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Preface

Welcome to COSIGN 2003, the third COSIGN conference. Once again, we have brought together artists,
researchers and academics with the intention of producing the unique mix of people and ideas that gives COSIGN its
unique atmosphere.

COSIGN 2003 is the biggest COSIGN event so far, spanning for the first time three full days. We are delighted to
have Ernest Adams, Marc Cavazza and Lev Manovich as keynote speakers, and in addition to the stimulating papers,
demonstrations and presentations, we have scheduled plenty of time for both formal and informal discussion as this
has been such a key component of the previous two conferences.

COSIGN started from the notion that the way in which we take and make meaning with computers is becoming an
increasingly important issue and that semiotics could provide a critical component of this study. The success of the
COSIGN events - and strength of thepapers and artworks submitted have - in many ways, vindicated our faith in
this original idea. We hope that at the end of this conference, everyone will be able to go away with a better
understanding of the field of computational semiotics, and with new ideas and techniques that they can feed back
into their own work.

Producing a conference requires the effort of many individuals working together towards a common goal. We would
therefore like to thank all of the people who have volunteered their time and talent in support of COSIGN 2003. We
would like to thank the University of Teesside for its help with resources, rooms, technicians, etc. Particular mention
should go to Carol Cook of the University's Research and Enterprise Office for her unstinting support and
enthusiasm, and to Janice Webster, director of the VR Centre, for both support and for facilitating delegate visits to
the centre.

Within the School of Computing, thanks must go to Jim Yip, Director of the school, and Derek Simpson, Assistant
Director, for their continued support and practical advice. Invaluable assistance was given by the team within the
Administration Office of the School of Computing and Mathematics - in particular Karen Shaw (who handled the
registration process) and Caroline Walsh, Emma Howden and Lynne Dawson (who took care of many other
arrangements so necessary for the smooth running of a conference such as COSIGN).

We are grateful to Elaine Bradwell, Service Support Coordinator, and the Repographics Department for their help
and assistance in printing the proceedings. We would also like to thank the staff of the Centre for Enterprise at the
University of Teesside for their help both before and during the event, and Cleveland College of Art and Design for
the loan of temporary display panels. If we have forgotten anyone, we hope that they will forgive us.

A conference also requires an operatingbudget, and we gratefully acknowledge the support provided to us by the
sponsors of COSIGN 2003 - it is theirgenerosity that has allowed us to keep the registration fees at an appropriate
level. In addition to University of Teesside, who provided financial and organisational support for the conference,
we would also like to thank Digital City not only for their financial support, but also for their general help and
advice.

Final thanks must, of course, go to you, the participants of the conference. Without the energy that you bring to the
conference, and your willingness to share ideas, none of this would be possible.

Andy Clarke, Clive Fencott, Craig Lindley, Grethe Mitchell, and Frank Nack
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Keynote Speakers

Ernest Adams

Transmitting Meaning In Interactive Contexts

Computer games are not inherently linguistic, inherently assertive, or inherently narrative. It is possible to construct
entirely abstract ludic experiences that are devoid of any kind of symbol whatsoever. It is also possible to construct
games using traditional narrative techniques (though whether they constitute a "literary" narrative, whatever that
means, remains the subject of debate), essentially leading the player through a story which he may choose to
interpret using the conventional methods of literary criticism. However, it is also possible to construct yet a third
type of game, a non-narrative game which nevertheless conveys assertions to the player purely through his
interactions with the game's symbolic elements. That is to say, the game makes no overt assertions, but is
constructed in such a fashion that the player's interaction with the game produces the impression of an assertion in
the player's mind. This is, I believe, the great challenge to developers and semioticians alike:understanding the
transmission of meaning in interactive contexts. It is this third type of game that I intend to examine in this lecture,
drawing examples from the commercial game industry, including such works as Sim City, Balance of Power, Catch
the Sperm, and America's Army. I do not propose to offer answers, but I hope, perhaps, to help frame the questions.

Biography
Ernest Adams is a 14-year veteran of the game industry, now working as an independent game design consultant,
writer, and teacher. He is the author of two books, "Andrew Rollings and Ernest Adams on Game Design," with
Andrew Rollings; and "Break Into the Game Industry: How to Get a Job Making Video Games." Ernest was most
recently employed as a lead designer at Bullfrog Productions on the Dungeon Keeper series, and for several years
before that he was the audio/video producer on the Madden NFL Football product line. He has developed on-line,
computer, and console games for everything from the IBM 360 mainframe to the Playstation 2. He was also the
founder of the International Game Developers' Association. His professional web site is at
http://www.designersnotebook.com
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Marc Cavazza

Alternative Reality: Can Virtual Reality
Art Inspire VR Research?

Early work in Virtual Reality was characterised by a quite radical stance, such as Tim Leary’s “Psychedelic” vision
of VR. While this vision has tainted the popular culture image of VR, most scientific work has been dedicated to the
pursuit of realism or, short of achieving sufficient accuracy, the illusion of presence. The greatest number of virtual
worlds produced to date is a product of the many genres of video games: they boast sophisticated Physics engines,
which, together with ever improving real-time graphics, underpin the quest for realism.

What is left, then, of VR as an endeavour to question our everyday experience; as a means to explore alternative
realities?

Several VR Artists, such as Char Davies, Toshio Iwai or Maurice Benayoun, have explored in their work the
concepts of time, space, as well as the laws of Physics. For instance, the famous animation series “The Quarxs”,
ideated by Benayoun, featured virtual creatures that would defy the established laws of Physics and, in some cases,
even transform the validity of these laws in the environment they populate.

This work inspired us into exploring the kind of techniques that could support the definition of alternative physical
behaviour in virtual worlds. Explicitly redefining alternative laws with new equations to be solved analytically is not
a practical option, especially if alternative behaviours are to coexist with traditional ones. What is required is a high-
level formalism that could represent physical processes themselves: alternative laws of Physics could then be
represented in a principled fashion using a similar model. Such formalisms do exist: they have been developed in
Artificial Intelligence (AI) within a field known as qualitative physics, whose objective is to describe physical
processes in a symbolic fashion. Qualitative Physics is based on discretised descriptions and as such is compatible
with the event-based architectures used in modern game engines.

Another important concept for our apprehension of reality is causality. In addition, the cognitive attribution of
causality is an important element of human experience, hence a privileged target for experiments in alternative
reality. As causality is attributed mostly from the co-occurrence ofevents, one possible research direction to
manipulate causality in virtual worlds is to intercept low-level events and transform these prior to their re-activation.
The process by which these events can be transformed and re-ordered bears analogies with some AI planning
techniques. This has the potential to open new research directions, departing from traditional work on causality.

Biography
Marc Cavazza is Professor of Intelligent Virtual Environments at the University of Teesside. His current research
explores AI-based simulation techniques in virtual environments to implement alternative laws of physics and
causality. Over the past years, he has explored the use of most AI techniques in virtual environments: search,
planning, natural language processing and qualitative physics. He has authoredover 120 publications in various
fields of AI and VR. He is currently co-ordinator of the ALTERNE project, an IST project developing technologies
for VR Art.
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Lev Manovich

"Metadating" the Image

Metadata is the data about data: keywords assigned to an image in a media database, a number of words in a text file,
the type of codec used to compress an audio file. Metadata is what allows computers to "see" and retrieve data, move
it from place to place, compress it and expand it, connect data with other data, and so on. For instance, metadata
identifies a set of numbers stored in a file as as an image rather than a spreadsheet to the software. More generally,
metadata determines the semantics of data within the computer.

Modern age is characterized by the ongoing struggle between the visual data, i.e. images, and their creators and
masters - the humans. The later want to control images: make new images which would precisely communicate the
intended meanings and effects; yield the exact meanings contained in all the images already created by human
cultures; and, more recently, automate these and all over possible image operations by using computers. The former
can be said to "resist" all these attempts. This struggle have intensified and became more important in a computer
age - more important because the ease with which computers copy, modify, and transmit images allows humans to
daily multiply the number of images available.

"Metadating the image" is not, however, only the economic and industrial problem to be solved - it is also a new
paradigm to "interface reality" and the human experience in new ways. This is already demonstrated by a number of
successful art projects that focus on new ways to describe, organize and access large numbers of visual records.
Importantly, these projects propose not only new interfaces but also new types of images, or, more generally,
"records" of human individual and collective experience: panoramic video recordings (ongoing projects by Jeffrey
Shaw and Luc Courchesne); film/video recordings embedded within virtual space (Sauter, Invisible Shape of Things
Past; Fujihata, Field-Work@Alsace); photographs of people/objects organized into networks/maps based on their
semantic similarity (Legrady, Pockets Full of Memories; Walitzky, Focus).

In summary, in terms of its creative and "generative" potential, "metadating the image" paradigm means following
four related directions: (1) inventing new systems of image description and categorization; (2) inventing new
interfaces to image collections; (3) inventing new kinds of images which go beyond such familiar types as "a still
photograph" or a "digital video"; (4) approaching the new "super-human" scale of visual data available (images on
the Web, web cam recordings, etc.) not as a problem but as a creative opportunity.

In short: new structure - new interface - new image - new scale.

Biography
Lev Manovich is an Associate Professor in the Visual Arts Department, University of California, San Diego where
he teaches courses in new media art and theory. He has been working with computer media as an artist, computer
animator, designer, and programmer since 1984. His art projects include: little movies, the first digital film project
designed for the Web (1994); Freud-Lissitzky Navigator, a conceptual software for navigating twentieth century
history; Anna and Andy, a Web adaptation of Anna Karenina; and a digital film project Soft Cinema commissioned
for ZKM exhibition Future Cinema (2002-2003). He is the author of The Language of New Media (The MIT Press,
2001), Tekstura: Russian Essays on Visual Culture (Chicago University Press, 1993) and over 50 articles. Currently
he is working on a new book, Info-aesthetics. His website is http://www.manovich.net
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The papers and presentations of the third COSIGN conference 
on Computational Semiotics in Games and New Media 
illustrates the growing interest in issues dealing with the 
creation, negotiation and application of meaning in digital 
interactive media – and the concomitant growing development 
of semiotic theory dealing with computational communication.  

As digital media itself grows more complex and its different 
ramifications start to spawn new modes and new ideas, so too 
does the research in how we both create and decode meaning in 
digital interactive media, and in this area semiotics (the study of 
signs) has once again become relevant. After languishing for 
some years on the periphery of postmodernist thought, semiotics 
has perhaps found its ideal medium in the multiple-media, 
computer-mediated responsive technology whose existence and 
performance relies upon layers of interacting code and 
codification.  

At the heart of the semiotic project lies the conceptualisation of 
sign systems as social constructs, that is to say, as products of 
the society and environments in which the sign systems operate. 
Thus semiotics could initially be construed as an offshoot of 
sociological or anthropological theory, and therefore, from the 
point of view of science, possibly not suited to the supposedly 
neutral world of computation, although very useful in social and 
cultural research. However, within the ‘broad church’ of the 
semiotic project there is also a preoccupation with structure and 
with defining the structural elements of sign systems that hold 
true for a given language, whilst simultaneously accepting the 
idea of social construction. This structural yet social view of 
sign systems was fist developed by Levi-Strauss, and then 
elaborated by Barthes, Eco. Pierce and others from the 
foundation of linguistics. Given that any sign system has to 
operate within a given social environment, it would seem 
illogical not to accept the social dimension of communication, 
yet this acceptance need not interfere with the elaboration of the 

structural dimension of sign systems. It therefore becomes 
possible, not to mention useful, for semiotic theory to be applied 
to computational communication, both as a procedural 
mechanism for developing communication systems and as a 
model for the analysis of the effects of sign systems upon users 
and their environment.  

The usefulness of semiotics in providing a theoretical 
framework in which to discuss, analyse and implement meaning 
within the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is discussed in the 
paper by the artist and AI researcher Michael Mateas. In 
‘Expressive AI: A Semiotic Analysis of Machinic Affordances’, 
the author makes the case for the usefulness of structuralist 
semiotics as a model for exploring the relationship between 
interpretative and authorial affordances described in his 
formulation of the relationship between the negotiation of 
meaning and the internal structure of an AI system, the practice 
of which he names ‘Expressive AI’. Mateas argues that 
Semiotics can assist with what is often described as the 
‘knowledge representation problem’: i.e. the task of defining 
structures and processes that are amenable to computation whilst 
at the same time being meaningful to the user. Using a semiotic 
model to define both sides of the ‘knowledge representation 
problem’ as instances of sign systems, Mateas sets about 
analysing and unpacking the relationship  between the ‘code 
machine’ (sign system of code) and the ‘rhetorical machine’ (the 
sign system used to talk about the code). Whilst acknowledging 
that it has its limitations (which could in time be addressed), 
Mateas nevertheless makes a case for the usefulness of structural 
semiotics in providing both a common ground between the two 
sides of the ‘knowledge representation problem’ as well as a 
framework for more detailed analyses of the relationship 
between the authorial and interpretative affordances of 
Expressive AI, and hence between the code system and audience 
interpretation. 

A structuralist approach is also used by Szilas in determining a 
procedural and atemporal model of dramatic narrative in order 
to create a new form of digital interactive art where the user 
participates in the narrative (designed by the author) by taking 
the role of one of the characters. Drawing on the structuralist 
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writings of Eco, Bremond, Barthes and Todorov amongst others, 
to create a narrative logic combined with a narrative sequencer 
and a user model of narrative perception; Szilas presents a 
demonstration of his Interactive Drama system: ‘IDtension’. As 
there are no predefined narrative threads in IDtension, the story 
unfolds as a result of interaction and thus reveals itself only at 
the end. For the author, (and as discussed in his paper presented 
at COSIGN 2002) structuralism must play a central role in the 
system as it provides the sole methodology for determining 
narrative structures designed to be simulated rather than 
reassembled. 

In ‘Contact Expressions for Touching Technologies’, the authors 
McGee and Harup acknowledge the usefulness of semiotic 
theory, whilst also decrying the fact that up to now there has 
been surprisingly little investigation into the semiotics of touch 
and ‘contact expression’. They go on to make the case for the 
development of this area of study and application, in the context 
of computational interfaces, by discussing their research into 
HCI and interface design for tactile technologies and outlining 
their experimentation with a ‘contact cushion’ used to explore 
some of the potential for contact expressive devices. With the 
goal of contributing to the idea of ‘syntonic design’ (as 
described by Papert) for empowering computational devices, 
applications and services by outlining an initial design taxonomy 
and contact-expressive design Pattern (after the work of 
Christopher Alexander), the authors instigated a cycle of 
implementation, study and revision (using the Pill O’ Mate 
responsive cushion device) – where the implementations are 
based on cognitive insights from the intersection of 
developmental (‘constructivist’) psychology (as in the work of 
Piaget) and semiotics. The outcome of the research so far 
suggests that it would be fruitful to further the understanding of 
the cognitive semiosis of contact expressions in order to benefit 
the development of empowering contact-expressive devices. 

The application of  semiotics to HCI and interface design is also 
the concern of O’Neill and Benyon. In their paper, ‘A Semiotic 
Approach to Investigating Presence’, the authors suggest that 
Semiotics can become a new foundation for interactive systems 
design (if brought up to date), as it can offer a highly appropriate 
level of discourse in this area. The authors argue that, differing 
from the traditional focus of HCI on efficiency of tasks and 
details of buttons and menus, they wish to investigate the 
interpretations, meanings and significances experienced by the 
user of interactive systems. Drawing, amongst others, on the 
writing of Umberto Eco and Peter Bogh Andersen, on Paul 
Dourish’s theories of ‘embodied interaction’ and the idea of 
‘umwelt’ (proposed by Jacob von Uexkull) to explain their 
position, they go on to describe how semiotics can help interpret 
the findings of their investigation (as part of the BENOGO 
project) into ‘presence’ in virtual and real environments. 
Comparing the reactions of users to both a physical (‘real’) and 
a virtual environment of the same subject (a botanical garden), 
the authors were able to determine instances of connotation 
within the virtual environment (alongside the expected 
denotative interpretation). For the authors, semiotic theory 
provides a framework in which to identify and discuss the 
mechanism of connotation in virtual and real environments, as 
well as determining the temporal and spatial relationship 
between signs, the links between objects within the environment 
and the signification process that they engender. Semiotic 
analysis reaches beyond denotation, to provide insight into the 
connotative area of signification, and opens up HCI and 
interactive systems design to these considerations.  

