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ABSTRACT
This paper will discuss the artistic processes involved in the creation of the three dimensional, virtual art installation La Plissure du Texte 2, which is the sequel to Roy Ascott’s ground breaking telematically networked art work La Plissure du Texte, created in 1983 and shown in Paris at the Musée de l’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris during that same year. 
While the underlying concepts of the original art work, as well as its capability of regenerating itself as an entirely novel manifestation based upon the concepts of distributed authorship, textual mobility, emergent semiosis, multiple identity, and participatory poesis will be underlined, the main focus of the text will be upon the creative strategies as well as the technological means through which the architecture was brought about in the contemporary creative environment of the metaverse. 
A further topic that will be covered is the challenge of exhibiting, what is after all an art work that requires full virtual immersion to bring about a deep level experience and understanding of it, in the physical world, i. e. ‘Real Life’
 - in a gallery or museum space in which such a virtual immersion cannot be readily obtained.
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LA PLISSURE DU TEXTE 1983

The title of the project, “La Plissure du Texte: A Planetary Fairy Tale,” alludes to Roland Barthes’s book “Le Plaisir du Texte” (1973), a famous discourse on authorship, semantic layering, and the creative role of the reader as the writer of the text. As was also the case in its first incarnation “distributed authorship”, a term coined by Ascott (2003: 191 - 208) has been the primary subject of investigation of LPDT2. Since La Plissure du Texte 1983 is the inspiration as well as the precedent of our own endeavors; we believe that, before we present our ongoing work in the three dimensionally embodied metaverse, it will be well placed to delve into a brief description of Roy Ascott’s original work, which was shown during the exhibition ‘Electra: Electricity and Electronics in the Art of the XXth Century’ at the Musèe Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris in the fall of 1983. The invitation had been extended by Frank Popper, the curator of the show, to Ascott in 1982; and the artist felt that this presented him with a perfect opportunity to create a large scale telematic event that would incorporate ideas which he had formed over the previous twenty or more years. La Plissure du Texte sought to set in motion a process by which an open ended, nonlinear narrative might be constructed from an authoring ‘mind’ whose distributed nodes were interacting on a planetary scale (Ascott 2005).
One of the pathways to La Plissure were the psychic systems that Ascott had been studying since the early 1960s, such as telepathy across oceans, communication with the disincarnate in distant worlds; as was evidenced in some of his writings such as his text entitled ‘The Psibernetic Arch’ from 1970. These convictions led him, a decade later, to formulate ideas of distributed mind and the concept of distributed authorship which were embedded in LPDT. However, coupled with his interest in the world of the psychic was also Ascott’s strong preoccupations with cybernetics, which drew him to, what was for him at that point, the equally mysterious world of computer mediated telecommunications.  Further inspirations were also in signs, in semiotics, and in myths which was also fed by Vladimir Propp’s study of narrative structure and the morphology of the fairy tale.
Ascott conceived of LPDT as “a project involving multiple associative pathways for a narrative that would unroll asynchronically according to the centers of action that determined its development. The outcome would be multilayered, non­linear in all its bifurcations” (2005). This also had a precedent in a project which Ascott had previously set up as part of Robert Adrian X’s ‘The World in 24 Hours,’ an electronic networking event held at Ars Electronica in 1982 which involved participants at their computer terminals around the world tossing coins for the first planetary throw of the I Ching. Just as was the case with this earlier work, La Plissure du Texte also utilized ARTEX, an early email system that was initiated under the name of ARTBOX in 1980 by Adrian X, Bill Bartlett, and Gottfried Bach to offer artists a cheap and simple alternative to business oriented communication programs which were beginning to increasingly be available in the early 1980s.

