic

palaces having similar vaults) never seen before.

Nonetheless, it is not the triumph of decoration
over purism we encounter here. Baroque ceiling
painting has nothing to do with decoration. A
more profound change has happened between
the renaissance and the baroque that the case
of the ceiling painting exemplifies. Renaissance
principles opposed decoration since it would
have hidden the essence of the building. The
essence of the building, and moreover the
essence that is expressed by the building, the
essence of creation, the perfect harmony and
the hierarchy of being, had to be shown, had
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to be exposed in the design of the building
itself. Decorations would have hindered the
building to express its own essence and through
its own essence the essence and perfection

of the creation. Rudolf Wittkower has traced
that effort fully (Wittkower 1971). When the
baroque opts to “decorate” the ceiling it is

not a simple quarrel with the renaissance, it is
the refutation of its very principle: there is no
essential hierarchy. Naturally, this assertion

had been reached in a long gradual process;
the baroque formed its own ideology in
different domains and in different times, but

the phenomena point to the same end. There

is no centre of the world, because the world is
infinite (Galilei, Descartes). There is no essential
hierarchy among the people, because in the
natural state they are equal (Hobbes). There is
no essential central view of a statue (Cellini) or a
city (Pascal) only the infinity of potential point of
views. Moreover, there is no essence in general:
the scholastic philosophy called essential
differences the differences in the hierarchy of
being; Descartes, Spinoza and even Leibniz
formulated the concept of essence without the
help of the pre-given hierarchy of the Nature.

The interior of a baroque building has no natural
hierarchy to express; it is pure surface. A surface
that has no depth: there is nothing behind it, it
does not conceal it does not reveal. It is self-
contained, autonomous even autochthon. It

only transforms. It transforms itself into the

skies and the havens. It simulates havens while
dissimulates the ceiling. Dissimulation is a key
concept in the baroque theory of conversation

it refers to the concealment of a loss one had
suffered, or the artificiality of one’s effort to
please, or the hard work behind any effort. In
general, dissimulation is the concealment of a
depth behind the surface. It is not a simple lie,

it is even a kind of a virtue according to ltalian
theoreticians of the late sixteenth century. A
baroque ceiling painting is just as dissimulative
as simulative: it dissimulates the structure of the
building that gave place to it. For example, it
erases the difference between the barrel vault
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Figure 1. Andrea Pozzo’s drawing of the Sant’

Ignazio of Rome (a) the original architecture, (b)
decapitating the building: the vault is virtually
reduced, (c) erecting a painted colonnade that

simulates a space open to the heavens.

and the lunettes making them both appear to
be a false building erected on the top of the
church walls offering insight to the heavens.

Andrea Pozzo, perhaps the most advanced
master of baroque ceiling painting, whose
illusionism practically replaced the vault with the
vision of a new edifice, has documented his own
work in the Sant’ Ignazio of Rome. By a series of
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drawings (Pozzo 1693, fig 94-100) he has shown
that in order to paint a trompe I'oeil painting of
an illusory colonnade erected on the real walls
of the church, one has to dismantle the existing
vault in a precision drawing and construct a
new build plan similarly to an architect. The
dissimulation of the vault is almost literal: apart
from the fact, that actual construction work is
replaced by an accurate painting, the work

is the same: the painter has to start with the
decapitating of the building. The depth has to be

eliminated; a pure surface has to be constructed.

The dissimulation of the vault leads to the
simulation of a new kind of space. The interior
of the main vault is transformed into a space
where the communion between the civitas

dei and the spectator becomes possible. The
difference between the painted space and
physical space is eliminated with the help of
extensive illusionism where the figures of the
fresco are flying “under” the illusionary building,
creating an illusion of an uninterrupted transition
between the worldly and the heavenly space.
The spectator loses its “aesthetic” distance to the
painting, becomes a participant of the spectacle.
Moreover, the spectator is required to be at

a certain point to be able to apprehend fully

the spectacle. The illusionism of the painting is
so extensive that it provides only a distorted
picture if it is seen from a different point under
the vault. The expected point of view is indicated
on the floor of the church. The immersive

picture creates the place of the spectator.
Creating the subject of the spectator consists

in a) dissimulating depth and creating

a surface; b) eliminating the distance

between the spectator and the vision;

c) providing a predefined point of view.

