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Abstract - The space and time are two aspects that a new media object as a newly constructed communication model (by means of information technologies) reconfigures in each of its instances. The paper shows the different space and time forms in the new media art works by Narvika Bovcon and Aleš Vaupotič: VideoSpace, Friedhof Laguna, Mouseion Serapeion, S.O.L.A.R.I.S., To Brecknock, while my fearful head is on., If you look back, it won’t be there anymore (on the Data Dune platform).
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1. INTRODUCTION


In his 2001 monograph The Language of New Media Lev Manovich [1] pointed out the fundamental structure of the new media object in the dichotomy of interface and database (the latter in the loose meaning of the term as an archive). This line of reasoning is founded in his methodological background in Michel Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical approaches, which perceive reality as a network of interconnected regular practices that can be studied as archival unities on multiple levels of generalization. The paper will focus on a specific aspect of the artistic research that went on in the artistic new media projects by Narvika Bovcon and Aleš Vaupotič since 2002. 


There are some preliminary remarks that need to be considered. The projects deliberately avoided two possible approaches: the use of chance and random input data (i.e. the input data that modify the functioning of the algorithm in a non-controlled way) and the use of complex algorithms dispensing with any socially and historically specific justification for it (e.g. the fractals). The focuses of the projects presented in this text are the algorithms, the input data, and the recursively used output data that participate in specific archives. The heuristic inclusion of the elements into an archive gives the archive its social and historic specificity and unity. The reason to maintain the individual nature of the archives and their elements (which includes the regular practices, the algorithms) is to set the new media objects side by side with real objects and environments, ac construed by e.g. Foucault’s theory of discourse. However, while attempting to emphasize the game of mutual influences between the virtual and the non-IT-generated “realities” the new important issues emerge, namely the complex ways in which the new media object entails and actively structures its own temporality.

2. SPACE AND TIME IN NEW MEDIA ART OBJECTS

The human experience of his/her environment, the horizon of experience, always takes place in time. Martin Heidegger associated the existence with time making it thus ubiquitous. But on another level it is possible to speak about, whether an object and the interaction with the user that it initiates creates a specific temporality, i.e. a sequence of transformations in time on multiple levels, or if it stands before us unchanging yielding its temporality to the temporality of our contemplation. The consideration of different ways of involving forms of time into new media objects in the field of fine arts is at the same time a reflection on a particular aspect of the human-computer interaction design in general.

2.1. VideoSpace (2002 – 2003), Friedhof Laguna (2003)


Jure Bevk and Tomaž Bobnar realized the software for VideoSpace. The collaboration between the programmers and artists was facilitated through the joint study program of the Academy of Fine Art and Design and the Faculty of Computer and Information Science at the University of Ljubljana, which is also the context of production of all the projects presented in this paper. ArtNetLab Society for Connecting Art and Science provided the additional support for the projects’ production coordination and their exhibition.


In Fig. 1 is shown the screen image of the interactive 3-D virtual space VideoSpace.
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Fig. 1. VideoSpace screenshot


It is an unchanging space consisting of a landscape, limited by an impassable “border”, that contains an archive of three elements and their conceptual connections as the fourth element. Each element of the archive inhabits a specific area in the landscape. In addition, the landscape and the 3-D models provide another semantic level, since the VideoSpace doesn’t use “realistic” textures on the models, but lends all surfaces to a separate level of “quasi-photographic” [2] imagery that provides the context for the main archival array of four elements.  


In VideoSpace there is no time. The user can move the first person view through the space, however the space only lends its features to the visitor’s gaze, although allowing him/her to trigger videos, sounds or texts.  The only temporality there to be found is the temporality of the user’s exploration of the complex semantic object. What is important is the fact that the project as a new media object doesn’t structure its information presentation in temporal terms but in spatial ones, synchronically. The meaning is encoded in the spatial relations, and the distances in this computer generated 3-D space become conceptual and logical distances. It is therefore an “object”, not an environment – even though it is a 3-D space –, because the user’s point of interaction cannot find itself in it to establish a “home-like” position, which includes some minimal sort of “taming” influence over the environment.