When Ascott posted a description of the project on the ARTEX network in July 1983, artists and art groups in 11 cities in Europe, North America and Australia came into the project. In November of that year each participating node was allocated the role of a traditional fairy tale character, such as princess, witch, fairy godmother etc. Beyond this simple concept of the fairy tale however, Ascott was careful not suggest to a story line or a plot; instead the participants were asked to improvise. The notion behind this was that Ascott also wanted to bring in the element of surprise which would be generated by the differences between time zones which would cause the narrative to often overlap and be fragmented, thus inevitably leading into a multiplicity of directions.
“La Plissure du Texte was active on line twentyfour hours a day for twelve days: from December 11 to 23, 1983. With terminals in eleven cities, the network grew to include local networks of artists, friends, and random members of the general public who would happen to be visiting the museum of art space where the terminals were located. Over the three week period of the project hundreds of “users” became involved in a massive intertext, the weaving of a textual tissue that could not be classified, even though osten­sibly the project was to generate a ‘planetary fairytale.’” (Ascott 2005)
La Plissure du Texte 1983 turned out to be a fulcrum point in Ascott’s work, showing him the importance of text as an agent of not merely theory but also of practice, demonstrating the potency of distributed authorship in the creative process. However, not only has the concept of distributed authorship been important to the artist himself, it has also strongly resonated with many others between then and now, and has managed to retain its freshness and its inspirational power – as indeed we hope our interpretation of LPDT will attest to as well.

LPDT2 
LPDT2 consists of a geography/architecture constructed entirely out of dynamic input text, which is built in a three-dimensional, online, participatory virtual world, i.e., a metaverse. While an earlier version of the work was created in the proprietary metaverse of Second Life ®, the current location is an independent artist’s grid called the New Genres Grid which is a part of the newly emerging independent online hypergrid system. 

In both versions of the build, the architecture stretches itself over an entire metaverse simulator and reaches thousands of virtual meters into the sky, materializing on several platforms which show differences both in terms of visual appearance as well as content. 
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Figure 1: LPDT2 avatars cavorting in a virtual landscape of text. Second Life, 2010.

Beyond this, the second incarnation of the project does not copy or mimic what was created in the first version but strikes out into different visual investigations, searching for novel means of utilizing the generated text in a significantly more restrictive environment: While at a cursory glance the open metaverse operates in a similar fashion to the enclosed world of Second Life, nonetheless there are considerable differences when it comes to scripted objects and especially those involving virtual physics. This inevitably necessitated omissions of architectural components upon which the success of the Second Life structure had much relied. However, as is all too often the case, necessity gave rise to invention and the second version of LPDT2 shows marked differences as well as improvements. As an example, the ground level of the second build puts us into a space of letter columns which form sentences from the harvested text. These columns surround a space filled with one hundred tables. Tablets of a single sentence each have then been placed upon these tables and through them the entire ‘table hall’ bears testimony to the anonymously distributed authorship of the authors coming to us via Project Gutenberg, whilst at the same time reflecting upon the symbolic attributes of the ‘tabletop’, a recurring conceptual element of Ascott’s throughout his artistic career. 
Whereas in 1983 the text was pleated by a number of human storytellers positioned around the globe; in the three dimensionally embodied metaverse the storytellers show novel and unexpected attributes: An emergent textual architecture/geography, as well as a population of autonomous ‘robot’ avatars which dwell inside this bizarre, literary landscape are pleating the text by acting as communication nodes between the narrators of this new version of the tale: The primary persistent distributed authorship is now accomplished by many writers throughout the ages.

A text generator telling a non-linear, multi-faceted, often times poetic, story harvested from the online Project Gutenberg is now distributing its output amongst an architecture and its inhabitants, generating dialogues and iterations taking their trajectories from masterworks of classical literature. The pleating resembles musical sampling, the connection between the sentences fades, text becomes noise, from which the audience generates meaning.
While the virtual structure on the simulator provides the primary layer of pleating by visually mixing the different sources of text, yet another layer of textual input has been provided through which Real Life visitors can contact LPDT2 by sending SMS messages as well as re-pleating the text via Twitter. All pleated text - the generated, the contributed, and the stored - is simultaneously visible as a massive, ever evolving literary conglomeration. Consequently, the participatory pleating involves not only a meeting of individuals from the same timeframe but extends into a meeting between the past and the present, the bringing together of voices of many ages, then and now.
Although LPDT2 has been planned as a virtual installation which will nonetheless be predominantly visited in a physical gallery space, the interaction with LPDT2 is by no means limited to the physical realm alone: Since the project unfolds in a freely accessible, participatory online virtual world visitors throughout the globe can visit the installation with their avatars at any time of their choosing. Thus, an added layer of participation is provided through the three dimensionally embodied interactions of geographically dispersed individuals amongst each other, with the ‘resident’ robotic avatars, as well as the avatars of the artists themselves.