We have seen that the semiotic theories provide useful models 
and frameworks for the construction and design of computer 
systems and the concerns of HCI. As discussed above, a further 
dimension of semiotics lies with its application to analyses of 
social behaviour and discourse. Acknowledging that language 
(or any sign system) is not neutral, but rather a product of both 
social convention and individual experience within society, 
semiotic analyses of communication media, cultural practices 
and products provides us with useful insights into the 
relationships between the individual, technology and the cultural 
or media output of a given society, as evidenced by the writers 
such as Roland Barthes and more recently, Kress and Van 
Leuwen. As computational media is simultaneously technology, 
object of consumption, cultural practice and artifact, it becomes 
inevitable that semiotics would also be gainfully applied to the 
social and cultural aspects of computer  use and interaction. 

In their paper ‘Signs From a Strange Planet: Role Play and 
Social Performance in Anarchy Online’ Burn and Carr draw 
upon the theories of social semiotics elaborated by Kress and 
Van Leuwen to investigate and analyse the numerous modalities 
at work in the online role playing game Anarchy Online. Social 
semiotics conceptualises signs as arising from and constructing 
social discourse. With signs thus discursive and motivated 
(rather than arbitrary), the authors’ investigations centre upon 
the motivations at play within the on-line role-playing game 
(RPG) ‘Anarchy Online’. In doing so the authors determine the 
existence of representational, ludic and communal motivations 
and outline the semiotic activity related to the category of 
motivation, noting that some activities straddle more than one 
category. Semiotics also provide the authors with a tool for 
describing the manner in which some meaning generation is 
completely player-produced (e.g. the chat mode content which 
itself follows the linguistic conventions of txt) whilst other 
semiotic activity is produced by a combination of player, game 
design and other players. Categorising the semiotic systems 
within the game allows these to be analysed and discussed, as 
well as determining which aspects of semiotic activity are part 
of the game and which are infiltrated by concerns outside of the 
RPG. The semiotic analysis of the multi-modal interaction of the 
game also  assists with determining whether these either 
reinforce or work against the locale of the game and whether 
this matters. 

As alluded to above, computational communication demands an 
awareness of the multiplicity of semantic codes and the layering 
and interaction of codes from the lowest level upwards to the 
graphic, physical, spatial and aural languages of the interfaces 
and interactions. No wonder then that numerous practitioners 
and researchers are pre-occupied with the issues of language and 
comprehension in computational communication. Of these, 
successful speech recognition and natural language processing 
still presents a ‘holy grail’ quest – in that finding the solution is 
highly desirable yet immensely complex and difficult. 
Nevertheless, the field of semiotics provides useful models for 
analysis and for the construction of devices to explore and solve 
issues of language processing. 

For example, in their paper ‘A Game Pidgin Language for 
Speech Recognition in Computer Games’ the authors Rudra, 
Kavakli and Bossomaier present the case for the development of 
a language designed to tackle the problem of speech in human-
computer interaction: Game Pidgin Language (GPL). Positing 
the use of a pidgin language structure the authors present it as a 
solution for the simplification of natural language so that it may 
be used in natural language processing, with specific reference 
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to its use in speech for computer games. Whilst conditions of 
pidgin language, such as limited vocabulary and simple 
grammatical structures assist in minimising the difference 
between the Entropy and Perfect Information content of the 
language (these same conditions also being appropriate for the 
use of such a language in computer games), the authors also 
emphasise the need to focus on the semiotic qualities of the 
pidgin language – explaining how, in order to create a successful 
computer pidgin language, each word needs to carry a 
significant semiotic weight so as to achieve the goal of a good 
match of word with utterance, or in semiotic terms, of langue 
with parole.  

As evidenced in previous years, the COSIGN series of 
conferences are unique in the manner in which they bring 
together practitioners and researchers from the realms of science 
and the arts in an interdisciplinary format, replicating the 
manner in which successful computational communication also 
necessitates an engagement with scientific principles and with 
artistic investigation. The study of, and production of meaning 
in, computational technology demands awareness of factors 
pertinent to science and to the arts and it therefore seems logical 
that both scientists and artists are consulted on these matters. 

Thus the relationship between language and computational 
communication is also the theme of new media artists Horowitz 
and Deck who, in their work, reflect an engagement with the 
semiotic project of decoding media to tease out underlying 
philosophical and political concerns –  which in these works are 
pertinent to the use and status of language in computational 
media.  

As seen above in the work by Rudra et al, matching utterance 
with word is a prime goal of speech processing. Utterance and 
the relation between the spoken word and its computational 
representation is also the concern of Risa Horowitz’s piece: 
‘Melitzah’ (meaning utterance in Hebrew). The work uses 
computer technology for storing and displaying the graphical 
representation – in waveform - of every word in the Canadian 
Oxford Dictionary. As such it is a visual translation of the 
English language, a database of sounds and waveforms 
representing words; a visual representation of the auditory. It  is 
also, in the audio recording, a representation of the vocal 
inflexions of the artist. In displaying the waveform pattern for 
spoken and written words, Melitzah compares the physical 
manifestation of utterance (waveforms) with the arbitrariness of 
its linguistic signifiers (words) – underlining the extent to which 
the production of meaning and its understanding is a construct. 
Melitzah  also questions the ‘empowering’ and ‘open-ended’ 
status often attributed to interactive art works, as it is clear that 
the work is constrained by its vocabulary – large though this is – 
and the authorial intentionality of the artist. The artist maintains 
that interactive art is no less controlling of the user than other 
well executed art forms. Nevertheless, Melitzah does provide 
space for the user to participate – creatively – in the work and 
thereby ‘acquire a sense of authority and authorship over their 
interaction with the work’. 

Issues of control and authorship in relation to  language and 
computation are also addressed in Andy Deck’s artwork: 
Lexicon. Deck describes Lexicon as addressing ‘the 
relationships between verbal and software languages, and 
between free expression and coercion’. As a form of software 
that needs to be ‘discovered rather than immediately 
understood’, Lexicon mirrors the process of language learning, 
just as it mirrors the process of signification when offering a 

series of encounters with ‘programmatic images’ as the 
application translates words into imagery. Lexicon also 
questions aspects of human computer interaction, using these to 
frame wider questions about our control and participation in the 
writing and signification of computer language and how 
software generally flows downwards from experts to consumers. 
Whereas spoken language is the prerogative of most, computer 
languages require specialised initiation. Deck makes the point 
that Lexicon is designed to expand its vocabulary but that this 
does not avoid the issue of expert knowledge – and Lexicon 
illustrates this by allowing development of its vocabulary on 
condition that the developer either has knowledge of the Java 
programming language or is sufficiently ambitious. In pointing 
to the ‘linguistic character of software’ and hence the possibility 
of computer languages to be extensible and participatory sign 
systems, Lexicon also provides contemplation of the importance 
of the open source movement in facilitating freedom of 
expression. 

The fruitful collaboration between science and art in the field of 
semantic implementation is further displayed in the paper ‘A 
Recombinant Information Space’ which outlines the creation of 
innovative browsing software ‘CollageMachine’. The authors, 
Kerne and Sundaram, draw upon the practices of the Dadaists, 
Duchamp and Max Ernst to illustrate how methods of collage 
and recombining, that is to say, decoding and re-coding existing 
texts, can be a useful model for the development of an 
innovative interface for the production of meta-documents 
which serve to improve both browsing activity and data 
classification. In addition to the artistic practice outlined above, 
Kerne and Sundaram also draw upon ‘hard science’ image 
processing techniques to create visual layering that further 
assists with sifting and prioritising information - thus providing 
an example of how the construction of CollageMachine is 
dependant on the interaction between artistic practice and 
scientific formulation.  

In a further, yet alternatively motivated, collaboration between 
art and science, the artist Andrea Polli uses computer technology 
and scientific theories of perception and vision to inform her 
interactive installation ‘The Fly’s Eye’, drawing particularly 
upon the biological structure and function of the fly’s eye to 
deconstruct live video images of both the audience and the space 
in which the audience is located. At the same time as being 
observed, the audience also has some control over the outcome, 
depending on their movement. In the real-time computer 
manipulated deconstruction and analysis of video images ‘The 
Fly’s Eye’ challenges the accepted codes of representation. In so 
doing it opens up possibilities of new semantic arrangements 
and hence a ‘new reading of physical information’. 

Also at the intersection between science and art, the artist Ivo 
Flammer:, in ‘850 hPa 01 MEZ’, presents the relationship 
between the so-called objective, neutral and precisely defined 
language of science and the multi-dimensional, emotional and 
personal language of contemporary art. He does this by 
combining the two languages in an interactive installation based 
upon meteorological charts, designed to raise the viewers’ 
awareness of how their own decoding system, based upon their  
‘umwelt’ or ‘personal encyclopedia’, subjectifies their 
observations.  

Returning to the concerns of HCI and their implementation, the 
use of a visual language in this respct is also the concern of the 
researcher David Bihanic. His paper: ‘A Complete System of 
Tridimensional Graphical Representation of Information: 
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“Crystal Hy-Map™”’ presents work done on implementing a 
new visualisation for the organisation of metadata that does 
away with the now traditional WIMP (windows, icons, menus 
and prompts) model and introduces a ‘tridimensional graphical 
representation’ with which to explore information. Crystal Hy-
Map™ uses a hypermedia structure in which information is 
indexed by geo-semantic analysis, positioning the information in 
space according to its semantic relationship to other units of 
information. The semantic distribution of information allows for 
the constitution of a ‘semantic network’ where browsing and 
specific searches are assisted by relationships of meaning. 

The relationships of meaning are also a theme in the work of  
artist Ennio Bertrand who, in his project ‘Sucker Today’ 
combines stills of TV news footage and disconnected sound 
fragments with  user interaction to create installations that query 
the manner in which news events are initially processed and 
mediated by the sender and then perceived and newly elaborated 
by the receiver. In ‘Sucker Today’ the user journeys through a 
virtual labyrinth composed of media stills of the demonstrations 
at the G8 Summit, held in Geneva in 2001 and which culminated 
in the death of Carlo Guiliani, a young man shot by a policeman. 
The combination of images and sound fragments - activated as 
the user passes across them - in a labyrinthine form, encourages 
the user to construct a personal narrative thus questioning the 
relationship of meaning between media production and 
consumption. 

As we discussed back in 2001, computers are meta-data 
machines and computational media is now a meta-language 
communication mechanism, drawing upon a multiplicity of 
codes to express meaning and affect emotion. Computational 
communication brings into play a multiplicity of interacting 
signification: written and spoken language, visual and aural 
language, static and moving language, body language. Added  to 
this are the communication codes derived from film, drama and 
choreographic techniques: set design, montage, performance in 
dance and theatre, camera angles and positions, movement 
through time and juxtaposition of signs, images and sounds. 
Also, graphic design and typography, sound sampling and 
mixing – all of this contributing a host of interrelated signs 
playing off and with each other to build meaning. Not forgetting 
the signification of interactivity – the meaning of response and 
counter response – a feedback loop in real time between user 
and used, between soft machine and software. The multiple 
codes used in the semiosis of the meta-medium of computer 
communication are also thematic concerns pertinent both to the 
conference and to the wider boundaries of computational 
semiotics. 

This is reflected in the paper ‘Symbolic Activities in Virtual 
Spaces’ by Schäfer et al, the main concern of which is the 
application of structures of narrative and drama to computational 
communication and storytelling at the service of asynchronous 
collaborative working. In their paper, the authors outline an 
approach combining concepts of ‘symbolic acting’ and virtual 
storytelling to support the process of asynchronous collaborative 
working using virtual environments. The paper describes 
‘DocuDrama’; an application which supports collaborative 
working using dynamically generated storytelling strategies. 
DocuDrama uses three modi to present project activities and 
interaction between team members, with each approach using a 
symbolic language of its own. In order to facilitate easy 
comprehension and intuitive understanding the symbolic 
languages are developed drawing upon signifying systems and 
languages of pre-existing media, e.g. cinema, theatre, 

storytelling, body language – as well as using approaches from 
computer games such as The Sims.  

 From the perspective of  a hybrid system combining theatrical 
performance with computational communication and drawing 
upon the work of Oskar Schlemmer and his idea of the body as 
‘code’ – as abstract signifier rather than as representation of 
human emotion. expression or psychology, the author Wolf Ka 
presents a paper: ‘From Text to Interface: Theatre and Digital 
Media’, describing how the theatre company: res publica, in 
their performance ‘Enjeux’, use interactive computational 
technology to query the construction (and deconstruction) of 
theatrical representation, the formulation and arrangement of 
space, and the relationship between the stage and the audience.  

By means of an ‘interactive scenic device’ consisting of an 
interface projected onto the stage and an input device in the 
form of a trackball passed around the audience, the performance 
becomes dependant on the input from the audience – who then 
become a constituent part of the work, integrated into both form 
and content. In addition the audience are also confronted with 
their sequence of choices when these appear as  titles in a ‘meta-
text layer’ projected onstage. 

The projection queries the relationship between two different 
sign-systems: the graphical (and textual) interface and the given 
performance. The interface refers to graphic, linguistic and 
iconographic signs, whilst the performance refers to the 
expressive abilities and codes of the human body. Through 
computational communication the performance links these two 
systems in order to allow the audience to actively participate in 
the performance – ‘to intervene in the process of representation’. 
In doing so the piece contributes to the enquiry of how 
technologies modify cultural practice in the context of theatrical 
performance, and it also serves to demonstrate and document 
that decoding the ‘digital paradigm’ is not necessarily a solitary 
activity in front of an individual screen, but can also be a 
collective experience.  

We know that spaces are semiotic locales, and it is often 
difficult to change the inbuilt meaning of a virtual space – just as 
this is also difficult in the real world. In her paper ‘Messages For 
a First Person Perspective’, Maia Engeli discusses an 
exploration of the creation of alternative messages within the 
first person shooter game ‘Unreal Tournament’ – the results of 
two workshops with Interactive Media Students in Switzerland 
and Architecture students in The Netherlands. Engeli points out 
that FPS games allow the creation of very powerful ‘messages’ 
that are communicated by means of an expressiveness that is the 
combination of visual, aural and interactive elements in a 
‘dynamic digital space’. Emphasis in the workshops was given 
to exploring the expressive power provided by FPS and the 
results were exhibited for two weeks. Discussing user reaction, 
Engeli outlines how UT players found it difficult to change their 
readings of the environments from FPS mode to the more 
experiential mode required to partake of the message and what 
would be required in order to bridge the gap. Engeli goes on to 
point out that the semantics of VR is currently still rooted in 
physical reality and that this constricts both the ‘reading’ and 
‘writing’ of new ‘messages’. 

The multi-modal constituents of computer communication and 
the alternative realities of VR are also to be found in other 
practices and locations. The club scene spawned in the eighties 
can be seen to have a symbiotic relationship with computer 
generated communication, both of which became culturally 
embedded during the same time slot. ‘Synaesthetic Performance 
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In the Club Scene’ by Annet Deckker, makes the point that both 
VR  and the DJ/VJ performance are attempts to take an audience 
(user) through Alice’s looking glass into another world. As with 
the multiple modalities of computer media, DJ/VJ performances 
are synaesthetic events combining a number of signifying 
practices (sound, image, special effects, smell etc) to create an 
alternative reality. In her paper, Deckker provides an account of 
the development of VJ and outlines the historical background to 
the DJ/VJ event, linking it with performance art and with earlier 
examples of synaesthetic performance such as Wagner’s 
Gesamtkunstwerk (a fusion of the arts) and the even earlier 
‘diorama’ performances of Daguerre and the panorama painters 
of the 18th century whose goal was ‘an active experience of 
space’.  With similarities to interactive performance (see the 
paper by Wolf Ka) computer mediated interaction changed the 
audience from viewers into users, influencing as well as 
participating in the event. Live streaming internet connections 
link VJs to their public across the world – the computer 
modalities pulverizing distance and time, creating instantaneous 
signification for global clubbers. 