The Reign of the Opinion

The construction of the surface without depth,
required for an immersive space is not exclusive
to visual culture in the baroque. Simulated
virtual reality existed in verbal and literary
culture as well. Baroque is the era of “civil

conversation”: a form of public space where
the surface, consisting of opinions, reigned.

Civil conversation was born in Italy during
the late renaissance as a form of etiquette

for the court of ltalian princes. Il cortegiano,
the courtier had to acquire a certain set of
(physical and mental) competences ranging
from horsemanship and fencing to poetry and
conversational skills to be able to please the
court. By the early 17th century, the skills in the
art of conversation became the perquisite for
the entrance to the society. Most importantly
in France where society and conversation
have lost its exclusive connection to the court
and in general to noble birth. It became a
general form of “civilized” life (that is the life
of the mainly workless ruling classes) and the
framework of any ambition, any power game.

Since the aim of the conversation is to please,
it is critical toward any depth. For example
according to Nicolas Faret, author of one of
the most well-known 17th century French book
on the Honnéte homme, to learn (scholastic)
philosophy is a waste of time, it is quite enough
to get in familiar with “some of the most delicate
questions” of the tradition of philosophy that
sometimes appear in elegant conversations.

In general, it is better to know many things

to some degree than one thing in depth,
because that way one would be silent in the
elegant society very often. (Faret 1925, 7)

The most important imperative of the
communicative situation of the conversation is
the absoluteness of the opinion. What is
expected in a good company is to formulate
a witful opinion, to present it gracefully, to
be ready to change it, and most importantly
to be able to fight for it. The ultimate aim

of the conversation is to gain the grace of
the prince, women, even God. Fight for

the prize or be vanquished and lose the
grace. One does not need to speak ad
hominem in a conversation: the well-formed
opinion is the personality itself. Montaigne,
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‘ ‘ RRanEaEass,
Figure 2. Andrea Pozzo’s drawing of the Sant’

Ignazio of Rome: constructing the fresco on the vault

using a single point of view.

who was an unquestionable authority on
conversation by the 17th century said:

»But to get on: what greater victory do you

want than to teach your enemy that he cannot
stand up to you2 Get the better of him by your
argument and the winner is the truth; do so by
your order and style, then you are the winner!

| am persuaded that, in both Plato and
Xenophon, Socrates debates more for the
debater’s than for debating’s sake; more to
teach Euthydemus and Protagoras their own
absurdity than the absurdity of their sophists’
art. He seizes hold of the first subject which
comes to hand, as a man who has a more
useful aim than to throw light on his subject

as such: namely, to enlighten the minds which
he accepts to train and to exercise. The game
which we hunt is the fun of the chase: we are
inexcusable if we pursue it badly or foolishly:
it is quite another thing if we fail to make a kill.
For we are born to go in quest of truth: to take
possession of it is the property of a greater
Power. Truth is not (as Democritus said) hidden
in the bottom of an abyss: it is, rather, raised
infinitely high within the knowledge of God.

This world is but a school of inquiry. The question
is not who will spear the ring but who will make
the best charges at it. The man who says what

is true can act as foolishly as the one who says
what is untrue: we are talking about the way you
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say it not what you say. My humour is to consider
the form as much as the substance, and the
barrister as much as his case, as Alcibiades told
us to.” (Montaigne and Screech 1993, 1050)

Truth is unreachable thus in the war of opinions
the winner is the one with most honnétteté. The
equality of opinions necessarily leads to war,
where not truth, but the “order and style”, wit
and gracefulness matters. The reign of opinions
means that every opinion is acceptable but
only opinions are acceptable (“all opinions
are the same to me and it is all but indifferent
to me which proposition emerges victorious.”
(Montaigne and Screech 1993, 1048): only
witful responses, only bon mots. All of this
relies on a rhetorical education that has to

be dissimulated. The conversation has to look
natural, as if it was not learned but innate,
Castiglione had a word for this: sprezzatura.