Creating a System: Generating the Text

Various means of gathering the input text which would get the entire system operational were discussed during the early phases of the project; however even from the onset a wish to create a system whereby the text would be generated rather than be contributed by discrete individuals was seen as an exciting option. That this was a distinct possibly was evident from the existence of various online text generators and particularly the Dada Engine (Bulhak, 2000).
Although text can be harvested from many different sources such as search engines and even text determined upon by the artists themselves, Project Gutenberg (Hart, 1992) proved to be an inspired choice since not only does the vast repository provide a huge resource but also the text thus harvested reinterprets Roy Ascott’s key phrase of “distributed authorship” by adding to it a dimension of temporality, if not indeed a transcendence of the here and now: The repository holds over 30000 texts which have been authored by countless individuals throughout history. However, beyond this aspect of temporality, the startlingly poetic nature of the harvested text has proven itself to be an additional blessing which came out of utilizing Project Gutenberg as a means for achieving “participatory poesis”. 
The central idea of the text generator’s algorithm is that any meaningful flow of text is based on the semantic connection of subsequent sentences. This is a linkage which is usually imposed by the author, however at the same time the reader expects such a connection. The present algorithm exploits both the intentions of the numerous authors and the expectations of the reader/spectator, but instead of relying upon an understanding of the text in order to choose appropriate sentences, it uses the statistical properties of written text in a similar fashion to what has been proposed by Claude Shannon more than half a century ago for generating messages (Shannon 1948). In Shannon’s terminology, such an algorithm would be best called a simplified second-order sentence approximation to language. The simplification consists in reducing a sentence to the word that has the highest amount of information (in Shannon’s sense), ergo usually the longest word of a sentence. The algorithm can thus be described through the following recipe: 1) choose a random text from Project Gutenberg and then randomly select a sentence as the starting point, 2) take the longest word in this sentence and search for this word in another text, again randomly chosen from Project Gutenberg, 3) once the word is found in the new text, take the sentence immediately succeeding the sentence containing the word, 4) take this succeeding sentence as a new sentence to be added to the generated text, 5) continue ad infinitum. Evidently, the two newly connected sentences share a statistical relation via the conditional probability of the succeeding sentence sharing information with the first. These consecutive sentences are then sent to an HTML server from where they are mapped onto the architecture. However, the same text generator also sends aggregated text via email directly into the metaverse where it is used as the conversational material for the robotic avatars who are the indigenous residents of the architecture.
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Figure 2: LPDT2, ‘The Lettercube’. Second Life, 2010.

Although the text generator does provide the bulk of the text, additional input is provided through an AI system contributed by i-DAT from Plymouth University through which visitors to the physical gallery space can send SMS messages which are then displayed as an additional text layer by means of a screen based heads-up-display. Finally, visitors to the virtual installation can send Twitter messages by clicking on a message board which displays a short sentence obtained from the text generator. 