Finally, perhaps because of our familiarity with both its 
ubiquitous nature and all pervading presence - and the language 
we use to describe the disembodied nature of the wired universe, 
(as opposed to VR), we are able to view the net in terms other 
than physically rooted in the Newtonian space referred to by 
Engeli. A new reading of both the cyborg entity and the net is 
provided by transmedia artist Christina McPhee, where the 
digital paradigm of the net – seen as ‘inscape’ – becomes both 
the object, site and subject of poetic speculation. In her paper, 
‘Aphasia + Parrhesia: Code and Speech in the Neural 
Topologies of the Net’, McPhee uses the allegory of the cyborg 
as neural entity to delineate and comment upon the interacting 
webs of communication and code that constitute cyberspace. 
The author describes the net as a cyborg brain, exhibiting the 
effect of neural trauma in her disintegrating entropic memory 
combined with recursive persevering aphasia - where the 
discontinuity of language is interspersed with flashes of meaning 
and the cyborg nevertheless still attempts to ‘reflect, react and 
remain autonomous’, despite ‘being at the service of the code 
and the writers of the code.’  

The semiotic project has often been criticized as a wanton act of  
destruction - unraveling or unpicking a work so much that any 
meaning is lost. But the papers presented at COSIGN2003 
highlight the many strengths of semiotics when applied to 
computer-based and computer-mediated works. In spite of their 
diverse approaches and subject matter, these papers – and those 
from the previous conference – are forming a coherent body of 
work, and it is becoming clear that computational semiotics has 
an important role to play: on one hand as a tool to create 
meaning with computers, and on the other as a technique with 
which to analyse meaning in computational media. 

Yet the diversity of the papers presented show that 
computational semiotics is not just a set of rules that can be 
learned by rote and applied in any circumstance. It is something 
more elusive than that: a way of thinking, rather than a formula. 
Through the COSIGN conferences, the field of computational 
semiotics is being defined and shaped, building up a body of 
knowledge that will help to continue this process of discovery. 
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ABSTRACT  
This paper by Ennio Bertrand presents some of his interactive 
installations dealing with news media. It focuses on one of his 
latest works: SuckerToday (2002). This installation is dedicated to 
the clashes between demonstrators, black blocks and policemen 
which took place in Genoa (Italy) during the G8 summit in July 
2001. It invites the user to explore media stills captured from 
news programs (organised in a labyrinth and accompanied by 
unrelated sounds and voices), through a classical videogame 
setting with joystick and screen.   
 
 

Keywords 
Interactive installation, news media, art  
 
  

1. INTRODUCTION 
A large part of my work focuses on news media, tv news 
especially. I’m very much interested in the way news are 
processed, mediated, and then perceived, memorized, newly 
elaborated by the audience.  

The same is true for the interactive installation SuckerToday I’ll 
present and discuss here. This work is part of a long lasting 
research I’ve been doing during the last 10-15 years, which I’ll 
briefly sum up.  

 
 
2. INTERACTIVE INSTALLATIONS 
PLAYING WITH NEWS  
For many years (starting approximately in 1990) I’ve been 
capturing stills from tv news programs and documentaries. I am 
used to print them, usually covering unimportant parts of the 
images with a golden or silver leave (somehow like the golden 
medieval paintings) in order to put in front those details which I 
find more interesting. I often create sequences of up to 12 images, 
usually summarising un unnoticed little story happening during 
(and covered by) some bigger event: e.g., the men carrying Lady 
D’s coffin, each of them looking directly inside the camera as 
soon as he enters the church where the funeral is to be celebrated. 
Through this time-freezing process I want to remove the images 
(and the events) from the tv flow, with its flattening effect, and to 
give them their  dramatic consistency back.  

 

Figure 1: Lady # 2, 1998 

 
I’ve started thinking of doing some interactive installations in 
1992. For example Lux sonet in tenebris, that was built out of 144 
little self-made loudspeakers, each with a built in light sensor. As 
soon as the sensor is covered by a shadow, the loudspeaker emits 
a little squeaking sound: so that a person can produce sounds 
through moving in front of the loudspeakers. The installation is 
very playful and easy to interact with. Another installation, Smell 
Link  (1996), was meant to play with people’s misunderstanding 
of  what exactly we send through the web when we connect to the 
internet. It  allowed people in Torino (Italy), Cuenca (Spain), Aix-
en-Provence (France), Trieste (Italy), to exchange smelling 
portraits (with a perfume chosen by each user) to one another.  

The very first interactive installation I did that uses sound and 
video images was  Memory of the surface (1992-1998). Memory 
of the surface recalls the shadow which some person’s body left 
on a wall in Hiroshima as a consequence of the H-bomb 
explosion, as documented by a famous photograph. A video-
camera monitors the silhouettes of those who stand in front of a 
blank light cloth screen surrounded by debris. There is a 
crescendo of a gloomy sound, recalling the American bombers, 
culminating  with a flash and a sudden silence. In this very 
moment those standing are photographed  and their silhouettes 
reproduced on the screen. The image is shortly after inverted in its 
black and white values (somehow recovering some hope for light 
and life) and then slowly, gradually fades away. 

In the following sections I will describe some interactive 
installations of mine which use found tv footage and sound. 

 

First published at COSIGN-2003, 
09 – 12 September 2003, University of Teesside (UK), 
School of Computing and Mathematics, Virtual Environments 
Group 
 



7 
 

Figure 2: Memory of the surface, 1992 – 1998 

 
2.1. Broadway - 2000 
Broadway is an interactive sound  installation. There is nothing to 
be seen but a free square space of three meters, visually delimited 
by a strip on the ground. People move freely inside this virtual 
space. Broadway evokes distant places through sounds. Real, 
imaginary, possible, fantastic, probable, sawn, narrated – a single 
super-place described by sounds and noises. Moving through the 
space the visitor gives life to the installation which otherwise 
remains silent and anonymous. He/she rebuilds an intimate space 
by pasting perceived sounds and private memories.  

 

Technically the real space corresponds to a  virtual space residing 
in the memory of the computer. The visitor’s movement  are 
constantly monitored by a video-camera. As soon as he/she steps 
into an active area, a previously memorised  and spatialised sound 
is to be heard. The sounds have been gathered on the Internet and 
in radio and tv programs.  

It is not indispensable to see, as far as you can move and 
recognise possible obstacles. You have to be able to use your 
internal ability to see, to use your mind’s eye in order to combine 
your personal images to the heard sounds – In contrast to the 
common ocular sight. Every sound recovers  some images’ 
fragment in the visitor’s mind (possibly collected watching tv), 
that gives individual sense to the sound itself: pixel to pixel. 

Broadway is a work about memory. It creates an autonomous 
territory, which comes through each time a visitor walks by, 
thanks to his/her interaction – that is a physical  interaction as well 
as an interaction that plays on a memory  level: combining 
his/hers and the computer’s memory. 

 

2.2. BornBlind - 2000 
BornBlind uses the same technical equipment of Broadway. It is 
dedicated to those women who’ve been raped in Pristina by the 
Serbs. While the sounds in Broadway are set randomly, here they 
respect a centripetal organisation, like in Mediterranean cities, 
where the centre is more important than its surroundings. The 
more one gets closer to the centre of the installation the more one 
gets closer to the problem. In the virtual space’s perimeter there 
are the sounds captured on the streets in Pristina today, then 
voices talking about the overall situation (like the general  
women’s condition in that society), while in the virtual space’s 
centre there are the voices of people who are involved in the 
problem of the rapes and its consequences for mothers and 
children. No victim is to be heard directly: it’s like a black a hole, 
their voices are missing. 

(sounds and voices are captured from interviews made by the 
journalist Seyed Farian Sabahi) 

 

2.3. Viaggi (Journeys) - 2001 
Some years ago, I can’t remember when exactly, a group of 
Mexicans trying to leave their country in order to get inside the 
Usa, were found dead inside a railroad van, which had been 
sealed. A similar destiny have the protagonists of a book by a 
Palestinian writer, Ghassan Kanafani, Men in the sun, which tells 
the story of three men looking for work outside their country: they 
try to illegally reach the rich Kuwait and find instead a horrible 
death inside an empty red-hot water cistern under the desert’s sun. 

These stories have guided me in the Viaggi (Jouneys) project, 
which was meant to deal with “work” as a main theme. 

I decided to focus on the difficulties of the search for work, on the 
moves that have left their mark on generations of people, on entire 
regions and nations. I’ve collected and invented the sounds of 
these journeys, using these as the only means to evoke nightly 
crossings, illegal embarkations, the violence, anguish and fear 
mixed with hope of the migrants.  

Viaggi is a hostile and claustrophobic territory made exclusively 
of sounds which the user explores by moving around. It collects 
screams, moans, sharp orders, reassuring words of a mother to her 
child (all spoken in different languages), and the sounds of waters  

Figure 3: Graphical interface of Broadway’s 
software, 1992 – 1998 
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and streets. The installation doesn’t want to be didactic. It freezes 
the moment where the tension is at its height, at the crossing of 
the border, when two or more different cultures get in touch with 
one another.   

 

2.4. UnderAttack - 2001 
UnderAttack is an interactive video installation dedicated to the 
WTC attacks. It collects 9 videos documenting the airplanes 
hitting the towers. The only editing I’ve done is a slight change of 
the chromatic values. The sound has been switched off. The work 
is hosted in a small box which contains a flat screen with the 
computer hidden behind it and a proximity sensor. Whenever the 
user moves closer to the monitor, the video plays forward; if the 
user steps back the video plays backwards too. If the user halts for 
more than a few seconds, the installation switches to the following 
video. 

UnderAttack is not a work about terror. It is a work dealing with 
the relationship between the viewer and tv information, about the 
perception of a mediated reality, about the watcher’s obsessive 
voyeuristic attitude which is protected by the screen – the latter 
assuring a safety distance between him/her and the real world. It 
questions the responsibility of the spectator.  

 

Figure 4: UnderAttack, 2001 

 

2.5. LipstickJoystick - 2002 
LipstickJoystick is an interactive video installation which gathers 
a vast number of fragments extracted from cartoons like Tom & 
Jerry. All fragments have been chosen for their extremely violent 
content, which we do no more perceive as harming. The 
installation is made of a box with a flat screen and the computer 
behind it (like UnderAttack), but instead of the proximity sensor 
there is a little joystick through which the user can interact with 
the cartoons’ fragments. 

 

2.6. SuckerToday - 2002 
SuckerToday has the shape of a labyrinth, it is a metaphor of a 
city, of whatever place inhabited by people and by their dialectic 
thinking and speaking out different cultures and values, in a way 
which sometimes might be very aggressive.  

Figure 5: LipstickJoystick, 2002 

 
SuckerToday is a personal rendering of two violent days in the 
Italian city Genua during the G8 summit in 2001. While most 
people where peacefully demonstrating on the streets, there were 
some very violent little groups, the so called Black Blocks, who 
went around damaging and destroying. The police reacted by 
charging the multitudes of those who were peacefully marching. 
Tension grew heavily and culminated on friday the 20th of July 
with the death of Carlo Giuliani, a young man killed by the police 
with a gun. 

Hundreds of stills captured from tv programs have been used to 
document these facts inside the labyrinth. 

SuckerToday is meant to underline the affinities between the 
police and the Black Blocks: both black dressed, with helmets or 
headgear impeding face recognition, both carrying sticks or 
truncheons, using rude slogans, moving through the urban space 
with similar rituals, looking for a physical clash through 
aggression. 

While virtually moving around in the digital landscape of the 
labyrinth (by means of a joystick, like in a videogame), the visitor 
activates sounds hidden in the streets: they are fragments from 
sound works by many artists, poets, musicians which I have 
collected in the Internet. There is no direct relation with what we 
see, but a strange and perturbing affinity emerges: maybe because 
of both the images and the sounds being somehow artificial and 
excessive. 

 

Technical realization 

SuckerToday is a digital labyrinth realised with a proprietary 
software called Spray, which can manage images, texts, sounds 
and the interactive movement by the user inside the labyrinth 
through different input devices: mouse, joystick or an external 
ultrasound system.  

In this case the labyrinth is made of about 400 walls which have 
been designed with a Cad program, and which are inscribed in a 
closed space (otherwise you might get lost). On each wall a still 
captured from television programs has been pasted, while the 
ground hosts about fifty sound fragments (wav), which are not 
visible and are activated by the user whenever he/she passes. 
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SuckerToday, 2002 

 
 
3. CONCLUSIONS 
In my work I recurrently use the following strategies: extracting 
fragments of sounds or images from the never-ending flow of 
sounds and images we (as an audience) are immersed in – these 
fragments are usually very small and coherent; combining 
unrelated sound and images; creating a new neutral context for 
these visual or audio fragments; using simple game-like dynamics 
and setting (e.g., exploration of a virtual space through the body 
movements or a joystick).   

Through these strategies I want to induce a critical reconsideration 
both of our role as spectators and of stories or images we usually 
are familiar with, very often related to dramatic events of our 
present days. It is my aim never to be assertive or to present a one 

 way interpretation: on the contrary, the user is urged to bring out 
his memories, feelings, thoughts (in a very private way, though) in 
order to get an understanding of what is happening in the 
installation. It is the user through his/her physical and intellectual 
interaction that gives sense to the installations which otherwise 
stand still.  

The fragmentation of familiar information has a time freezing and 
estrangement effect that, together with the new neutral context in 
which the information is set, helps us look at known realities with 
different eyes. I try to foster the user’s active participation through 
easily understandable, sometimes playful means of interaction.  

Another very important aspect is the narrative structure which I 
try to give to my works: not a tight one but always a legible one. 
Narrative is something games and media share. And it’s it that 
ideally holds together my installations and that encourages the 
user’s imagination.  
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ABSTRACT 
This document is a review of a recent project envisioning to 
implement a system breaking, once and for all, away from the 
traditional WIMP model and offering a better spatial hierarchical 
organisation of metadata. For this, it attempts quite particularly 
to create new description methods in regards to constraints of 
research space as well as to develop processes of information 
type assignment, both static and dynamic. Furthermore, it aims to 
elaborate original interfacing procedures dedicated to semi-
immersive interactive display of  hypermedia data. 

Keywords 
Semi-immersive interactive display, Informative space, Semantic 
analysis, Instinctive interface.  
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Recent research projects carried out on the subject of data 
processing within a virtual context clearly show that the process 
that leads the user to adopt a certain strategy rather than another, 
primarily in the case of numerous situations where complex 
problems need to be solved, represents one of the fundamental 
parameters in the development of active principles on which 
Human-System interfaces depend [4].  These interfaces must 
allow both to communicate with the different system components 
and to ensure the control of the decision program in the most 
uniformal manner.  Consequently, a development study is 
necessary in order to highlight the essential role of man in its 
operation, a role which necessarily assumes a great level of 
adaptability of representation and display methods for pertinent 
information. 

Currently, there are numerous visual systems capable of 
significantly improving the management and analysis of 
information through well-known gathering and processing 
procedures [9]. They allow both the understanding of certain 
common situations and a real anticipation of possible actions and 
trends.  

First published at COSIGN-2003, 
09– 12 September 2003, University of Teesside (UK), 
School of Computing and Mathematics, Virtual Environments 
Group 

However, these applications do not offer a great deal of 
perceptually rich information. They are neither capable of 
developing a complete spatial representation of information nor 
of favouring the implementation of new knowledge in complex 
environments.  

Thus, it is of primordial importance to envisage new 
representation paradigms whose aim is to reach a level of 
communicational performance of clearly superior systems so as 
to allow the use of an extended metadata display, an intuitive 
interfacing system by direct handling as well as a procedure for 
the localisation and retrieval of multimodal information efficient 
in big corpora.  

That is precisely what this software development project, 
“Crystal hy-map”, aims to do, by attempting to create a real 
tridimensional graphical representation to explore information. It 
implements a conceptual approach, resulting from the 
deformation of the object, which allows to correct the occlusion 
phenomenon and to build a spatial reality that would be close to 
the human perceptive system and therefore interpreted 
favourably as the network of links becomes more complex. In 
addition, it pioneers new methods for the distribution of 
information for multidimensional integration spaces (non-
hierarchical organisation of metadata, use of original constraints 
related to positioning, etc.) as well as new procedures for the 
retrieval of knowledge from hypermedia data [3]. 