The Coming of the New Baroque

A new era of the surface, the era of the
information capitalism has been born. It

can be characterized as an “information
society according to the state of its forces

of production [... while it is] capitalist in its
relations of production.” (Fuchs and Sandoval
2014, 2). Then again, “information” can mean
anything from a scientific truth to a blatant

lie or a simple digital data. An information
driven society is not necessarily an informed
society. Today a victorious discourse of the
digital res publica announces its omnipresence
and omnipotence. We are supposedly

living in a world of cooperative knowledge
production, computer aided cooperative
production and even reaching closer to a “zero
marginal cost society” (Rifkin 2014) through
internet aided cooperative work that could

supposedly render capitalism obsolete.

In reality it is hardly an exaggeration to say,
that today’s model of information is the bubble
not the cooperative production of knowledge.
It is a post-truth society rather than a new era
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of the emancipated knowledge. By post-truth
society, | do not mean an era where there
would be no truth; | refer to a society that is
uninterested in truth. A society where masses
of people do not care about what is true and
what is not. Where the means of the validation
of truth are mocked and where every opinion
is equal, be it falsifiable or not, argumented

or not, universal or not. Where every opinion
is based on a certain “point of view” that is
equal in every respect to other opinions. A
post truth society is not to be confused with a
radical society, where dominant ideological
point of views would be brought to tribunals of
the people. A radical society would be (and
always was) a society without any particular
“point of view” where only the universal point
of view would be acceptable. A post-truth
society is a society without societas without
anything common, where there are only different
points and different views but there is no real
cooperation among these (only cooperation
through the market of opinions: information
capitalism). Cooperation produces truth,
revolution produces truth, culture produces truth.

The “collateral damage” caused by the
equivalence of opinions on the social media
(from trolls through internet bullying to
information bubbles and post-truth publicity)

in reality offers us an insight to the reign of
opinions, the era of the absoluteness of the
opinions. The dictatorship of the opinions
prescribes an iron rule for every subject of

the information society: you have to have an
opinion, and only an opinion. The obligation

of having an opinion became the only possible
instrument of self-fashioning in the social media.
Expressing someone’s individuality means
forming an opinion on everything: posting ones
political commitment the same way one posts his
or her fashion preferences. In defense of one’s
opinion one has to march into battle every day:
one have to commit every available resource
of communicative competence and capital one
has. Debates on forums, the Facebook, the
twitter are different but all of them shows the

same baroque affection to the bon mots, the
instant replicas taunting and ridiculing the other

Resistence to the Surface and
the Radical Immersion

How can immersion be empowering? Is there any
radical kind of immersion? Is there any possibility
of empowerment in the era of the surface?

17th century Classicism was clearly a movement
that opposed the simulated power provided

by the grace of baroque ruling power. It was
critical by rejecting immersion. The ceilings
painted by Annibale Caracci and his pupils, like
Domenichino, and even Poussin, in the case of
the unfinished and later destroyed project for
the Long Gallery of the Louvre (Blunt 1951),
shows us that classicist painters rejected the
illusionistic ceiling paining like that of their
contemporary Pietro da Cortona, by rejecting
the dissimulation of the ceiling. Classicist ceiling
paintings most of the time are pictures in a
frontal perspective (as opposed to perspective
sotto in su required for quadraturas) they even
have conventional (painted) frames, as if they
had been pictures on canvas pinned to the
ceiling. Their aim was to keep the distance
between the viewer and the picture, the viewer
was to see the picture as picture, she had to had
a conversation on the subject of picture (like

the triumph of Bacchus in Caracci’s ceiling in
the Farnese palace). This was indeed a project
of empowerment, the empowerment of the
viewer, who - instead of relying on a simulated
power to ascend to the vision of the heavens -
had to rely on her own power of an informed
viewer. This is a reflexive relation where the
picture does not create the viewer but enables
it, empowers it. However it is not a radical
immersion: it is the rejection of immersion.