The Aesthetics of LPDT2: Typographic Deconstruction

What remains consistent throughout both the first as well as the second formation of LPDT2 is an adherence to the basic key phrases formulated by Ascott: Textual mobility, distributed authorship, emergent semiosis, multiple identity, and participatory poesis. 
This brings about the installation in which the generated text is mapped onto architectural components such as floors, walls, as well as spaces which are more difficult to make sense of, such as a strangely configured cube upon which an ever changing text flow is mapped, or an ever changing labyrinth of sentences and letters of the alphabet. While the text can be read as full stand-alone sentences on the individual planes onto which it has been mapped, oftentimes the layering of the planes as well as the juxtaposition of typographic elements results in typographic deconstruction. This dissection is mirrored by interspersed streams of floating characters forming sentences, which vanish into the sky or crash into the virtual ground, dissolving into flocks of slowly tumbling letters. Thus, just like the ASCII letter which were used in the original La Plissure du Texte from 1983 became a pictorial element forming images, which nowadays are called ASCII art (Ascott 2003: Fig. 17), in LPDT2 the letter as carrier of information becomes a sculptural element.
In the early 1990’s the potential unleashed by desktop publishing and graphics software, allied with the methodological potential offered by deconstructionist philosophy, produced a style of graphic design and typography known sometimes as deconstructionist graphic design, and sometimes as ‘The New Typography’. Although the later influx of deconstructionist philosophy cannot be denied, nonetheless deconstructivist typography has its origins in the early 20th Century. Thus, Marinetti writes in 1913: 

“My revolution is aimed at the so-called typographical harmony of the page, which is contrary to the flux and reflux, the leaps and bursts of style that run through the page... With this typographical revolution and this multicolored variety in the letters I mean to redouble the expressive force of words.” (Marinetti, 1913)

Modernist typography had engaged in such structural games, even before Marinetti. The printed word was liberated from printing's traditional constraints by Stéphane Mallarmé with ‘Un Coup de dés’ in 1987, pioneering an expressive form of visual presentation for poetic language. One might have expected Marinetti to enthuse over ‘Un Coup de dés’, however he had other views:

“Moreover, I combat Mallarmé’s static ideal with this typographical revolution that allows me to impress on the words (already free, dynamic, and torpedo-like) every velocity of the stars, the clouds, aeroplanes, trains, waves, explosives, globules of sea foam, molecules, and atoms.” (Marinetti, 1913)
One of Marinetti's basic Futuristic tenets, the relegation of human experience to a continuum of sensations, underlay the techniques he proposed to use in achieving a Futurist literary expression. Marinetti described these procedures by declaring that “nouns will be scattered at random, infinitives with their greater elasticity will replace the pedantic indicative” (Cundy 1981: 34 - 352). 
Marinetti's attack on typographic convention, taking Mallarmé's work several stages further, had considerable prescience. His directness, vigor and visual augmentation of the power of words, the entire Futurist ethos of treating words as ammunition, helped formulate the solutions which the new needs of the 20th century demanded (Bartram 2006: 9).
Although separated in time though a period of 80 years, Ellen Lupton seems to pick up on certain aspects of Marinetti’s outcry when she sees deconstruction in graphic design as a process - an act of questioning typographic practice. In Derrida’s original theory deconstruction asks several questions which are crucial to typographic design as well: How does representation inhabit reality? How does the external appearance of a thing get inside its internal essence? How does the surface get under the skin?
A crucial opposition in Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, and one which is also highly pertinent in terms of typographic design, is speech versus writing. The Western philosophical tradition has denigrated writing as an inferior, dead copy of the living, spoken word. When we speak, we draw on our inner consciousness, but when we write, our words are inert and abstract. The written word loses its connection to our inner selves. Language is set adrift. 
Parallel questions for graphic design which preoccupy Lupton are how visual form may get inside the ‘content’ of writing and through what means has typography refused to be a passive, transparent vessel for written texts, instead developing as a system with its own structures and devices throughout the ages? A typographic work can be called ‘deconstruction’ when it exposes and transforms the established rules of writing, interrupting the sacred ‘inside’ of content with the profane ‘outside’ of form (Lupton 1994: 45 - 47).
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Figure 3: LPDT2, Robotic avatar. Second Life, 2010.
Added should also be that, more often than not, deconstructionist typography exhibits a fascination with contemporary technology, in both its utopian and dystopian possibilities, as well as its glamour, adopting tropes and strategies of appropriation, juxtaposition, détournement, montage, collage, repetition, facilitated by or reflecting upon the extraordinary capabilities of digital technologies. It is thus of no surprise that the outcome oftentimes resonates upon a world of diffused and distributed communication mediated through networks of powerful information technologies. Even when the artifact itself is presented as a static printed page the reference to a cyberspace driven by hypertext is very often implicit, underscoring that “communication for the deconstructivist is no longer linear, but involves instead the provision of many entry and exit points for the increasingly over-stimulated reader” (Cahalan 1994: p.1). Thus the page is no longer to be just ‘read’ but also to be ‘perceived’, beyond the pure textual content, into all of its associative conjunctions: We are also meant to ‘feel’ rather than just to ‘read’ a page. 
In LPDT2 typographic deconstruction is mostly achieved through space; that is the Z axis of virtual three dimensionality. The typeface used throughout the installation was deliberately reduced to two fonts, the standard monospaced typewriter font Courier for the two-dimensional panels (Figure 4) and a classic 5x7 pixel font for the three dimensional letters (Figure 7) and the avatar attachments (Figure 3). Both these choices serve as homage to the history of the work, given that the original printouts of La Plissure du Texte required monospace fonts to be displayed correctly: The 1983 press release was typed in Courier, and the only available font types for screens at that time were simple pixel fonts. As one wanders through the conglomeration the text planes containing their individually coherent sentences will inevitably fall upon one another, creating overlapping layers and presenting the visitor with configurations which will juxtapose as well as superimpose different sizes and angles comprised of many different sentences, enabling readings which may present many entry and exit points. However, since the input text not only manifests upon two dimensional planes but also materializes as three dimensional objects, another juxtaposition which deconstructs the typography is the perception of two dimensional and three dimensional text simultaneously, often one blending into the other, falling upon each other, creating waterfalls and cascades of words, which are indeed meant to be ‘felt’, as well as ‘read’. The ‘conversations’ held by the robotic avatars, as well as the SMS text sent from the physical realm add further layers to this deconstructive process. Furthermore the entire typographic system is in an ever changing state of flux depending upon the motion and view point of the avatar who traverses it.
This visual deconstruction would appear to enhance the transmission of Ascott’s fundamental key phrases: Textual mobility, distributed authorship, emergent semiosis, multiple identity, and participatory poesis are augmented not only through the contributions of the countless historic authors whose words reside inside Project Gutenberg, but additionally through the layers of deconstruction which brings these words and sentences together in ever changing novel visual expositions.