 

2. WORK HYPOTHESIS 
This research project relies on the triple hypothesis that it is 
possible to:  

• convey the structure of the information space through an 
interactive tridimensional modelling, subject to great 
constraints such as that of real time  

• organise metadata according to their spatial correlation 
(relation of spatial positioning, closeness)  

• imagine an ergonomic browsing space that would allow the 
user to isolate pertinent information in a precise manner 
while having an overall view of things.  
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3. OBJECTIVES 
This project questions the current state of the art of displaying 
information and strives to propose new solutions for the 
representation of implicit information data.  

It turns on five major axes: 

• Display of the browsing structure 

• Display of non-hierarchical data  

• Display of complex operations on the client-system  

• Display of multimodal information 

• Display of multivaried data. 

Development of the software environment relies therefore on 
certain research works dealing with the combination of display 
modules, the implementation of an object-oriented approach  for 
tridimensional display, the creation of original datamining 
processes and procedures for the retrieval of knowledge from 
data, etc.  [6]. 

 

4. OPERATING PRINCIPLES  
“Crystal hy-map” is a complete representation system that uses a 
hypermedia structure designed to support a large network of 
links.  It relies on a connectionist system capable of handling 
numerous data units where information is organised in 
directories and indexed by geo-semantic analysis.  For this, the 
information is based on a hypermedia browsing repository 
structured from a “grid” (C.S. : X, Y, Z) for semantic positioning 
of information revealing new integration procedures mainly 
between various documentation models and ergonomic 
knowledge [2].  The main objective lies on the possibility of 
optimising parameters which constitute the workload for the 
human operator (e.g. number of objects handled, temporal 
constraints, parallelism of tasks, length of procedures, etc.)  and 
setting-up a method to diagnose the cognitive workload for the 
interfaces [11]. 

Its aim is to highlight the obsolescense of traditional browsing 
and graphical search tools by insisting on the need to offer new 
strategies for the processing of information in virtual contexts 
that are suitable for complex situations. This leads to the 
implementation of new paradigms for prospective representation 
of space that make the elaboration of procedures for distribution 
and project evaluation useful.   

Thus, it strives to offer, by way of an interactive feature for 
semantic distribution of information ("information space 
mapping"), new methods for the management and handling of 
nodes, links and annotations ("semantic network") as well as 
new processes to discover specific knowledge [10]. 

 

4.1 Design of an explorer hypermedia  
Hypermedia must have organised knowledge on the subject and a 
modelling of the reading task. It is therefore necessary to ensure 
a good distribution of skills between the user and the machine 

and to garantee a true integration of both agents (HMD) in the 
decision process.  

To do so, this project defines a visual organisation concept that 
would allow to observe and understand information more easily 
by way of a dynamic tridimensional cartographic display [12]. 

The original aspect of such an approach lies, beyond formal 
changes, on the fundamental modification both in terms of 
distribution, representation, use and production of specialised* 
information and in the elaboration of a new logic to help in the 
understanding of spatio-temporal processes [7]. 

 

The software design process involves the following aspects:  

• usability (learning of functionalities only) 

• representation of knowledge without logical, hierarchical or 
ensemblist constraints 

• formalism of task description 

• multimodal interaction 

• vague goals. 

Consequently, hypermedia are composed of two reading levels, 
that of the node and that of the network.  In the first level, new 
browsing functions as well as new data structures are defined. 
There, information is decomposed into small elementary units 
that can act as the entry point ("ingress node") or the exit point 
("egress node") for the subject.  These units, which represent a 
unique idea and concept, are both syntactically and semantically 
discrete. They contain several types of information:  

• the name that identifies the node 

• its interaction data, types of media on which the user may 
work 

• its browsing data, data from which the node function gets its 
information 

• its informative data, data that the user gets via the function. 

The second level offers the possibility of browsing the database 
in a non-predetermined order and of carrying out associative 
searches.   

This idea presents several advantages. First of all, the adding of 
new data can be aknowledged immediately. Secondly, it is not 
necessary to plan in advance the way in which the different 
media will be arranged in the hyperbase, etc. 

The latter has therefore no need to be structured or even indexed 
as what will garantee the pertinence of information is first, the 
preprocessing of visual and textual descriptors and second, the 
semantic analysis of information and its location according to 
areas of influence. Thus, the idea is to consider bases of a large 
scale and to organise them in such a way that inquiries on flows 
may be tended to with a transmission rate of satisfying quality. 

                                                             
* Work on the notion of space by Klob, Moulthrop, Rosemberg 

etc. 
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The description schema will then be adapted to documents and 
their descriptions. 

Raj Jain [8] suggests 3 types of characteristics that are indeed 
satisfying: 

• type Fu contains “meta-characteristics” that can be 
automatically retrived from information associated to 
documents (size, author, format, etc.) 

• type Fd contains characteristics that are directly retrived 
(derived) from documents at the moment they are entered 
into the base 

• type Fc contains caracteristics that are also retrieved from 
documents, but that are only done so at the useful moment.   

 

4.2 “Polyhedral computation” 
“Polyhedral computation” is a calculation on the evaluation and 
distribution of areas of semantic influence of one or several 
distant “objects” (cf. contextual semantics).  

This calculation is the keystone of the system for tridimensional 
representation of information. It allows for a perfect semantic 
distribution of information on the object and pioneers, by 
benefitting from computers’ processing rate and graphical 
capacity, in a new approach for locating and retrieving 
information for big corpora as well as for searching documents in 
non-structured bases.  

It is organised on an algorythm for geo-semantic location of 
information.  The goal is to "encircle" the object in order to 
control all its deformations and allow for real time handling of 
metadata. 

 

5. DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE  
So far, projects that have been undertaken have more directly 
dealt with the elaboration of the system (data display, 
environment for distributed parallel programming, etc.) as well 
as database management (modelling of data and multimedia 
inquiries). The designing of this elaborate operational system 
leads to the extending of the scope and the concept.  

Indeed, “Crystral hy-map” is a very flexible data representation 
environment that is similar to both the semantic networks and 
the object orientation paradigm. It is perfectly capable of 
supporting the implementation of different knowledge 
representation formalisms [1]. 

Consequently, one of the short-term goals is to implement this 
structure in a diagnosis aid interactive system containing a 
hyperbase, a model base and a knowledge base. 

 

5.1 Prototype for a knowledge base processing 
system (an expert system for aid in medical 
diagnosis)   
The implementation of dedicated hypermedia, or in other words, 
the creation of autonomous knowledge entities, does not imply 
major difficulties. What represents a greater challenge is 
precisely the ability of making information search possible in a 

large hypermedia base from an external multi-inquiry processing 
process. 

To accomplish this, we have decided to design an expert aid 
system for medical diagnosis. The idea is to focus particularly on 
the diagnosis and problem solving approach while allowing 
database queries for detailed cases in the hope of improving the 
doctor’s smart workstation [5]. Inference processes (rule 
detection, selection and application of a learned rule) must be 
able to handle the data found in the different bases.  

Thus, we will probably have to consider a multimedia database – 
it will rely on a real object formalism or an object layer added 
onto a relational kernel – for which the user interface would 
recover the hypermedia concepts developed by “Crystal hy-map”. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
Ultimately, through powerful graphic design capable of 
structuring metadata, “Crystal hy-map” pioneers in a new 
Human-Machine interfacing concept that facilitates the 
formulation of inquiries, information display, and surfing within 
hypermedia.   

The development of this system is conditioned by that of  
research devoted to task description, modelling of cognitive 
processes involved, by surfing and associating it to other projects 
such as that of decision aid. Therefore, it integrates the different 
stages that lead to the knowledge discovery process:   

• collection and filtering  

• preprocessing 

• exploration 

• display 

• interface. 
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ABSTRACT 
In this paper we examine the online multi-player RPG Anarchy 
Online, using social semiotics. Social semiotics emphasizes 
context, discourse and motivation in sign making and sign 
interpretation. Drawing on our own experiences of leveling up in 
Anarchy Online, player interviews, and recorded game sessions, 
we suggest three inter-related and broad categories of motivation: 
representational, ludic and communal. 
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1. Introduction 
Anarchy Online (Funcom) is a science fiction styled multiplayer 
online role-playing game set on the mysterious planet of Rubi-
Ka.  The population of Rubi-Ka undertake missions, dodge 
dangerous animals and augment their bodies with nano-implants 
powered by ‘notum’, a rare and precious mineral. As you would 
expect with a role-playing game, each player constructs his or her 
avatar according to a set of templates relating to species, skills, 
looks and profession. These avatars are the sign of the player’s 
presence in this fictional world. Because Anarchy Online is an 
online game, the world of Rubi-Ka, with its factions, cityscapes 
and deserts, is a shared space. Players interact (with varying 
degrees of skill, civility, hostility or ineptitude) in real time, 
thanks to their colourful digital representatives, and an in-game 
chat window.  

Anarchy Online (www.anarchyonline.com) is undeniably 
multimodal, meaning that users re-act to, and act within, the 
game’s world while responding to written, audio and pictorial 
information. The player clicks on a mouse and keyboard while 
gazing at an online graphically rendered world. They manipulate 
their avatar, and type/chat live to other players. In the 
background a rainstorm or a moody score lend atmosphere. The 
theory we have adopted in order to make sense of this 
unpredictable and massive text is social semiotics. Social 
semiotics (Hodge and Kress 1988, Kress and van Leeuwen 2001; 
Halliday, 1978) is a branch of semiotics that proposes that the 
relationship between sign and signifier is socially motivated. 
Social semiotics places an emphasis on the creative work of the 
signmmaker, and their transformative use of the available 
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semiotic resources. A further development of social semiotic 
theory proposes that the landscape of contemporary 
communication is multimodal (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001). 
Social actors and communicators reach for the semiotic modes, 
tools and media most suited to their purpose, and integrate them 
in ways provisionally determined by generic conventions, but 
always transformed in use, according to the needs of the 
signmaker. We are interested in how Anarchy Online offers a 
rich array of semiotic resources to the player, who learns how to 
deploy these resources for digital dressing up, exploration, self 
expression and combat. We will also explore how the players’ 
speech-like mode of ‘chat’ shapes the ways in which roles are 
played out, and facilitates the players’ interaction with each 
other. 
This approach provides us with a frame through which to 
delineate and conceptualise the repertoire of modes and acts at 
the disposal of Anarchy Online players. While console games 
might be played with friends, and while much computer game 
play is contextualised by shared cultural activities of some 
description (online fan culture, walkthroughs, cheat sharing etc) 
an online multiplayer game like Anarchy Online, is unavoidably 
public. The graphic world is shared with thousands of other 
players. Social semiotics is appropriate for our inquiry as it 
conceptualises signs as arising from, and constructing, social 
discourse. If the sign making and sign reading activities are 
discursive and contextual, motivated rather than arbitrary, the 
initial question becomes: what are these motivations?  
While we accept that the answer to this question might well vary 
from player to player, we propose the following broad (and 
provisionally titled) areas within which to explore the presence 
of motivated sign making and sign reading in this game.  First, 
we suggest various representational motivations – this category 
involves presentational, dramatic, narrative and performative 
aspects within the game. Second, we suggest a ludic motivation: 
an interest in the skills, rules, competition and dynamic 
engagement invited by the game. This category is named for 
‘ludology’ a term popularised by theorists such as Gonzalo 
Frasca (www.ludology.org). Finally we explore related categories 
of communal motivations. These involve the game’s generic 
identity, fan cultures, wider digital culture and the taste 
communities in which it is inter-textually embedded.  The notion 
of the ‘communal’ is intended to refer to both the social, shared 
nature of the game, and the sense that the game itself is located 
within a generic community that encompasses similarly themed 
fiction and other computer games.  
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In order to address these questions, our first task was to learn to 
play Anarchy Online ourselves. While we have to date dedicated 
many hours to this end, we still regularly find ourselves lost and 
baffled on Rubi-Ka. In addition to self-reporting our own 
somewhat fumbled forays into this online world, we enlisted 
three teen-age volunteers to be our informants. We interviewed 
them prior to their introduction to Anarchy Online about their 
expectations regarding the game, and kept in contact with them 
as they familiarised themselves with the game world. Over time 
we conducted further interviews on video, via email, and ‘as 
avatars’ within the game world itself. This presentation is an 
abridgement of a chapter length paper written as part of our 
project ‘Textuality in video games: interactivity, narrative space 
and role play’. Our chapter on Anarchy Online draws on other 
work we have done over the course of this project, including 
Andrew’s work on multimodality and social semiotics in the 
Harry Potter and Final Fantasy games (2002, 2003), and 
Diane’s work on genre, and narrative and ludic discourses in 
RPGs (2003a,b). For the sake of brevity, in this presentation we 
will limit our discussion to the various motivations we have 
discerned, rather than addressing the wider implications of 
performance or identity. 

Figure One: Aisea applauding 

Anarchy Online (copyright Funcom)  

 

1.1 Representational motivations :  “Welcome 
to Rubi-Ka” 

Anarchy Online is a role-playing game (RPG), which means that 
it owes certain generic factors and a rules system to table-top role 
playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons (TSR 1980s).  
Whereas console games generally offer the player a ready made 
avatar with which to steer their way through the game (such as 
Lara Croft of Tomb Raider fame), RPGs typically offer the player 
the opportunity to construct their own avatar/protagonist utilising 
a set of templates relating to profession, species, and physicality.  
In one sense players of Anarchy Online are choosing options 
from a limited set of paradigms in order to construct the 
‘syntagmatic bundle’, which, once named, becomes their avatar. 
But, in actuality, even the few options that relate specifically to 
the avatar’s most overt physical characteristics (species and 

gender) are subject to a multiplicative effect that produces 
considerable variety. The player selects from four very different 
species, each with different strengths. The player then selects a 
gender. Each of these choices will have ramifications for the 
subsequent options that the player is presented with. The player 
selects a face for their avatar, and then a height and a body 
weight. Variation is further multiplied when the player selects 
from one of twelve professions (which determines a character’s 
initial wardrobe, among other things). The player is then invited 
to give their character a nickname, which has to be unique. Then 
the player decides on the political alignment (neutral, clan or 
corporate) of their avatar. These options relate to the game’s 
back-story and have geopolitical consequences for an avatar. 
This simple set of options produces thousands of possible 
characters. Though this is still a restricted set of semiotic 
possibilities, it does result in real diversity within the game, and 
a sense that each avatar is unique. Of course variety and 
distinctiveness are further developed during play. Players can 
buy clothes (from party dresses, to protective hoods and boots) 
and win armour during missions, thus manipulating and 
individualising their avatar’s appearance further. Players also 
choose the skills and weapons acquired by their avatars as they 
‘level up’. 

1.2 Character generation: Nirvano, Grayse 
and Aisea 

Anarchy Online dramatises the character selection process. A 
new game opens with a view from orbit, and the player is 
welcomed to the “territorial space” of Rubi-Ka. The ‘camera’ 
then swoops along the corridors of a space station, and the player 
is invited to begin DNA sequencing a body for their new life on 
the planet below. 
 