On the other hand, one can indeed find some
examples for a radical immersion in the baroque
as well. Giovanni Carreri for example (Careri
and Lappin 1995) describes Bernini’s Fonseca
Chapel as an immersive space made for
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personal faith, where the viewer participates in
an imitation of the event of Salvation (thus it is
clearly a space for the simulation of the divine
power). However at the same time it makes the
viewer reflect on this imitation: Bernini picks

an annunciation as an altarpiece (a copy of

an annunciation of Guido Reni) picturing the
Virgin Mary as she signals (by the posture of her
hand) the event of the Salvation. The sculpted
angel holding the picture imitates this meaning
(also by her similar posture) and shows it to
another sculpture: the patron of the Chapel who
imitates the posture himself as well. This chain
of imitations informs the viewer not only about
the imitated event, but the imitation itself. The
sculpted angel holding the frame of the picture
is at the border of the physical space and the
painted imaginary space. It transcends those
spaces but this transcending is not dissimulated
by an illusionary transition between the

spaces (as it is the case of Pozzo's ceiling),

it is recorded, it is underlined: ‘you have to
transcend your world in order to imitate Christ’.
This immersion is radical: it requires the action
of the participant to transgress his or her world.

Nonetheless, baroque radicalism is always
questionable. Is this transgression really an
empowerment of the subject or his or her
enablement by the divine grace? To present
an example for immersion, which is radical

in the sense that it is not only transgressing
but also empowering, one might have to find
contemporary cases. Pippilotti Rist for example
presented her video installation Homo Sapiens
Sapiens, at the Venice Biennale on the ceiling
of the San Stae Church by the Grand Canal.
The installation was projected to the ceiling,
while the viewers had to lie down on the floor,
on giant leaves. Rist pictured the Paradise on
the ceiling but with a twist: she featured two
women and perfect innocence instead of the
original sin. “I'm celebrating pure innocence,
which is something good,” explained Rist. “I
don’t want to be provocative. I'd like to show
how things might have been if we had not had
to feel permanently guilty” (swissinfo 2005).
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In my mind, this is a radical immersion that
demonstrates direct reference to baroque
ceiling painting: presents a simulation of
an alternative and empowering reality.

Conclusions

Immersion is a power relation, created in the
baroque to simulate the power of its participant
instead of empowering her. By the dissimulation
of one’s own world and simulating another,

it provides a predefined subject position and
power to act. Resistance to the simulation was
present even in the baroque in the form of
classicist painting, that rejected the dissimulation
and empowered the subject by reflection.
Radical immersion (that is an immersion that itself
empowers its participant) is harder to find and
quite possibly a contemporary phenomenon.
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Abstract

Floating Reverie is an online digital residency

programme started in early 2014 as a result of

a perceived lack of platforms & opportunities
available to artists using new media & digital
culture in South Africa and beyond. The
programme consists of two components, the
//2Weeks residency and the Post-Digital
instances. The //2Weeks residency happens

once a month, artists are invited to participate

and for two weeks to create work online,
iterating the same concept daily by checking
in on their platform of choice. Once the
year has been completed, artists are invited
‘back’ to be part of a Post-Digital instance
which reflects, references and expands on

the digital iterations of their residency.

This paper will discuss specific //2Weeks
residencies as part of network cultural
production, engaging with process, research
and practice online in light of the reflective
publication Floating Reverie 5 Years 2014-
2019. This publication played a crucial role
in compiling and reflecting on the various
residencies that resulted from Floating
Revere. This paper forms part of a bigger
research investigation | am doing on the
changing roles of artists and curatorial
creative practice in a digital and physical

space emerging in the Global South.