EXHIBITING METAVERSE ART
When looking at artistic activity in virtual worlds it very soon becomes apparent that a considerable amount of creative output is created very much along the lines of its physical counterpart; with the objective of being viewed within a gallery/museum setting – albeit virtually. This accounts for the proliferation of virtual galleries and museums inside Second Life to which visitors are meant to come to with their avatars, very much as one would do so in Real Life with one’s physical body; complete with openings and purchases of the displayed work – more often as limited editions but sometimes also as a unique original (in which case the buyer would inevitably have to rely upon the word of the creator that there is no further copy of the bought item). 
During such events the exhibited artworks consist of standalone virtual artifacts, such as sculptures that are created in-world or virtual photographs which are presented as framed paintings and more recently also video art which is played back on virtual screens inside the virtual gallery. These exhibitions usually have fixed time-spans– again very much in the way that a physical art gallery would allot a specific period for a show. Since the experience of the visitor seems to be one which is based upon an objectively externalized viewing, rather than a subjectively internalized or experientially immersive meeting with the virtual nature of the artwork, it is conceivable that exporting such an exhibit into Real Life would be eminently doable simply by exporting the virtual output (which in the case of the ‘paintings’ would have to have been imported into the virtual world as bitmap textures to begin with), printing it on 2D or 3D printers, and then displaying the outcome in a physical gallery to which visitors can go to with their biological bodies as opposed to their virtual representations.
Yet another approach, mostly used by artists who appear to visit the metaverse for this sole purpose, is the utilization of the metaverse viewer and its native building devices as the software through which art work which is intended to be shown primarily in Real Life is rendered. This type of work may also involve a merger of Real Life and virtual life, and may very often also incorporate performances in which virtual avatars are expected to interact with a Real Life audience. However, regardless of whether there is a performative aspect or not, since the work in question has been conceived of as one which is meant to come into effect through the participation of a physical audience, it is to be assumed that bringing such artworks into the physical world would pose no major conceptual challenges: Given that bringing the virtual artifact into Real Life is the primary objective of the undertaking, the strategies for doing so would already be built into the creative system from the onset. 