Andrew: During the construction of my first character, I felt 
compelled to make him bald and a little overweight, as if there 
was a kind of honesty in resisting any temptation to construct a 
muscle-bound representation. Other choices, too, felt 
unexpectedly loaded: it is not possible to choose gender, for 
instance, without, in some basic way, saying that this character is 
going to share a set of potential cultural dispositions with me; or 
I’m going to adopt a set of dispositions profoundly unfamiliar 
(our three player-interviewees all expected to choose avatars like 
themselves in some respects). Nirvano is a solitus, the species on 
Rubi-Ka that is closest to human. My character is called Nirvano, 
a masculinized version of the name of an American student I 
once taught briefly; it’s reminiscent of appealing Buddhist 
characteristics; and at the same time appropriate to the sci-fi 
setting of the game. The choice of a name is in itself an intensive 
semiotic activity – loaded with associative signification. It may 
be witty, misleading, serious, erudite, genre-based. Nirvano is a 
martial artist. I had begun with a liberal disinclination to carry 
weapons, and initially tried to play as a ‘meta physician’ 
character, but I discovered that having a character survive, even 
in the training level, required that they be able to fight off 
aggressive small animals. 
In some respects, this character generation process is like the 
offstage space Goffman (1959) terms the ‘back region’, as 
distinct from the front region where the performance of role is 
taken out into the world. The back region is the more private 

 



 

16 

 

space, where the role is prepared. In life, for instance, it may the 
private domestic domain, where the elements of the public role 
are assembled for the day. In the theatre, it is the dressing room. 
In the game, it is this offstage laboratory like space where the 
parts of the avatar are laid out. However, there is another space 
that also corresponds to Goffman’s back region – the world on 
the other side of the screen, where the player sits at a computer, 
entering the gameworld through the interface technologies of 
keyboard, mouse and screen. In this space, while creating 
Nirvano and stumbling with him into the training ground with 
other new players (‘newbies’) I muttered to myself, exclaimed 
aloud when surprised (or killed), jotted down possible names 
when the nicknaming process was in train (the first four names 
were rejected). As I think of this, I am reminded of the 
Numbskulls, a comic strip in which the central characters were 
little creatures occupying the brain of a man, who they operated 
by a series of mechanical devices.  The construction of character 
felt, at least to me, like a set of parts for a character, a resource 
for dressing-up, a character kit. The character might be ‘starting 
from scratch’ but just like when my 6-year-old nephew dresses 
up as Batman, you know that you are supposed to behave in a 
particular kind of way. 
 
Diane: While I have played in the guise of a short, bald engineer 
with a moustache, called Festa, the avatars that I have spent most 
time playing are female. The first character I built was (and is) 
called Grayse. I choose to play as a doctor, believing that her 
ability to heal other players would help facilitate friendly 
interaction and team play. Grayse is small, dark, and named after 
a friend. Grayse is a nanomage- a small indigenous humanoid 
with certain genetic and technological advantages. Generally in 
RPGs magic users become powerful over time, but initially they 
are vulnerable. This, it quickly became apparent, was also true of 
technology dependants on Rubi-Ka (Anarchy Online is a science 
fiction and the alien technologies operate much as magic would 
in a fantasy RPG).  After being killed numerous times by toxic 
rodents, I put Grayse to one side in order to learn the basics of 
the game with an easier and stronger character, and returned to 
the character generation phase.  Second time around, I built a 
martial artist named Aisea. Aisea is also named for an old friend. 
Players can run up to seven characters in Anarchy Online 
(although they can only operate one at a time within the game 
world). Aisea is, like Grayse, small dark and female. She is an 
Opifex, so she is genetically predisposed to absorb the power of 
‘notum’. I choose to play a martial artist because I like martial 
arts movies, and because it suggests to me more interesting 
combat possibilities than shooting does. An additional incentive 
was that I had noticed other female martial artists in the game 
wearing cocktail dresses. The idea of combining lethal moves 
with pretty clothes is appealing. As Aisea has levelled up she has 
learnt some relatively spectacular moves, including flying kicks.  
Aisea is tiny compared to many of the other characters, and her 
smallness gives me pleasure: it makes her look deceptively 
harmless, and it signifies a very satisfying combination of 
precision and violence. 

Aisea and Nirvano are partial representations of us, at least to 
the extent that they express various preferences. Each character 
is also bearing generic markers  (they are martial artists in a 
science fictive space).  We have chosen from a restricted menu of 

semiotic resources. Our selections are down to personal 
prerogative, but the menu of choices on offer is afforded by the 
game. Thanks to the multiplicative nature of the options on offer 
during character creation, our avatars are visibly distinctive. Our 
avatar’s names are unique as well: nicknames are entered using 
text, and the only restriction is that is singular. 
 

 
Figure Two: Aisea fighting Highvoltage the TechnoSlave  

Anarchy Online (copyright Funcom)  

 

1.3 Newbie to veteran; templates to 
biographies 

When we joined the other players in the training grounds and 
cities of Rubi-Ka, it became apparent that the seemingly 
incidental choices we had made in the privacy of the character 
generation chamber would have repercussions. Andrew, for 
example, felt bound to construct an ‘honest’ rather than a wishful 
persona, and as a consequence, found himself in the surreal 
position of taking another player’s derogatory comments about 
Nirvano’s fitness personally. Over time it became clear that the 
private frameworks through which we assembled our avatars, 
using the resources supplied by the game, were more revealing 
and autobiographic than we had initially appreciated. Our 
choices related to how we feel (however vaguely or 
unconsciously) about managing shared spaces in real life. It is 
very probable that this is indicative of our lack of experience 
with online invented personas. 
Perusing the player’s forum makes it clear that many experienced 
players make very specific ‘role play’ choices, right from the 
start. They have intentions to play a type of character, with a 
particular background and allegiances. While we made our early 
selections based, seemingly, on judgements that refer back to our 
sense of our real selves, many veteran players make their 
selections based on a specific fictional identity that they have 
(partially at least) already designed.  Our early attempts at 
character generation were very much, as Andrew has described 
them, a kind of playful dressing up. What became clear only 
later, was that our playful choices were more indicative or 
revealing, and less spontaneous and whimsical than we had 
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thought.  Returning to the character generation stage to invent a 
new character after you have played the game (even if still a 
novice) is a different experience. Once you have played, your 
familiarity with the game contextualises the offered resources 
and the repertoire of potentials offered by the game connote their 
eventual expression in the game world. 
A percentage of players of Anarchy Online are committed to Role 
Playing. Role Players (or RPers) invent characters with 
biographies and histories that far exceed the templates on offer. 
The intention is that these characters partake in shared events 
and improvised scenarios. There is an active Role Player forum 
on the Anarchy Online website, where players meet to discuss 
the state of the game. A few frequent topics of discussion 
include: 

• The relationship between Role Players and the general 
player population 

• The best way to begin role playing, as opposed to just 
playing the game 

• How to spot a Role Player 
• The right way to play a ‘baddie’. 

Vixentrox (dec 31, 2002) suggests that when creating a character 
“a brief background outline is a good place to start” and “If you 
have multiple characters…make sure they RP as different 
people. My main character has a ‘step sister’. They trade insults 
and don’t like each other very much. The one is more fun 
loving…the other is more serious and stern.”  Its obvious that 
Vixentrox is referring to traits that have little to do with the 
templates offered by the game, other than that it’s probable that a 
face could be selected that would, at least for that player, 
communicate a certain kind of personality. Lillemjau (Jan 5th 
2003) replies to a beginner’s request for Role Playing advice 
with the following: 

“I want to address your character development…in between the 
background history and personality traits, add some good and bad 
habits, strengths and weaknesses things your character loves and 
hates. Those little things makes the depth of him/her more 
interesting”. 

As Lillemjau’s and Vixentrox’s posts to the player forums 
indicate, for commited role players the character templates 
offered by the game as a set of resources are only a set of starting 
positions. The manner in which a player might interpret and then 
perform the identity of their avatar exceeds their indexed 
attributes.  In this sense, the resources offered by the game are 
what Kress and van Leeuwen (2001), following Halliday, (1985) 
call systems of meaning potential. In a game, resources and rule-
systems are offered – but like language, there are not necessarily 
limits on what can be “said” using these resources: in this case, 
the construction of complex, highly developed dramatic roles. 
The player makes choices about the ‘look’ of an avatar, and the 
style of play that they undertake. We tend to think of this 
category of sign making as being motivated by expressive, 
narrative and dramatic concerns. What typifies these motivations 
is that they are not limited by the explicit ludic imperatives of 
the game (goals and scores, for example). For motivations that 
more directly concern the game structure, and the real time 
events of play, we turn to what we have called ‘ludic 
motivations’. 

2. Ludic motivations : game, goals, strategies 
As has been pointed out by various videogame theorists (Juul 
2001, Eskelinen 2001) narrative discourse contains prior events 
that are ordered in time (or plotted) and related to the user, 
whereas playing a game involves events that are ordered, at least 
in part, by the player, and that unfold in the real time of the user.  
This differentiation is central to the distinction between our first 
two categories of motivation. The ludic qualities of Anarchy 
Online are those parts of the game that make it a game: strategy, 
goals, real time events, chance, rules, skills acquisition, 
exploration and levelling up. The narrative and representational 
concerns discussed above rely on schemata that are not 
necessarily made explicit on screen. A character’s biography, for 
example, will refer to previous events (as opposed to the real 
time events of play).  One immediate clarification needs to be 
made: the borders between these ludic and the narrative strata 
are not particularly distinct.  There is some discussion on the 
player’s forums as to what, for example, distinguishes role play 
(play with a self professed narrative agenda, as described above) 
from general play, where players go on missions or explore the 
game world using their avatar as a game-tool, rather than as a 
character per se. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Anarchy Online, copyright: Funcom. Ludic 
motivations: Image of the character ‘Japhis’ with her 

statistics screen 
 
Ludic modes foreground the role of the avatar as game 
component, as symbolic unit of strategic value (like a chess-
piece). Accordingly this category revolves around considerations 
of ‘how to play’. Ludic activities on Anarchy Online include 
going on missions, selecting one style of ‘profession’ over 
another based on your preferred style of strategising (sniper over 
martial artist, for example) and directing energies towards the 
accumulation of experience points (through goal attainment) that 
enable avatars to ‘level up’.  In terms of sign making and sign 
reading, much of this activity is focused on the operations of the 
player’s avatar. 
While expert players traverse the game world, beginners struggle 
to move their avatars at all. It’s difficult to see what you need to 
see, and tricky communicating properly with other characters. 
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Our new avatars staggered around, made false moves, rotated 
wildly, or were strangely still. When we wanted to quit out of the 
game, we realised we didn’t know how. We selected ‘quit’ from 
the menu, and were informed by text that we must sit down 
before we could quit. But we could not find out how to sit down. 
Fortunately the training ground is full of other players of varying 
degrees of expertise. Once you have mastered the ability to 
type/enter basic conversation (not as simple as it might sound), it 
is possible to ask advice of your fellow players. There is also an 
open chat channel just for ‘newbies’ which tends to be full of 
questions and requests for aid, including some quite odd ones:  
“my head is stuck in a wall, can somebody help me?” 
Just as the character templates supplied by the game initially 
appear limited, the various motions of the new avatar appear stiff 
and mechanistic. They are stilted until the player has gained a 
certain level of familiarity with the controls.  At first the player 
has to make a considerable conscious effort to drive the avatar 
through simple actions, such as turning a corner without bumping 
into a wall, or running along a path without falling over the edge.  
The commands that are constantly used soon move to a stage of 
less conscious manipulation. This is an acquired skill, a literacy, 
a fluency. The avatar moves in the world through the 
combination of a set of technological potentials for sign-making 
and the player’s skill in deploying those signs, much as you 
might move through the world in a car, making both a functional 
journey and a social performance, by exploiting those potentials 
through learned manipulative skills. 
The actions of the avatar depend on the player  – and these 
actions involve the manipulation of technologically mediated 
signifiers. These signifiers recall what Halliday (1989) has called 
the restricted language of games. His example is contract bridge, 
where very limited sets of signifiers (such as the four suits in a 
deck of cards) can multiply with other sets (such as the numbers 
of such suits which can be bid) within the rule structure of the 
game. In spite of the restrictions, the range of possible 
combinations, the ways in which they relate to the rules of the 
game, and the way all this in turn is determined by strategic 
collaboration between players, all make for a complex and 
creative activity requiring considerable skill.  In computational 
linguistics, too, restricted languages have found a new 
significance as bounded systems which computers can handle 
easily, as opposed to the unpredictable, unbounded nature of 
natural language. 
The player responds to the game’s rules, which are expressed in 
semiotic terms as missions, weapons, rewards and first-aid kits. 
These are central to the game’s challenges and game-play. The 
player has available a restricted language of avatar movement – 
run and walk, directionality, jump, but each movement, however 
simple, is immediately a more complex act semiotically. This is 
because the movements are not made against an empty white 
background: the gameworld contains both a landscape and other 
characters and creatures, any move of our avatar makes a 
syntagm – a move forward combines our avatar’s move with the 
landscape; and with other avatars. As the player acquires fluency, 
the ludic and representational qualities blur: a high level avatar 
will be visually distinctive, personalised by exotic armour and 
monstrous pets. 
If we decide to take our avatars for a walk outside the city gates 
of Borealis, we ‘walk forward’ and immediately other signs in 

the 3 D multimodal world collect around this simple action – we 
can “see” a new landscape outside the city; the music changes; 
the sound of our feet on the ground changes to the crunch of a 
sandy path. Simply wandering around in the gameworld involves 
the combination of a highly restricted language of avatar action 
with the much bigger language of the gameworld and its 
contents. The latter is, in principle, an unrestricted language, as 
anything can be designed into it, whereas an avatar’s movements 
depend on the game’s mechanics and the player’s fingers.  In 
semiotic terms, however, it is clear that the ‘design’ of our 
avatar’s wandering, is a joint activity, with three principal co-
designers at work. The player designs a walk through the woods; 
and the game’s programming designs elements around us. The 
other co-designers of our experience are fellow players, who may 
affect our experience to a greater or lesser degree. In addition to 
the representational and ludic motivations we have discussed, 
these communal motivations (informed by various social and 
cultural expectations) shape the player’s experience of the shared 
game world. 

3. Communal motivations: Sharing Rubi-Ka  
We consider communal motivations to include player 
expectations, genre, trans-textual content, the wider gaming 
community, role-playing in other games, and fan culture; and the 
fact that the game is a shared, largely public space. 
When we interviewed our three (male, teenage) player-
consultants about their expectations of Anarchy Online, before 
they began to play, certain communal motivations were clear – 
all three of them had played online games before, and all had 
ideas about the pleasures and options that the game would 
provide. Their expectations in terms of ludic motivations were 
clear: they had well-articulated expectations of certain aspects of 
play, such as the kinds of combat they would be able to engage 
in, the ways in which they might level up, and the kinds of 
choices they might make about their avatars which would give 
them strategic advantages in the game. 
Once one of the interviewees, Tim, began to play Anarchy 
Online, he employed a trans-textual approach to selecting his 
character’s name. Interestingly his action associates this game 
with its Dungeons and Dragons/Fantasy roots, rather than with 
its science fiction setting. Tim found an online English to Elvish 
translator, and used his own nickname to generate a name for his 
avatar, as he explains in this e-mail message: 

Name: Belithralith - soulish (my nickname) 
translated into elvish on an internet translator. 
Breed: nanomage - just look kind of misterious  
Gender: male - 'cos that what i am i 'spose  
Profession: Agent - all i can say is: sniper rifles :) 

Clearly, then, the semiotic motivation here depends on related 
discourses – the name is borrowed from Tolkienesque narratives 
and live action role-play games. Tim explained his predilection 
for sniper rifles in terms of his past experiences in FPS games. 
Like our own choices of body, Tim’s decisions are also 
influenced by a sense of connection between his online persona 
and himself – “'cos that what i am i 'spose”.  All three 
interviewees expressed distaste for the ‘dressing up’ potentials of 
the game. 
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It was, perhaps, in terms of the social motivations of the game 
that our interviewee’s expectations were most interesting. They 
expected quite specific kinds of relations between avatars and 
players. In particular, in relation to gender, they constructed a 
modality that selectively ‘read through’ the appearance of other 
avatars. The boys were very certain that behind all female 
avatars, are ‘fat American (male) teenagers’, which they then 
quickly revised to ‘fat middle-aged American men’. However, 
when asked what kinds of avatar they would choose, they all said 
they would be male, human, and as like themselves as possible. 
This kind of expectation seems rooted in a broad stereotyping 
(even when females are visible in an online game world, we’re 
invisible!) which we expect to break down to some extent when 
they actually encounter other players. Their distrust also 
appeared to be rooted in a discourse of ‘internet suspicion’, born 
of an alarmist and wary attitude towards predatory online 
duplicity. In the case of these three teenagers, such suspicions are 
reinvented as a ‘knowing ‘discourse. 
One option when playing Anarchy Online is to play solo – to 
refuse to engage with other players. However it is not possible to 
ignore their existence in the world: they will run past you, hold 
you up in queues at mission terminals, stand next to you in 
shops, have conversations you can ‘hear’, and approach you with 
questions or requests to join them. As we explored these 
possibilities, it become apparent that the interaction with other 
players is channelled primarily through two (occasionally 
disarticulated) channels, or modes: 
 