Keywords: digital art, internet art, digital
residency, digital curating, Global South
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ITERATIVE CURATORIAL PATTERNS OF A NETWORKED RESIDENCY PROGRAMME

Introduction

This paper, an adaption of a presentation
DRHA2019 conference titled “Radical
Immersions: Navigating between virtual/
physical environments and information
bubbles”, will discuss Floating Reverie and

its two components, a //2Weeks residency

and Post-Digital instances, which have come

to reflect and explore a networked curatorial
production. | will be engaging with specific
patterns and tendencies that have emerged in
selected artists’ practices focusing on process,
outcome and the medium that they explore in
both the //2Weeks residency and Post-Digital
instances. These patterns, will be the start of
connecting the digital and physical space which
Floating Reverie occupies. This paper comes at
an interesting point in Floating Reverie’s timeline
as it has been running for five years (as of
January 2019), which has culminated in Floating
Reverie’s publication - documenting, reflecting
and exploring the residency programme titled
Floating Reverie 5 Years 2014-2019. | will reference
the curatorial notes from the publication and
past articles | have written in order to draw
further insights for this article. It is important

to note that my research on Floating Reverie is

a starting point for a larger research project

on the changing roles in artist and curatorial
creative practice in a digital and physical space.

Floating Reverie - a site for iteration

The publication served as a poignant moment to
consolidate my definitions and descriptions of
Floating Reverie up to this point. Floating Reverie
is an online digital residency programme that |
started in early 2014 where my role as curator
has expanded and evolved over the duration

of Floating Reverie’s existence. The publication
reflects on the first five years of Floating Reverie,
from January 2014 to January 2019. In the
publication, | identify that “Floating Reverie has
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hosted 33 residencies for 35 artists. Of these
residencies, there have been 27 independent
artists, two collectives, two collaborations, and
two cross-residency collaborations, all of which
have culminated in five Post-Digital instances”
(Whitaker, “Floating Reverie - Description” 11).
The majority of these artists originate from South
Africa. The gravity of the number of participating
artists, became clear and provided validation

as | compiled the publication and reflected on
the scope of the archive and documentation.

The programme consists of two components,

the //2Weeks residency and the Post-Digital
instances. The //2Weeks residency happens
once a month, “artists are invited to respond

to the brief: ‘You have 2 weeks. 14 days. 336
hours. 20 160 minutes. What will you do?’, in
order to produce work, or ‘check-in’, online
every day for two weeks” (Whitaker, “Floating
Reverie - Description” 11). The artists select

a platform of their choice such as Tumbilr,
Instagram or YouTube to host their residency

on. It is deliberately “not location-specific, and
exists solely in the digital world, which can

be an empowering aspect for many artists”
(Whitaker, “Floating Reverie - Description”

11). Floating Reverie presents artists “with a
framework, guidelines, and conditions” through
which they are facilitated to explore repeatedly,
“dynamically changing their creative process
daily” (Whitaker, “Floating Reverie - Description”
11). The Internet presents a new space for artists
and curators, versus traditional spaces. It has
the power to offer a platform to artists and
curators to destabilise traditional or conventional

galleries or exhibition space and conventions.

At the end of the year, all participating artists
are invited to be part of a Post-Digital instance
which “occurs at the end of the residency year
when artists ... respond to their residency
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and process” (Whitaker, “Floating Reverie

- Description” 11). Through the Post-Digital
instance, a space is created for the artist to
extend their practice, “to perform a re-imagining
and to re-engage with the residency” (Whitaker,
“Floating Reverie - Description” 11). The intention
of the Post-Digital instance is reflective and
allows the artists “to interrogate their own
experience of the residency, their process,
research, and how they produced work”
(Whitaker, “Floating Reverie - Description”

11). This ‘re-locating’ of their practice and a
recontextualising of a digital practice, from a
virtual space to a physical space, is at the heart
of the intention of the Post-Digital instance.

The Post-Digital instance too, has seen iterative
curatorial strategies implemented over the years.