The conceptual diagram of the project in the Fig. 2 explicates the model of reality inherent in the project.
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Fig. 2. Archive as territory


The relations between the nodes (the four elements of the VideoSpace archive), their territory (the virtual space itself) and the trajectory of the user traversing it match the elements of the dispositif of an exhibition and were used accordingly in the derived project Friedhof Laguna that was presented by Narvika Bovcon, Gašper Jemec and Aleš Vaupotič at the 50th International Exhibition of Fine Arts, The Venice Biennial, in 2003. There the conceptual framework of VideoSpace was used to extract the given “reality” of the exhibition context (the Venice with its particular Biennial structure) by suggesting an alternative one by means of setting up a “sculptural vector”, an object, of which the key ingredient was its orientation in space. The new node and its trajectory provided an alternative territory, i.e. an alternative reality as a new layer of reality inhabiting the given place. In the Fig. 3 the photo of the installation set-up can be seen.
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Fig. 3. Friedhof Laguna installation, the Deep-Sea Water Voyager in front of Giardini in Venice, 2003


What has been added in the concept for the Friedhof Laguna project was the distinction between the internal perspective of the Friedhof Laguna “creatures” – there was a version of the VideoSpace software on a computer screen in the installation –, where the objects in VideoSpace appear as part of a “horizon”, and the external appearance of the installation object that became part of Venice as the “environment”, from the visitor’s (external) point of view. Of course, the installation itself was present in the temporality of the time of exhibition, whereas the internal perspective of the creatures, the VideoSpace, remained timeless; its total meaning was included in its function as an artistic statement. Mikhail Bakhtin studied this duality of two aspects of human existence in his treatise Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity (1920-24) [3], and he emphasized that our lives as projects, our attempts to achieve something, cannot be – at the moment, when we live them – construed as a sequence of events in time but only as a timeless totality of the goal that annihilates the presence in its orientation into the future.

2.2. Mouseion Serapeion (2004 –), S.O.L.A.R.I.S. (2004, 2007)


The absence of the transformation in time in the VideoSpace concept – the user had “all the time in the world” to explore it – was a challenge for the next project. Mouseion Serapeion [4], a screenshot of the Internet version is shown in Fig. 4., is an intelligent archive that interacts with the user in a way that reconfigures the relationships between elements of the archive every time a user provides a new input statement in the form of a query. 
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Fig. 4.  Mouseion  Serapeion 2.1 Wiki at http://black.fri.uni-lj.si/mouseionserapeion 


The project explores the emergence of an event or, more accurately, an act of triggering an event executed by a person, in a new media object. The initial archive, an archive of videos created at the Academy of Fine Art and Design, University of Ljubljana, from the founding of the chair for video in 1987 till 1997, with some additional videos that as a context influenced the main core of works or that point to main lines of development, was the starting point. It was therefore already a homogeneous unity at the moment when it was included into the work. The Mouseion Serapeion concept also assumed that the users of this particular project are not accidental users, but a specific audience, already informed about the videos and about the fundamental dilemmas regarding the medium and its particular issues (the video and new media art audience).  On the Internet it is, of course, difficult to control the users (although it is possible by means of linking the site to relevant web sites), however in an exhibition the art gallery institution itself necessarily introduces a highly homogeneous audience. The two archival entities were therefore confronted, the one informing the other, which happened in time; each input statement by the user resulted in an answer by the software that consisted of both – the totality of information in the archive before the user’s act of interaction and the input text entered (which was thus added to the database). This event moved the state of Mouseion Serapeion an irreversible step further. The new state of the project is subsequent in temporal terms. It is not subsequent because the clock shows a different time, but because a transformation has happened that changed the reality of this new media object.