 

• The visual, animated aspect of the avatar (how they act, 
how they look) 

• In-game live chat (typed and entered by players in real 
time, some ‘in character’ some ‘out of character’) 

The first visual mode of sign making (and sign reading) is 
generated by the visual design, actions and animating of the 
individualised avatars. Our avatars enable us to occupy the 
gameworld, and to approach others in a way that signals some 
expectation of reaction.  This particular system of meaning 
potential involves the way in which our avatars are equipped 
with a repertoire of blended animated movements expressive of 
emotion or certain kinds of social communication. These include 
waving, nodding, laughing, pointing, dancing, and various other 
rude, humorous and expressive gestures.  When Aisea first 
appeared next to Nirvano at the appointed time and place, she 
was waved her arms in vigorous greeting. Andrew immediately 
became conscious, for the first time, that Nirvano’s arms were 
pinned helplessly to his side; and he had to ask  (i.e. type into the 
chat-box) “How do you do that?”  This visual aspect of the avatar 
employs various potentials:  costume, body, face and movement, 
and all are elaborately expressive. There can be no lapse from 
this locale, because the player’s presence depends on and 
manifests as the avatar. 
In-game live chat involves the typed entries of players, and this 
mode is comparatively flexible: chat is at times the ‘voice’ of the 
avatar, but at other times it’s clearly the player who is talking. 
This speech (which has no actual vocal or audio component, it is 
typed and read) is entirely at the player’s disposal, so that it is 
possible to construct every shade of commitment to the avatar’s 

identity: to slip in and out of role, to maintain the role at a low 
level, to modify the role, to speak in your own voice (as a player) 
from behind the mask, or to speak in the voice of the mask. 
Game chat swings from ‘in character’ dialogue, to ludic 
orientated dialogue about gameplay and team formation, to 
observations on other avatars’ physicality or equipment, to 
completely unrelated sociable chat (“Hi, where are you from?” or 
“Are you a real girl?”).  This chat mode, unlike the specific, 
restricted language of the animated emote repertoire, is an 
unrestricted natural language and, like our nicknames, it is a 
form of semiotic work that is completely player-produced. The 
huge majority of in-game conversations that we have witnessed 
are as direct and abridged as the one we include here. In this 
sequence, Nirvano is trying to join a clan that is in the process of 
being formed by Stormthunder, Regrat, Articspider, Thie, 
Demonbuster and Fithelement: 

Stormthunder:  make name 
Stormthunder:  first 
Nirvano:  yeah 
Thie:  fighters of the lost realm 
Stormthunder:  I got to go now 
Regrat:  athen whompa? [this refers to a 

portal to another city] 
Stormthunder:  hurry up 
Articspider:  make me leader 
Thie:  ok 
Stormthunder:  u can make name 
Thie:  no me 
Stormthunder:  fith hurry up 
Regrat:  thx anyway - 

Stormthunder, although she expresses no ambition to be leader, 
or to decide on the name of the group, is assertive in assigning 
tasks to others, using imperative forms (‘make name’; ‘hurry 
up’). Similarly, the other dominant theme of the conversation, 
the choosing of a name for the guild, is appropriate to role-
playing games  (even if it appears to have strayed in from an 
alternate genre, i.e. fantasy). The group eventually agrees on 
“Fighters of the Lost Realm” (Nirvano’s only contribution is to 
correct the spelling of ‘realm’ as he can’t bear the thought of 
wandering round belonging to a misspelled guild).  The players 
are clearly employing a ludic rather than narrative mode, 
organising a team with strategic rather than dramatic motives. 
The avatars were not talking in a manner dramatically consonant 
with the visual style of their character. Rather, the players are 
communicating in the universal, compressed dialogue, of 
synchronous chat, with typical orthographic and stylistic features; 
a mode that implies certain cultural and perhaps age-related 
attributes (a familiarity with online environments, an ability to 
talk and read ‘txt’). Werry (1996) notes several linguistic 
features of Internet Relay Chat, such as abbreviation, 
paralinguistic cues, and actions and gestures, each an adaptive 
strategy to allow it to behave as much like speech as possible. 
The ‘talking’ in Anarchy Online displays many of the same 
features. The game produces the addressivity necessary by 
showing the names of the speakers. Abbreviations are used, both 
grammatical (‘make guild’) and orthographic (‘u can make 
name’), while facial expression is simulated with Regrat’s 
smiley.  While one of the motivations may be the desire to 
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replicate the ‘feel’ of speech within a typed and read mode, its 
also completely possible that the urge to save time (or “hurry 
up”) is motivating the players. 
In this particular example of synchronous chat, the players have a 
high ludic motivation, and a low commitment to developed 
roleplay or characterisation. In the above exchange, no one was 
interested in the character, history, or personality of his or her 
fictitious characters - only in getting the job done.  The dynamic 
properties of the exchange were not dramatised elements of 
invented roles, but the real impatience, assertiveness and 
indecision of the human players. In terms of multimodal theory, 
the semiotic effect of this kind of role-play is a pulling-apart of 
the two modes through which the avatar acts – the animated 
image and the written chat. In this instance, the two modes are 
only loosely connected, because the dressing-up part of the role 
and the strategic decision-making are only loosely-connected. 
Though we have no space here to develop an account of how the 
modes of image act and speech act integrate differently where 
players are committed to Role Play, we can give one brief 
illustration.  Such players will infuse their exchanges with 
invented personas. In such cases abbreviation is clearly not an 
issue, as is clear in this exchange witnessed by Andrew in 
passing:  “I bow to your superior wit and wisdom, and withdraw 
from combat”. 

4. In conclusion 
The broad categories of motivated sign making and sign reading 
that we have been exploring in the context of Anarchy Online do 
not occur in isolation, on the contrary, they are combined during 
play. We conclude by relating an in-game encounter intended to 
illustrate the co-existence of the various modes and motivations. 
To recap, we described these styles of motivation as: 

• Representational (dramatic, performative, figurative, 
graphic, narrative)  

• Ludic (game orientated: scoring, levelling up, the 
avatar as tool) 

• Communal (generic and other expectations, wider 
online culture, the shared nature of the game world). 

In the middle of a play session Nirvano (Andrew) and Grayse 
(Diane) were trying to decide whether to head straight out on a 
mission, or go shopping, when we were interrupted. A ‘voice’ 
intruded on our conversation (in the form of a line of text) to ask 
if Nirvano “was pregnant”. Andrew’s understanding of this was 
that the new arrival was making an offensive remark about his 
avatar’s girth. Diane’s understanding was that the player was 
mocking Nirvano for hanging around with girls (and so retorted, 
playground style “why, are you?”). Thus we met Rafayel, an 
avatar with a ‘male model’ physique, wearing high heels, thong 
style underpants and sunglasses.[1] 
For Andrew, Rafayel’s comment was confronting because 
Nirvano wears aspects of Andrew’s real body image. Diane’s 
(Grayse’s) response was also triggered primarily by her ‘real 
world’ identity: Rafayel was hassling Nirvano for associating 
with a female.  Rafayel made more jokes about Nirvano’s 
appearance (‘i can hear the baby kick”) and then compounded 
the provocation with mildly confronting actions (walking close 
enough to Nirvano to make contact, and then apparently 
bouncing off). In both his dialogue, and in his stance, Rafayel 

completely ignored Grayse. Grayse resorted to conciliatory 
compliments about Rafayel’s shoes, but to no avail. Inspired by 
the tattoo that Rafayel sports across his chest, Grayse asked 
about where to get one for herself. Rafayel ignored Grayse. 
Nirvano repeated the question, and Rafayel answered “on 
missions mostly”, referring to game play (the tattoos are a 
mission reward).  

We responded to the representation in front of us (by noticing the 
tattoo and his bizarre dress sense).  Rafayel initially offended 
both of us, for completely different reasons. We both assumed, 
throughout the encounter, that Rafayel was a male player. There 
is of course, no reason to believe that is the case – ‘Rafayel’ 
might well be an adolescent girl or a grandmother, but while in 
this particular embodiment, he was male to us. In his chat (even 
when ‘out of character’) Rafayel presents himself as male. 
Nirvano and Grayse (and Andrew and Diane) experience him as 
a male presence, because of the way he looked, the way he acted, 
and the things that he typed. Nirvano and Rafayel met by 
accident later that same afternoon and had a friendlier 
conversation. Rafayel offered Nirvano an in-game object for his 
in-game apartment (a lava lamp, actually) and typed that he was 
“from Sweden”. 
As this encounter demonstrates, while it is possible, in part, to 
distinguish between the various motivations shaping the reading 
and making of signs in a massive, shared, graphically rendered 
world like that of Anarchy Online, in practice, these motivations 
are simultaneous. Just as a deceptively simple set of templates 
combine to create a huge range of possible avatars, the 
motivations (representational, ludic, communal) that we have 
examined all mesh during play, proliferating, compounding and 
informing one another. In practice these motivations become 
ambiguous and multiple. The invented persona of the avatar 
remains curiously shot through with aspects of the everyday. The 
game’s elaborate science fiction locale plays against the 
abbreviated pragmatics of chat, levelling and team formation, 
and the available semiotic modes of animation and speech-like 
chat allow for these ambiguities. 
 
 

5. References 
 
1. We have changed this avatar’s name.  
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ABSTRACT 
Lexicon is an extensible online artwork that invites public 
collaboration.  The work addresses the relationships between 
verbal and software languages, and between free expression and 
coercion.   
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1. ENCOUNTERING SOFTWARE 
Understood as an interactive experience, Lexicon is a form of 
software that has to be discovered rather than immediately 
understood.  It offers a series of encounters: with programmatic 
images, and with strangers who are visiting the piece at the same 
time.  People passing through the Lexicon, are its performers.  
The patient and the curious may discover that with words they 
can control the sequence of events, as Lexicon’s authors. 

 
1.1 Word and Image 
Understood as a tool, Lexicon combines word play with image 
processing. Each of Lexicon’s visual effects and transitions is 
associated with a word.  Arranged in various combinations these 
word produce visual phenomena that could be described as 
interactive montage or even, perhaps, as creativity (yours, not 
mine). 

 

2. CONSTRAINTS 
2.1 Beyond Interactive Spaces 
 

Just as the astronaut broke free of the reality of his native 
world in landing on the moon, the cybernaut momentarily 
leaves the reality of mundane space-time and inserts himself 
into the cybernetic straitjacket of the virtual-reality 
environment control program [1].         – Paul Virilio  

 
Most graphical interactivity has come to resemble the  
exploration of preconceived spaces.  It differs little from video 
games etched into mazes of ROM (read only memory).   
Fascinating, perhaps. Targeted at the consumer, these spaces are 

not conducive to metamorphosis and reorganization. Lexicon 
deemphasizes spatial navigation, emphasizing language and 
performance instead.  This is not to demonstrate that by 
eliminating the spatial metaphor in interactivity we will suddenly 
elude the cybernetic straitjacket, but rather, to delve into the 
problem of public creativity in cyberspace. 

2.2 Participation 
Lexicon invites participation at a number of levels, including the 
writing of scripts that affect what others experience when they 
visit the site.  This writing is easier than it may seem. There are 
special words that cause visual effects to occur when a script is 
"running"; however, people can make meaningful scripts even 
before they understand how Lexicon works.  This leverages what 
people already know, and tries to make the learning process less 
rigid. 

2.3 Kinds of Expertise 
Lexicon balances the image between the time-honored practices 
of written narrative and the often frustrating dominance of 
programming codes in digital media.  Collaboratively, 
participants can intervene either as authors who understand 
words and their meanings, or as programmers, or via a middle-
path that involves a little of both roles. Of course, people can 
simply click their way through the piece, as spastic apes always 
do when browsing the Internet. (Actually, call me cynical, this is 
the path of least resistance and the one I think most people will 
follow, too.  So be it.) 

2.4 Authoring Software 
At the divide between verbal composition and computer code, 
Lexicon reveals parallels, possibilities, and significant 
differences. When communicating with words, humans generate 
an enormous variety of combinations and meanings.  Almost 
everyone can do it, too. The situation for computer-mediated 
communication is somewhat different,– especially if images are 
involved.  Visual creativity in interactive media is mired in 
complicated "authoring" software and programming.  Lexicon 
points graphical interactivity toward the dialogic model of 
spoken languages, and the uncertainty of shared experience. Like 
stage plays, the various performances of a Lexicon's scripts can 
produce diverse results.  Lexicon offers a live telematic medium 
for communication and verbal-visual composition. 
 

3. ILLUSIONS OF CREATIVITY? 
However, significant aesthetic biases are more deeply embedded 
in the software, in the codes that actuate the scripts and translate 
words into imagery.  There are limits to the variations of imagery 
that can be achieved through changes of sequence and 
performance.  In this regard, Lexicon frames some important 
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questions about the nature of creativity in the context of 
software.  Who will expand the vocabulary? 

3.1 Literacy as Commodity 
Whereas in speech anyone can coin a neologism without special 
training, programming visual poetics requires specialized 
knowledge. Lexicon is designed to allow its vocabulary to grow, 
yet it does not offer a northwest passage to avoid the expertise 
problem. Whereas the dominant paradigm of software 
development treats code as a commodity provided to consumers 
by experts, Lexicon articulates the linguistic character of 
software and asks whether something of the old, free-speech 
paradigm can be salvaged. 

 
3.2 Conclusion 
People who are familiar with the Java programming language (or 
who are simply ambitious) can add to Lexicon’s vocabulary using 
the Lexicon Development Kit (LDK). It is unclear whether this 
will inspire and enable much participation. Even if it does not, 
Lexicon will have demonstrated problematic changes in 
language, authorship and creativity that do not appear to be well 
understood by the public,– or by artists for that matter.  
Moreover, it may serve to illustrate concretely the linguistic 
importance of the open source movement, which, after all, is 
more than just a vague artsy meme. The Lexicon codes are in fact 
available for review, revision, and cooperative invention. 

 
Figure 1.  An image from Lexicon, artcontext.org/lexicon/ 
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Introduction 
 

 “Let's pretend there is a way of getting through into it somehow, 
Kitty. Let's pretend the glass has gone all soft like gauze, so that 
we can get through. Why, it's turning into a sort of mist now, I 
declare! It’ll be easy enough to get through--“ She was up on the 
chimneypiece while she said this, though she hardly knew how 
she had got there. And certainly the glass was beginning to melt 
away, just like a bright silvery mist.” 

from: Alice Trough the Looking Glass, by Lewis Carroll (1871) 

 
In our daily life our various senses are under constant assault. 
Visitors in shops, cafes and even on the street get overwhelmed 
with beats accompanied by flickering lights, video and digital 
imagery, all of them trying to keep up with the music. These 
developments are most prominent in the club scene where the 
sounds merge with light, images, smoke and even smell. After 
the popularity of the Disc-Jockey (DJ) the Video-Jockey (VJ) 
entered the club scene in the late ‘80s. The term VJ was 
introduced in the mid-‘80s by television broadcaster MTV. At 
first it was used for the presenters of their programs, but soon the 
term was taken over by the people in the club scene for the 
person in charge of the flow of images that accompanied the 
music. At first sight the work of a VJ looks similar to that of a 
video artist. Using the same equipment, it has a similar 
aesthetics. But in contrast to most video artists the VJ only 
operates live. In this way VJ shows are related to performance 
art, especially the live creation of an experience where different 
senses are being triggered. Most VJ’s see themselves having a 
direct link with the rise of House music in the mid-‘80s and the 
popularity of video clips. In this paper I will show that the now 
common combination of DJ's and VJ's in clubs is a recent form of 
synaesthetic performance.  