From Tumblr to Instagram

In the essay | contributed to the publication
Internet and Post-Internet Art — Floating Between
the Two, | note the following about the platforms
selected by residency artists. Out of the 33
residencies from 2014 - 2019; 13 residencies
used Tumblr, 10 residencies used/developed
their ‘own sites’ with unique URLs , 7 residencies
used Instagram, 3 residencies used YouTube,

2 residencies used New Hive and 1 residency
used SoundCloud. What adds additional
understanding of the preferences, is the fact
that in 2014 and 2015, Tumblr ‘peaked’ and

in 2018 Instagram ‘peaked’ as the platform of
choice. In 2017, two of the eight residencies
used Instagram, and in 2018, five of the six
residencies used Instagram for grid posts and
stories generating content daily for, and through,
the platform” (Whitaker, “//2Weeks 2014 -
Description” 34). This is reflective of the decline
of Tumblr and rise of Instagram in contemporary
popular culture and as a platform to showcase
artistic practice. Tumblr was the first micro-
blogging site where people used to explore
content creation and generation, sharing and
re-blogging a particular aesthetic. This space, in
contemporary popular culture, has been fulfilled
by Instagram over the past few years. This
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observation about Tumblr relates directly to what
has become known in popular internet culture

as the ‘death of Tumblr’ (Eloise; Orr). Carol

Kino in her article How Instagram Became the Art
World’s Obsession, describes Instagram as “an
indispensable, all-purpose tool for everything art
related” (para.2). So, it makes sense that artists
would use it as a site for their practice, to reveal
process and production in an iterative manner.
The residencies are subsequently “framed

and positioned within the platform of choice”
which “sets up a narrative of content unique

to the artists’ own practice” (Whitaker 239).

Iterative emerging online patterns

In the publication, | start to outline various
patterns and tendencies that emerged through
the artists’ different practices from their
//2Weeks residency and Post-Digital instances.
Although | start to look at the variety of
content generated in relation to the medium
selected and explored, the publication is not a
comprehensive analysis of all the residencies
nor all-encompassing of all patterns which have
emerged. | have, however, in various other
articles expanded on this and will continue to
do so. For this article and for the presentation,
| have selected the //2Weeks residencies and
Post-Digital instances of two artists - Brooklyn
J. Pakathi and Daniel Rautenbach. Pakathi
participated in the //2Weeks residency in
June 2017 and the subsequent exhibition Post-
Digital 2016/17 in February 2018 and Daniel
Rautenbach participated in the //2Weeks
residency in April 2018 and the subsequent
exhibition Post-Digital 2018 in February 2019.

| have selected both these artists to analyse
and reflect on as they both contributed essays
to the publication. Rautenbach’s essay titled
Articulating Content and Pakathi’s visual essay
titled _lost lover seeks interne(et)al validation
can both be viewed as extensions of their
practices carried through from their //2Weeks
residencies and their Post-Digital instances.

Pakathi and Rautenbach generated their

own content for their //2Weeks residencies
and Post-Digital instances. Pakathi was the

first artist to use only Instagram Stories as his
platform for his //2Weeks residency titled my
weight in grams. He chose not to integrate his
daily check-ins with Instagram timeline posts,
focusing on Instagram Stories. Rautenbach
created unique algorithms for his own site which
housed his //2Weeks residency titled Content
Generator. Both artists used existing motifs,
reflecting and critiquing the behaviours of their
selected frameworks, for Pakathi it is Instagram
as a site and medium with unique behaviours
and for Rautenbach it is the contemporary art
world as a site and concept. For both, there
exists a “tension between the digital and
physical spaces” (Whitaker, “//2Weeks 2016
& 2017 - Description” 183) which emerges
during the residencies and is carried through
to their Post-Digital instance and their essays.