The Mouseion Serapeion project moves “forward” towards a merger of the data that initially described the archive elements and the discursive consideration of the projects audience on the theme of the archive, which itself additionally changes in time. The project doesn’t “progress” towards a fixed goal, but is being transformed alongside lives of its audience. In this sense it is endowed with a kind of “life” of its own.


In the exhibition situation the Mouseion Serapeion has been integrated into S.O.L.A.R.I.S (2004) and S.O.L.A.R.I.S.2 (2007) installations. The panoramic digital print with projections on it solidified as an object in the gallery space, however it wasn’t a mere thing – a node from Friedhof Laguna – the viewer is confronted with but a face (a “visage” in the sense of Emmanuel Lévinas’ term [5]) that is a technological substitute for a human countenance, with which one enters into a dialogue.  
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Fig. 5. S.O.L.A.R.I.S.2. – Arhiva i interfejs/Archive and Interface featuring To Brecknock… in Gallery SKC, Belgrade 2007

2.3. To Brecknock, while my fearful head is on. (2006)


To Brecknock, while my fearful head is on. is a short noninteractive digital animation that explores an event of a personal confrontation between the participant and the new media object, in this case an animated image. The user cannot change or influence the image; he/she can only enter the situation. However, because the content of the digital video is an answer, a rejection, addressed personally to the participant, the temporal shift happens in the person facing the projection, as he/she is being rejected. Rejected in a sense that the superior figure – the King Richard the Third from Shakespeare’s play – rejects him/her, who “has made him a king,” and also in the sense that the entry into a dialogue is denied from the start on. However, the exchange takes place and the relationship between the video image and the viewer is transformed from one state to another – in time.


In the project To Brecknock…the location of the new media object, i.e. the event that the machine initiates and takes part in, is shifted from the machine to the human consciousness. Lev Manovich foresaw this development in his supreme principle of the language of new media, in the cultural transcoding; the new media language has infiltrated our way of life dispensing with physical presence of information technologies. 


However there is another specific aspect that distinguishes this project from all the others. In all the cases (including the one presented in the following subchapter) the information is presented in a spatial arrangement of the elements of an archive. To the contrary, the countenance of the king dispenses with the presentation of content, i.e. the current state of reality as an archive, and reduces its answer to the pure act of an archetypal rejection.
2.4. If you look back, it won’t be there anymore (on the Data Dune platform) (2005 – 2008)
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Fig. 6. If you look back, it won’t be there anymore, the Data Dune engine screenshot


The endless landscape of barchan-type dunes is being generated according to user’s exploration of the space in the project If you look back, it won’t be there anymore by Narvika Bovcon, Barak Reiser and Aleš Vaupotič, coding of a custom platform of computer generated 3-D space Data Dune software by Igor Lautar. [6] An algorithm constantly watches the user’s movements across the space and records, whether the user has seen individual objects that appear (more precisely, if the user has come close to individual objects, which is taken for an indication of a conscious gesture on the part of the user and an expression of his/her interest). The data of the user’s interaction with the space, the objects appearing in it, is used to determine the identity of the next object in the database to appear in the space. 


The virtual space thus comes to life, it talks to the user, or, from the opposite point of view, it narrates a story one segment after the other. The gesture of the user, his conscious act enters the system reconfiguring it and thus moving it one step further on its temporal axis. 

3. CONCLUSION

The spatial arrangement of elements is a tool used to emphasize logical and conceptual relationships between elements of an archive. Whereas the temporal shift in the new media objects that we presented in the text pointed to technology coming to life. In the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin the theoretical engagement with the reality emerges in the point, when people, texts, and things start responding to the questions one poses. This dialogue is the core of temporality that we presented in the paper. However none of the projects above dispenses with the spatial arrangement of the elements of the archive, which follows the well-known reasons of the negativity of meaning in theories from structural linguistics onwards.
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