Synaesthesia is the recreation of a sensation through sounds, 
scents, the visual, the physical the word and all other sensations. 
The British theoretic and critic Josephine Machon describes the 
synaesthetics as a performance in which different artistic forms, 
principles and techniques are brought together in a way to evoke 
an emotional response by the viewer.i Looking at the history of 
the live image it will become clear that the DJ/VJ performance is 
another way to try to get people through Alice's Looking Glass 
into another world. To fully understand the importance of the 
intertwining of sound and image in clubs, I want to draw 
attention to the fact that the DJ/VJ show has its roots in 
performance art and therefore deserves special attention when 
describing and analysing conceptions of contemporary 
performance art. Because the differences among VJ’s are 

enormous nowadays, I will focus on performances that make a 
physical and psychological connection with the public through 
the synthesizing of various media like sound, image, smoke, 
smell, etc. These synaesthetic performances can be seen as the 
first attempts to create a virtual reality outside the confinements 
of the CAVE (Cave Automatic Virtual Environment)ii or 
specially designed suits, in spaces in which the participation of 
the public is crucial to the success of a performance. 

Before looking at contemporary practices I will briefly go into the 
history of the live image and its connection to sound, followed by 
the circumstances that lead to the introduction of the VJ. 

1. From miracle plays to magic lanterns 
The first experiments trying to transmit sensations to a public 
can be found in the early days of art and theatre history. As soon 
as the clergy recognized the value of the image that would 
educate and influence their public, churches were being painted 
and people were led into a world of wonder. Outside people were 
treated to plays that could last for days while being performed 
simultaneously on different stages. The camera obscura was one 
of the first devices that presented imagery without religious 
meaning. Although it was Aristotle who first recognized the 
possibilities of the machine, the camera obscura was not actually 
developed until the end of the Renaissance. At first it was used 
as a drawing device to see the world in perspective, but soon it 
was also used as an instrument for artistic and miraculous events. 
Special rooms were built to let people see and wonder at the 
miracles of life.  

Also from the official arts like painting people tried to impress 
the viewer. Renaissance painters used mathematical rules of 
perspective, through which they created endless spaces. Painters 
from the Baroque surpassed these rules and created a 
benevolence and density of imagery and narration, which were 
nevertheless best visible from one single point of view. The work 
of the Panorama painters at the end of the 18th century was a 
breakpoint in art history. For the first time, details in a painting 
did not aim for one central focus point, but they were rearranged 
and held together by the whole horizon. The Panorama painting 
caused for a democratic way of looking in which the viewer 
decided what their focus was. The goal of the Panorama painters 
was to create an image that reflected nature and reality as close 
as possible. The illusion of an active experience of space was 
used to give the viewer the sense of being in two places at the 
same time, that of the painting and of the real space. This idea is 
similar to that of artists building on concepts for a CAVE 
environment or VJ performance. Another comparison with the 
CAVE and VJ performances is the narration of multiple stories 
in one image. This density of narration, which according to 
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theorist Lev Manovich was already visible among Dutch 
landscape painters from the 17th century, can also be found in 
the work of today’s VJ. By accumulating and changing the 
images multiple storylines are created in which the viewer can 
choose its own path. 

When the first boom of the Panorama passed, the Diorama 
caused for a new up rise. In 1822 the Frenchman Jacques Louis 
Mandé Daguerre was the first to present the diorama. Large 
screens were placed in front of an audience of 300 people on 
which every fifteen minutes the image changed. During the 
changes of the setting the public marvelled at the use of smoke-, 
clouding and light effects accompanied by music. The first 
synaesthetic performance was a fact. A real use of staging of 
lights and effects came with the invention of the magic lantern. 
The first lanterns had already been invented in the 17th century. 
And although they struck the audience, who thought of it as sheer 
magic, they came to their true development in the next century. 
This was mainly due to the heavy and impractical size of the 
apparatus. With technical improvements the lantern became 
more transportable and therefore their popularity grew. The 
lantern projected images on smoke or mirrors that gave a feeling 
of transparency and immateriality. At the turn of the 19th century 
this lead to a whole series of especially ghostly performances. 
Through the rest of the century special buildings were built 
where different performances were held. Accompanied by music, 
these performances can also be seen as among the first cinematic 
experiences. To improve the illusion different lenses were 
developed for the lantern which made it possible to project 
overlapping images that gave the impression of movement.iii  

There were also different approaches with regard to connecting 
music and light. In 1725 Louis Bernard Castel writes about a 
'clavcien oculair'. This ocular harpsichord (later better known as 
color organ) would consist of two colored discs that were 
connected to a harpsichord. Castel investigated the analogies 
between light and sound and with this organ he wanted to paint 
with sound. Although he never managed to build his organ, 
various people picked up on his writings. Castel based his 
findings on observations in the field of physics, but the 
psychological and philosophical implications form the essence of 
his research: "Not in dreams, but especially in the state of 
dizziness preceding sleep, or after listening to music for hours, 
do I feel the correspondence between colors, sounds and scents. It 
seems as if they all rise mysteriously form the same ray of light 
and, subsequently, reunify in an amazing concert. The scent of 
deep red carnations above all has a magical effect on me".iv He 
wanted to use the organ as a means to paint with light. Although 
he never actually managed to build his organ, to this day his 
writings are still popular with many artists that are looking for 
ways to (scientifically) make a composition by using light. 
Descriptions of the sort as described above are also reminiscent 
of the effects of psychedelic drugs that were in use during the 
Romantic area and later in the second half of the 20th century. 

Another important influence in the history of synaesthetic 
performance was the German opera composer Richard Wagner. 
In 1849 Wagner proposed the idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk in his 
article 'The Art-work of the Future'. Wagner believed that the 
future of music, music theatre and all the arts lay in embracing 
the Gesamtkunstwerk, a fusion of the arts. He used his operas as 

a vehicle to create an immersive experience in which, as Wagner 
wrote, "the spectator transplants himself upon the stage, by 
means of all his visual and aural faculties." A few years later he 
opened his own theatre, the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, Germany, 
where he reinvented the conventions of the opera.v 

It is not surprising that although the inventions were very 
influential, in their time they were regarded as outside the scope 
of Art. They were not regarded as representing reality in a true 
sense, but were merely deceiving and suggesting the 
preternatural. Only in Romanticism were they appreciated and 
seen as works of art in which you could dream and be 
overwhelmed. In the late Renaissance they had merely been seen 
as experiments and tools for artists and scientists. When the 
Realists took over in the early 19th century they emphasized the 
technical aspect to dismiss the inventions. The technological 
influence made them unreliable. Works of art had to be true 
depictions of nature and could not be touched by artificial 
instruments. In the minds of a lot of people the mechanization 
would lead to a decline in cultural values. Nonetheless their 
popularity grew. 

2. New means, different ways 
The technological progress that started in the 19th century could 
not be stopped. Eventually the far-reaching possibilities of print, 
photography, film and radio transmission lead to new ways of 
thinking. The technological improvements and the more ready 
access to different and new media influenced the making, 
perception and distribution of art. New things were possible 
because new electronic developments were taking place. 
Different environments were created through new interpretations 
of light, image, sound and motion. Through technological 
inventions people could communicate more easily and express 
and exchange ideas on a broader scale. Old traditions were 
questioned and society itself came under interrogation. In the 
early 20th century all the insights of new ideals and 
developments came to an explosion. At the same time the rise of 
a mass economy started. 

Counteractions showed themselves in the ideas of the Dadaists, 
the Symbolists, the Futurists and the Surrealists. These groups 
reacted against the massification of a changed society and 
especially against the institutionalization of art. Although these 
groups had different goals and used different means, an 
overlapping concern was to open the eyes of the public by 
showing them a different world in which art was merged with 
daily life. In some cases the audience was urged to take the 
setting into their own hands, by asking them directly to intervene 
in the performance or installation. All these efforts were intended  
to create a sensation and to make contact with the public through 
different means. Most of the undertakings failed; instead of 
getting away from the art world, the art world welcomed the new 
approaches and the efforts to shock were seen as refreshing new 
ideas. 

After the Second World War actions to create a synthesis 
between performer and public were nevertheless intensified. In 
the minds of John Cage and Allan Kaprow the public itself had to 
participate in the performance to get the most intense experience. 
In destroying theatrical conventions they anticipated the 
synaesthesia similar to discotheques and the experience of 
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participating in mass spectacles. These happenings, 
performances or installations were new forms of art where the 
participation of the viewer was seen as a necessity. An important 
aspect of these Happenings was their role outside the art world. 
The word Happening was chosen by Kaprow to underscore the 
role of these performances and to avoid any connotation with the 
art world. According to some new media theorists, it was this 
transformation in art that prepared the ground for the interactive 
computer installations that appeared in the 1980s. Moreover I 
would suggest they also set the ground for DJ/VJ performance 
that also came into development in the 1980s. 

 

3. The influence of popular culture 
With the introduction of television and video artists increasingly 
became concerned with bringing art and technology together 
instead of art and life. What were called ‘Intermedia’ events took 
the place of Happenings. The Intermedia performance is described 
as drawing from both theatre and cinema. By walking into the 
performance environment the audience would set off detailed film 
images and activate overlapping time projectors, thus changing the 
imagery and the time frame of the performance. Although this 
caused for a lot of suspense and excitement and was more than 
anything a sensory experience, it didn't call for a total illusion where 
the viewer would be absorbed into a different world. These 
Intermedia events can be seen as variations on the early dioramas, 
magic lantern shows and color organs. The performances were still 
linked to political ideals. Artists tried to wake people up, moving 
them from their couches and showing them what else could be 
done with the existing and growing mass culture. 

Andy Warhol was one of the first artists to bridge the gap 
between popular culture and art. In 1966 he created the show 
'The Exploding Plastic Inevitable' (EPI) to introduce the music of 
The Velvet Underground & Nico in the United States. This show 
can be seen as the first step towards what we now call a DJ/VJ 
performance. During the whole show there was a synaesthesia of 
music, image, color and light. The cinematic homage to the EPI 
by Ronald Nameth managed to capture the experience in which 
form and content became synonymous. The film was made in the 
tradition of synaesthetic cinema, a tradition in which one is made 
aware of the process and effects of perception; that is the 
phenomenon of experience itself. Synaesthetic films are made 
out of different layers and fragments in such a way that one 
image is continually transforming into other images. Images are 
being orchestrated in such a way that new realities come out of 
them. This process was later used by many VJ’s. In Warhol’s 
own ‘club’ called the ‘Factory’ parties were given where 
performers and public mixed, the one being indistinguishable 
from the other. These parties and other newly opened 
discotheques were linked to the psychedelic movement that also 
started in the 1960s. 

The psychedelic movement is mostly know for its experiments 
with hallucinogens, but more important, it also helped to shape a 
real ‘youth culture’. At the time immense changes were taking 
place in America's culture and political field. The civil rights 
battles, the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the rising anger 
over the war in Vietnam caused a lot of distress. Especially the 
younger generation was turning against the system. The younger 

generation was beginning to create for itself a sense of identity 
and empowerment that was unprecedented. They were trying to 
make their own lives and rules, different from the conventions of 
the mainstream culture. Drugs were becoming a means to escape, 
their hallucinatory effects were creating a new consciousness far 
away from the conservative society they lived in. Pop and rock 
music played an important role in the liberation process. The 
music was largely inspired by mind-expanding drugs like LSD 
and marijuana. The psychedelic rock movement continued to 
expand during the ‘70s, but it lost most of its hard core after the 
early ‘70s when rock groups toned their music and lifestyles 
down. It returned however in the late ‘80s and ‘90s when a new 
sound - techno and electronic music - was performed at what 
came to be called House Parties.vi Once again the music was 
intensified by the taking of a new drug, MDMA or Ecstasy. 

With the arrival of cheaper equipment which facilitated the 
production of visuals, next to the DJ there was also a VJ showing 
abstract and surreal visuals that reacted to or fused together with 
the beat. The origins of the House movement lay in a belief, a 
belief in the self: "It was a personal liberating experience with a 
slow, primal beat and rhythm. ‘My house is your house and your 
house is mine.’ House culture was family."vii Although the 
House Movement was very similar to the psychedelic movement 
in the ‘60s, life itself had changed, influencing the meaning of 
these new 'raves'. Taken over by the commercial world, the 
intentions and feeling of the parties changed. As the parties in 
the ‘60s were driven by an inner ideology to broaden self-
consciousness, the raves in the ‘90s were a reaction to a 
deteriorating society. The raves were a place to get rid of the 
anger and frustrations of everyday life. 

 

4. The shift to music 
Going back to my initial argument that the DJ/VJ act is a recent 
form of synaesthetic performance, I would like to describe a few 
examples of Dutch DJ/VJ shows that have been very influential 
in the last years. By exploring these 'new' performances the 
resemblance with earlier examples will become clear. These 
performances are not only similar to the ones before, moreover 
they also seem to follow a similar path. Not long after the first 
real discotheques opened up in the ‘70s experiments with light 
and visuals appeared. People used liquid-slides, disco balls and 
light projections on smoke to give the audience new sensations. 
Some of these experiments were linked to the music, but most of 
the time they functioned as decorations. These first experiments 
are very similar to the early history of the live image as described 
above. As the clergy did hundreds of years ago, now again people 
tried to lure an audience into their world by affording them new 
sensations. It was not until the late ‘80s however that an intense 
relationship between sound and image occurred. This was mainly 
due to the availability of cheaper equipment like projectors, 
video cameras and players and the arrival of affordable computer 
technology. 

The fusion of image and music coincided with the arrival of new 
sounds. 1977 marks a time in history when a new technological 
tool - the synthesizer - was introduced, and becomes 
paradigmatic for this shift in attention. In that year bands and 
singers from different musical backgrounds began making use of 
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this new technology. It was a German group, Kraftwerk, that 
bridged the gap between the rock music of the ‘60s and ‘70s and 
electronic dance music of the ‘80s. With regard to synaesthetic 
performance the music was more than ever calling the shots from 
that moment on. The year 1981 marks another important step 
that was of importance for the intertwining of sound and image 
and the future of video. Music television station MTV (followed 
a few years later by others like TMF and the BOX) started non-
stop broadcasting of music-video clips. These clips were 
intended to boost sales on the music charts. In the meantime the 
clips also provided the singer or band with a more profound 
image. By overturning traditional conventions regarding imagery 
a new visual language was created which reached thousands of 
people at the same time. With the coming of digital video editing 
this became even more apparent.  Regardless of all that can and 
has been said about the advantages, disadvantages and meaning 
of this new phenomenon, the fact remains that it did lead to a 
stronger connection between music and visuals. A number of 
VJ’s today still say they were inspired by all the visual 
manipulations and effects in music-video clips. 

Around 1985 the House movement and House music arrived in 
The Netherlands. At first it was only popular with a small group 
of people and it mostly got played in clubs in the west of 
Holland. After the second Summer of Love in 1988 things 
changed and the new Acid House became widely accepted and 
very popular. The spirit of the House scene was - as elsewhere - 
one of togetherness, happiness and peace. This was reflected in 
the staging of the events. The House Parties were large 
gatherings of people who came to enjoy the music, there was no 
band or anything to watch, just a pile of electronics with a DJ 
mixing other people's music. To give the parties a more profound 
look, a face or even an icon, the VJ came into play and 
complemented the music with visuals. 

 

5. Pioneers of the Dutch scene 
It is hard to determine who was the first VJ in The Netherlands 
to introduce visuals on the dance floor. If it is primarily about 
visuals being presented in a new context, the club Mazzo was 
one of the first places to experiment with imagery. Beginning at 
Mazzo in 1979, experimental filmmaker and VJ Peter Rubin is 
credited with being the world's first live-mixing VJ. He 
developed the art form while trying to relate the new possibilities 
of technological visualization to young music-oriented cultures in 
a humanistic, socially oriented manner. It was not until the 
introduction of House music however that visuals become 
aesthetically synonymous with the music. Different people 
started around the same time in different places, but all had the 
same goal: trying to create a real-time continuity between image 
and sound. The aesthetics, goals and material they used were as 
varied as the people producing them. A few examples: 

Micha Klein, one of the VJ's who is also known outside of The 
Netherlands, likes to create a synaesthesia of beauty. Making all 
the visuals by himself on the computer, Klein wants to create 
positive icons that are uplifting and will “give you a boost and a 
positive vibe for the whole day.”viii With all the bouncing colors 
and whirling forms, his work reflects nostalgia for the 
psychedelic movement in the ‘60s when everything was about 

love, peace and happiness. Most of the animations he makes are 
based on themes which are formulated together with a DJ. The 
decision about which image to show when is taken during the 
evening and depends on the music and the mood of the audience. 
Although Klein is often described as being too superficial and 
commercial, his work has been of great importance for both VJ 
performance and digital photography. 