Pakathi’s //2Weeks residency, my weight in grams
leverages Instagram Stories as seen in Figure

1. This platform becomes a framework for his
practice, a site-specific iterative performance

in a public space. He uses this framework as

a mode for communicating brief, fleeting and
passing moments, which last 24 hours. These
moments are thoughts or ideas, responses to the
platform and its unique dynamic that Instagram
users’ have developed with it. Each iteration is
a reflection on how “aspirational validation IG

m @ { presentation

.a suppositive { .of normative .and me
cultural narratives

[Instagram] seeks to imbue its users” (Pakathi,
BROOKLYN J). Pakathi plays with the form of the
medium (Instagram) using unique behaviours
of the application and the digital space to
prompt conversations and to critique Instagram
as a space. Pakathi’s //2Weeks residency uses
tags, likes, notifications, and comments which
simulate interactions on the applications and
on a user profile to interrogate the space. He
grapples with concepts of inclusion, validation
and acceptance online as seen in Figure 2.

Pakathi’s Post-Digital instance my feelings are
here, somewhere for the Post-Digital IV 2016/17
reflected the performative nature of his
//2Weeks residency whilst presenting a static
glimpse of a generated contemporary emoiji
mandala. The use of emoijis and references

to vapourwave extend the New Aesthetic or
post-internet aesthetic which clearly emerged
in his //2Weeks residency (Whitaker, “Internet
and Post-Internet Art - Floating Between the
Two”). The installation, as seen in Figure 3,

is a series of three digital printed mandalas
hung over a draped iridescent fabric and a
light pink wall, creating a meditative space

for the viewer to breath, contemplate and
pause during the Post-Digital IV 2016/2017. His
accompanying text highlights his intentions of the
work to focus on “notions of emotional healing
and mandatory time out to address mental
well being” (Whitaker, Post-Digital 2016/17
Catalogue). He goes on to refer to the “inventive

Figure 1. Brooklyn J. Pakathi, my weight in grams. Screenshots of Day 1. 2017.
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Figure 2. Brooklyn J. Pakathi, my weight in grams. Screenshots from selected days. 2017.

process” of creating work and embracing the
creative flow of making, “trusting the process of
release and recharge” (Whitaker, Post-Digital
2016/17 Catalogue). It is as though each mandala
becomes an instance of or possibility for this.
There is an overlap between the addressing of
mental health within a digital context and the
creative process or creative flow. Through this
installation, Pakathi sets up a vulnerable space
for the viewer can choose to engage with on not.

In Pakathi’s visual essay, lost lover

seeks intern(et)al validation, he explores the
relationship that he has with the screen in
three parts, see Figure 4 (Pakathi, “_lost Lover
Seeks Interne(et)al Validation” 57-61). It
reads as an extension of his residency, further
exploring the ideas of validation, inclusion and
acceptance online and “between the screen”.
The first part, a present exploration of how

we exist in relation to the screen, between it,
as though we leave part of ourselves online

or the screen takes something from us. The
screen and digital space are presented as

an infinite source, a vulnerable space of
revelation. In the second part of his visual
essay, Pakathi takes the viewer rhythmically
through a spiritual experience, resulting in
‘searching...”. The final, third part, presents a
vulnerable emptiness providing the reader with

no resolution and a continued state of loading.

Rauntenbach’s //2Weeks residency Content
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Generator when viewed in relation to his Post-
Digital instance and his article, becomes

his first engagement with concepts around
content generation and a critique of it. For the
//2Weeks residency, Rautenbach developed

an algorithm to help him generate content,
viewed as artworks. This algorithm becomes a
curatorial mechanism, automatic his creative
practice through constraints and limitations. The
algorithm enables him to generate a concept,

a medium and application, which he uses as
constraints for his artistic process and as the
artist then creates the artwork based on what the
algorithm has generated. He as the artist then
becomes a content generator. This process not
only critiques the artmaking or creative process,
but starts to question the art market and the
content creation market. By the end of the two
weeks, Rautenbach had generated an exhibition,
although it wasn’t presented this way, through his
constraints using an algorithm he has a body of
work. The type of work generated exists between
the art world, digital culture, branding and
advertising - all of which engage with material
possession and acquisition, see Figure 5.

In Rautenbach’s Post-Digital instance Own
Your Content presented for the Post-Digital V
2018, he sets up a manifesto and begins to
critically engage with how we are situated
in and amongst this content. The video
manifesto is presented on a portrait screen,
continuing his //2Weeks residency aesthetic
presented on fake grass against a clean

gallery wall, see Figure 6. His video, a
textual exploration, critiques the generation
of content in our contemporary popular and
digital culture. It focusses on access, privacy
and data concerns, encouraging the viewer to
“pause and contemplate their own content
and position in relation to content that

they receive or are exposed to” (Whitaker,
“Post-Digital V 2018 - Curatorial Notes”
263). Own Your Content solidifies his
argument set up in Content Generator and

responds critically to his own acts.

In his essay Articulating Content Rautenbach
comes full circle and expands on the
origins and meaning behind contemporary
content, see Figure 7. He states:

We write about consuming content, but
what we often don't realise is that we are
driven to ‘produce content’ in every small
action we do-whether it’s online, where we
are monitored by algorithms to track our

leave your body in the spaces
between the screen.
fully removed.

transfigured and enveloped,
within hyperspace.

give of yoursell.

¥
to an infinite source.

materiatre.

activation.

MOONKL.

Figure 3. Brooklyn J. Pakathi, my feelings are here,
somewhere. Post-Digital IV 2016/17. 2018.

movements and targeted for further advertising,
or we are out in the ‘real world’ thinking about
how we can present and brand ourselves

for more productivity. (Rautenbach 47)

This acknowledgement that content generation
exists online through our own actions and
through how we implement or present
ourselves in a physical context is insightful

| took

no form.

............................

Figure 4. Brooklyn J. Pakathi, _lost lover seeks intern(et)al validation. 2019

Figure 5. Daniel Rautenbach, Content Generator. Screenshots from selected days. 2018
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Figure 6. Daniel Rautenbach, Own Your Content. Post-Digital V 2018. 2019

and leaves Content Generator and Own Your

Content surrounded by more questions.
Conclusion

This paper forms part of a bigger research
investigation | am doing on the relationship
between the digital and physical art making
practices that are emerging from and through
Floating Reverie. | am interested in defining the
role of the artist and curator as these spaces and
contexts challenge how they act. The analysis of
Pakathi and Rautenbach’s //2Weeks residency,
Post-Digital instance and article reveals how the
artist both delve deeper into their own practices
and continue to develop the performativity
which was established progressively in their
//2Weeks residencies (Whitaker, Floating Reverie

Articulating
Content

Daniel Rautenbach

Figure 7. Daniel Rautenbach, Articulating Content. 2019.
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5 Years 2014 - 2019 81). Pakathi habitually posts
in a similar vein to checking Instagram and
watching stories, exploring within the space
itself and exposing its vulnerable tendencies -
directly commenting on our online behaviour.
Rautenbach develops a “chronological

archive of actions and digital objects”
(Whitaker, “//2Weeks 2014 - Description” 81)
both for himself and the viewer automating

a creative practice through generative
curatorial mechanisms. Pakathi almost does

the antithesis of this through ensuring that the
digital objects created are ephemeral and no
longer accessible. His residency only exists as
documentation through an archive. Both Pakathi
and Rautenbach challenge how we perceive
artworks, the idea of a concept, and the creative
art making process. Habitual automation
enables both artists to create a digital body of
work. Through the engagement with specific
patterns and tendencies that have emerged

in both the selected artists’ practices located

in the their //2weeks residency, Post-Digital
instances and their articles, and connecting

the digital and physical space which Floating
Reverie occupies has been established.

Funding
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Abstract

Dealing with the intermedial performative
practice of dancing with VR technology, in

this account | frame the creative media of

VR technology and bodily performance as
epistemological media, in which we can

be immersed but also develo