Geert Mul and Titus van Eck, initiators of Cut Up and D.U.M.B. 
(Dutch United Media Base) had different ideas. The two 
organizations were set up with different goals. Cut Up was the 
more commercial and D.U.M.B. became a platform for artists 
from various backgrounds. The members focused on the creation 
of specific environments to try to bridge the gap between the 
audience, the music and the visuals. By hanging cameras and 
microphones in the space and mixing those sounds and images 
with their own they tried to interact with the public. These 
experiments recalled the Intermedia events of the ‘60s. But 
instead of showing people the effects of mass media or the uses 
of multimedia D.U.M.B. tried to change existing formulas of 
presentation. They wanted to break out of the club scene to 
develop the VJ potential into non-traditional ways of 
presentation. According to D.U.M.B., removing a traditional 
context and showing different things each time would enhance 
the experience. "It's all about creating a different sensation".ix 
The visuals of Cut Up reflected a similar approach. By using 
existing images from films, documentaries or news items they 
deconstructed information given by the media, to create a 
different meaning. 

Another VJ who has been very influential is Gerald van der 
Kaap. Apart from being labelled the Dutch Godfather of VJ, 
Kaap has also been regarded as the VJ artist who introduced the 
image in a different way. With his background in art he tried to 
create a total environment where the music, the space, the light 
and the visuals intertwined. He is one of the few VJ’s who is not 
afraid to turn off the screens or to mix his own sounds through 
the music. First and foremost he is looking for ways to surprise 
the audience and to shake them up once they seem to be losing 
their attention.  

This showing of new realities was also the starting point for Jaap 
Drupsteen. Drupsteen’s main interest lay in the visualization of 
music. He tried to let people see what they were hearing. He 
would not merely follow the music, but through a multi-layering 
of video images he orchestrated the visuals thereby allowing the 
images to materialize in as many layers as the ensemble itself. 
The composition would change with the rhythm of the music: 
forms, colors and perspectives changed, sometimes gradually, 
other times abruptly. This way he revealed music as it is - a 
comprehensive structure that develops over time. Drupsteen’s 
work clearly reflects the ideals of a Gesamtkunstwerk as Wagner 
sought its performance in the 19th century. 

 

6. The second half of the ‘90s 
By the early ‘90s House music had become more than just 
something to dance to. It was the gateway to collective euphoria, 
a huge shared secret and a massive in-joke in comprehensible to 
the mainstream. A whole generation was in on it, meeting at 
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motorway service stations in the middle of the night to follow 
coded directions to illicit parties and dance until dawn. The 
police and local government officials hunted down these outbreak 
of outlaw spirit that spurred hundreds of thousands of people to 
break into warehouses and set up sound systems in remote fields. 
But in the mid-‘90s by then the more generally termed ‘dance 
music’ retreated back into the clubs, opting for constraint and 
control, and in the process created its first generation gap. 

The art of the VJ of the second half of the ‘90s had become as 
diverse as the different styles in music. In the second half of the 
‘90s everybody seemed to work with digital technology and 
everyone could be a DJ or VJ. The emphasis on the space and the 
context of the presentation, things that were still important to the 
early VJ's, was replaced by large screens that hung around the 
dance floor. This stands in sharp contrast to the Happenings and 
Intermedia events, when visuals were projected onto the people, 
which caused the audience to connect with each other. The 
background of the VJ had also changed. The pioneers of the 
Dutch scene were artists who had been trained in art academies. 
The second generation of VJ’s formed collectives with people 
from different traditions. Some had their roots in computer 
programming while others in graphic design, film directing or 
sound. These collectives were the perfect example of the cross-
disciplinary collaborations that found their heyday in the mid-
‘90s. 

Just as all of the dominant music genres (trip-hop, drum and 
base, big beat, ambient, etc.) depended heavily on technological 
progress, many VJ's now started editing their material live on a 
computer which could change and recompose the material in 
many ways. Jeroen Hofs (Eboman) was one of the first to make 
full use of the possibilities of the computer. By using samples of 
rock, house, funk hiphop and jazz and mixing these together to 
connect them into a new sound, he created the ultimate form of 
cross-over. He applied the same principle to video. Like the 
sound, the images were in stereo; the result was a total 
immersion in the story. He also connected sensors to his arms 
which would allow him to trigger sounds and images with the 
movements of his body. 

A collective that used found footage and other film material to 
tell their story was Captain Video. The collective consisted of a 
3D animator, editor, graphic designer, director and a multimedia 
designer. When they just started they primarily used graphics to 
impress the audience; the faster and more colorful their images 
were the better. Noticing that this strategy was not very 
satisfying, they returned to the use of pre-recorded video 
fragments. Out of this existing material they made new stories, 
sometimes commenting on the mass media other times to spread 
a message. Their way of working very much reflected the ‘90s 
postmodern culture that was reworking, recombining and 
analyzing already existing media material to make sense of the 
world. Coming into the new century Captain Video moved to 
creating live movies out of existing material that developed 
together with the music of the DJ., showing new ways of telling a 
story. It is an approach that can also be found in experimental 
cinema, video- and computer games and internet. 

Pips:lab is a collective that use the computer to combine and 
connect different disciplines in a new way. One of their main 

goals is interaction with the public. They are not satisfied with 
mere projections of visuals that react to the music or vice versa. 
They work in the tradition of John Cage and Alan Kaprow in a 
way that the success of the performance depends on the 
participation of the audience. But whereas during the 
Happenings the audience was merely seen as material, Pips:lab 
gives the viewer tools to interact directly with the performance. 
The player has to perform actions to move the visuals and the 
narration of the ‘play’ forward. The public gets to decide in the 
end what it does or does not want to see. It is not surprising that 
a new incentive has tried to involve the public. Developments in 
computer based media have transformed the viewer into an active 
user. An image became something a user would actively go into, 
zooming in or clicking on individual parts. The image was no 
longer static but had become interactive. The performances of 
Pips:lab remind us of theatre plays where the staging and 
technique orchestrate the viewer's attention over time. But 
instead of being spectators, the public have now become 
participants. 

With the beginning of the 21st century a renewed interest in the 
olfactory surfaced. The VJ collective Barkode wants to create a 
synaesthetic performance by triggering the subconscious. Their 
show is a succession of encounters, chance meetings of words, 
images and sounds. Many transparent layers overlap, leaving the 
viewer lost in time, space and emotion. But as time passes, more 
story lines develop, which make it even more unclear: does the 
spectator find the plots or are the consecutive images and sounds 
leading up to something? Barkode describes their shows as 
‘confusing constructivism’, inspired by the subconscious. By 
using smell they augment the atmosphere; pleasant smells 
heighten the experience, and by employing foul odours a feeling 
of disgust is triggered. Their performances are a postmodern 
version of the experiments done in the Romantic area and in 
Sensurround films of the early 20th century, when smell cards 
were given to the audience to accompany the sensations in the 
film. 

The potential of the Internet is used by a group of VJ's who call 
themselves Snowcrash. Through live streaming Internet 
connections, participating musicians and VJ's world-wide are 
connected to a live stage. Their play is mixed with the music on 
the stage and the visual input is projected onto various screens. 
Special developed electronics assure that everything is 
synchronized. To still be able to unravel the different cultures 
and to grasp the global effect they ask the participants to 
comment on specific topics, ranging from political statements to 
examples from their popular culture. The musical and visual 
battle is played out on stage and can also be followed live on the 
internet in the confines of the living room. Snowcrash 
exemplifies how the VJ experience of today is not just a fusing of 
different disciplines, but is also an expansion of national borders. 

 

7. Moving into the world 
Up till now I have mainly concentrated on the Dutch VJ scene. 
This seems a logical step as Club Mazzo in Amsterdam in 1978 
was one of the first clubs in the world that facilitate for and 
believed in the impact of using visuals during their nightly dance 
parties. The problem most clubs had was hardware. Existing 
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hardware was too expensive to buy and was only used by 
advertising agencies, national broadcasters and government 
agencies. After developing their own video mixing tool, Mazzo 
embarked on a unique cultural path in the history of clubbing. 
Their goal was to develop new theories and practices regarding 
visuals, music and social ideology (i.e. how to best communicate 
social messages within the rapidly changing technological 
environment). At the heart of these experiments was the 
presumption that the power and scope of sound and image in 
perfect balance could best meet the needs of these latest 
challenges. One of the primary goals of the Mazzo experiment 
was to establish an environment wherein one would not run away 
from reality but, rather, get the inspiration and renewed mindset 
to improve the conditions that exist within reality. The 
underlying concept rested on fact that the video mix was not 
conceived as an extension from the world of music or art but, 
rather, was developed as a form of progressive social 
communication. However, as culture has become more and more 
commercialised, the social messaging which permeated the 
initial period of video mixing has been replaced in great part by 
the flashings of the individual VJ.  

As I said before the art of VJ has gone into many different 
directions, both content wise as well as form but the experience 
also crossed many borders. Every club in the world has its own 
VJ or team of VJ’s, it will go too far to mention the differences 
or similarities between the various countries or people. What is 
striking however is the influence of the technological advances. 
These developments have offered every country of the world new 
and profound possibilities for intercommunication and 
interactivity. As a result of this progress, an absolutely vast 
number of dance clubs have sprung up in every conceivable 
corner of our planet. In one form or another (primarily due to the 
Internet), every one of these countless number of clubs is also 
directly connected to another, meaning that there is, in fact, an 
established connection between every club in the world. Such a 
structure is unprecedented in history. To an extraordinary degree, 
the predominant social philosophy within the youth of these clubs 
transcends the individual socio/political directions of their 
respective governments, allowing for the possibility of an 
enormous and unified global voice for social reform. 

Striking in this respect is the influence of the so-called 2nd and 
3rd world countries over the 1st world countries. This is not so 
much by means of new visual languages or graphics that are 
being shown, but more importantly a new vibe seems to surface. 
Coming form a very different background and cultural status the 
attitude is very different from the established 1st world VJ’s. 
This also effects the audience watching the performance. The 
resulting performances carry a very special, underlying electricity 
that is simply not present in 1st world performances. An 
experience that is totally invisible. But totally visible. Hopefully 
this will provide a significant, positive influence and renewed 
inspiration. 

 

8. The future of visuals and sound 
By going through history I have tried to shed light onto the 
phenomenon of VJ culture. Every now and then I also briefly 
hinted to the influence of VJ on other disciplines, but foremost I 

tried to show the history or the origins of the synaesthetic 
performance. When looking at recent trends in VJ it would not be 
an understatement to say that VJ indeed is a new form of 
synaesthetic performance, a form that might develop in 
interesting ways. At times it may be thought that history is 
merely repeating itself, the only difference being a new medium. 
But as I have pointed out, one thing has changed dramatically 
and calls for new research and interest in this area: the audience 
is not composed of a few insiders anymore, but the whole 
synaesthetic experience is massified. Although there is no telling 
where the VJ performance will lead us, already questions arise 
which call for further investigation: What is the influence of all 
this media circuitry on existing disciplines, on the position of the 
performer and of the audience? What will happen with the 
influence of performers from non-Western countries?  

When looking at the speed of technological implementation, 
activation in the development of a new, positive, contemporary 
consciousness seems necessary if we ever want to step out of an 
ever-expanding Looking Glass. One important area to focus on is 
the club scene, as it has always been the environment where 
youth culture gathers together most consistently and in its most 
significant numbers. 

 

Thanks to: Peter Rubin, Amsterdam 

More information on VJ http://www.visualsensations.nl 
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Figure 7: “Golden Calf: Metareal” by Luca Vincente 

5. INSPIRATIONS FROM THE ARTS 
As with any new media it is the artistic approaches that serve as 
eye-openers by indicating further potential power of a media. 
The following three examples where important inspirations for 
creating a highly exploratory atmosphere in the workshops.  

1) “NextLevel” (by Miriam Zehnder, Eric van der Mark, Patrick 
Sibenaler, ETH Zurich, http://caad.arch.ethz.ch/~patrick/ 
LOCAL/research/playground/) investigates the relationship 
between game, architecture and narratives. It is a reinterpretation 
of the novel “Through the Looking Glass” by Lewis Carroll. 
Alice, the story’s main character, imagines different worlds for 
the different characters of the chess game. The design of the 
game level was not done as a direct translation of the novel, but 
“aiming at understanding the essence of the idea and then 
creating meaningful interpretations” [4]. The environment is 
hybrid and hyper-linked; it contains contrasts on the visual as 
well the behavioural level. This makes the journey through 
Alice’s world a real adventure with unpredictable encounters, 
like: Gravity does not always function as expected; speed of 
movement is relative; or what seams to be an enemy may turn 
out to be one’s own mirror image. 

2) Jodi’s “untitled game” (http://www.untitled-game.org/), game 
levels in which the interface has been reduced beyond the 
minimum is a “subversion of the aesthetic expectation of opaque 
source codes and understandable output” [5]. The reduction of 
the visual aspect to black and white ‘pixels’ provokes a distorted 
perception of the movement in the game. Nonetheless, the 
changing visual patterns and the sounds remain the only level 
that can be interpreted and after some time one can recognize 
patterns familiar from the known shooter game. The effect is a 
heightened awareness of these shooting patterns as well as the 

insight, that even this most abstract representation can be as 
terrifying as the realistically rendered game. 

3) Max Moswitzer and Margarete Jahrmann dig deep into the 
possibilities to alter the game and combine it with other infor-
mation sources. Their newest example “Nybble Engine” 
(http://www.climax.at) is about hacking the server part of Unreal 
Tournament and, for example, replace shooting by sending anti-
war emails to the president of the United States. They have 
overcome the discrepancy between shooter game and message 
and are exploiting the game with all its qualities for their aims. 
“An aesthetic message is usually the deconstruction of a 
conventionalized text form or a media text. It is receded by 
destroying semantic portions in order to increase the aesthetic 
information.” [6]. 

The arts examples and the workshop examples are quite distinct 
regarding the depth of exploitation of Unreal Tournament’s 
power and potential. While the arts examples really aim at 
expanding the boundaries, the workshop results were focussed 
on detecting the potential expressiveness. 

6. OBSERVATIONS AND REFLECTIONS 
The results from the TU Delft workshop where exhibited for two 
weeks at the Architecture School and we realized that we are 
dealing with two kinds of semantics; there is a very big 
discrepancy between the understanding of a level by an Unreal 
Tournament player and the understanding within a thematic 
discourse, which must originate from the difference in 
motivation. The player works with a shooting-and-survival 
strategy, while the thematic discourse focuses on experiencing 
the message through VR means. To close the gap between the 
two aims, the discourse level has to be empowered by creating 
messages that merge with or overpower the shooting-and-
survival instinct of the UT players.  

From the perspective of semantics the Unreal Tournament 
player’s approach is to read the shape of the space and connect it 
with possible game strategies, much like a chess player. Moving 
objects and creatures will draw attention, demand caution, and 
ask for immediate recognition as enemy, harmless thing, or team 
mate. Further signs and indicators are either iconic, i.e. health 
packs, ammunition or weapons, or built analogous to physical 
occurrences, like doors, bridges, and pathways.  

In our message-oriented approaches, we tried to push the 
semantics beyond the obviously known from the first person 
games. By introducing novelties, it was also important to 
consider the need of the player to learn about the novel things 
and then create the respective opportunity. Few signs or 
configurations, like the teleporter in figure 8, turned out to be 
immediately readable.  
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Figure 8: Teleporter in “Nextlevel” (Patrick Sibenaler) 

Our experience was that VR semantics, beyond the ones directly 
translated from a physical reality, are only slowly developing. 
Players are already very familiar with different modes of 
navigation also in environments with distorted gravity and 
different ‘speed-zones’. But moving through walls, which is a 
natural thing to do, from a VR point-of-view, still feels very 
unnatural to most players.  

The messages created in the workshops are less composed from 
readable signs but aimed at creating situations that can be 
experienced and understood in connection with past experiences. 

In a currently running workshop emotions are emphasized to 
explore the expression of feelings and search for respective 
media-specific expressivity. 
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