Exhibiting LPDT2 in the metaverse
There is however a further type of creative undertaking to be found in the metaverse which is extremely difficult to replicate in Real Life, and LPDT2 falls very much under this category: These are creations that are all-inclusive environments which come into being through a custom created geography and climate, usually stretching themselves out over an entire metaverse simulator which is used to create a continuously engaging experience, comprised of many interrelated artifacts that cannot be easily separated from one another and which provide a complex visual/sonic system that calls to be perceived in its entirety, growing out of its own artificial ecology, meant to be visited and experienced therein. Indeed these types of experiences can also be seen as the virtual counterparts to exhibitions such as Robert Morris’ ‘Bodyspacemotionthings‘
, which explicitly form an environment in which the visitor becomes part of the artwork rather than remaining a spectator. Thus, at the very least these spaces require a walkthrough in order to be seen with full impact; however at their best they will evoke remarkably heightened states of engagement in their visitors.

Such spaces may be thematic, indeed sometimes follow tangible concepts and storylines which may even be potentially defined as artistic Role Play environments in which visitors are meant to experience the artwork by following up on the presented concepts/storylines by taking on the roles which are made available to them within the environment itself. However, in many cases these ecologies may also be based upon concepts and abstractions from which visitors are expected to derive their own meanings and experiences. To achieve such heightened levels of engagement in many of these all-inclusive virtual ecologies the creators also often provide avatar costumes which are deemed to be very effective devices in bringing about enhanced states of identification - a strategy which we also put to good use in LPDT2.

As a general rule such virtual art ecologies do not have a specific duration or a statically defined appearance; more often than not they will be around for many months if not indeed for years, whilst undergoing continuous changes during their lifespan. As is already implicit from this lack of predetermined timeframe, with this type of output the objective can be defined as an invitation for others to come and live inside the created space – to make it their own, and ultimately to become creatively active in it. The desire is that the piece slowly unfolds through many lengthy visits, some lasting for days or even weeks, and that the incomers proceed to utilize the landscape for their own ends – to play in, and by extension to become creatively active in on a personal level. 
It is our observation that one of the most noteworthy things about metaverse creativity is that it breeds creativity in others; that one of the most vital forms of artistic interaction manifests in the form of a ‘cadavre exquis’ in which artwork gets built through progressive layers in which an artist will use an existent artwork to further construct upon. Such second order output is usually evidenced as virtual photography and machinima which has become a major creative outlet for many virtual world residents, and through which they will derive their own imaginative interpretations which are often evidenced as remarkably sophisticated documentations of their experiences and playful activity within such ecosystem artworks. Other forms of output may involve story-telling which takes its trajectory from the art environment, either as in-world performative sessions which are acted out inside the artwork itself or as creative writing displayed on the many blogs which metaverse story-tellers are known to keep. 
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Figure 4: LPDT2, ‘The Syncretic Cathedral’. Second Life, 2010.
Although we were aware from the onset that LPDT2 was to be exhibited in Real Life, nonetheless we could not help but think of the work as such a metaverse environment first and foremost. We believe that what makes metaverse creative output uniquely valuable as an art form are its immersive characteristics, especially in regards to how this brings about a wish, which very often culminates into an ability to generate further creativity in others. All three of us had taken this noteworthy attribute of the metaverse into consideration in our prior output; we had mostly created full geographies into which other avatars had come to play and to create. After discussing our standpoint with Roy Ascott and obtaining his approval, which given his own life-long emphasis regarding the behavioral nature of contemporary art was of course very easily attained (Ascott 2003: 109 - 126), we proceeded to build LPDT2 as an immersive, participatory, all-inclusive environment /ecosystem of no fixed temporality, put at the disposal of all avatars for investigation, creativity and play - in accord with the emergently creative nature of the metaverse.  


Exhibiting LPDT2 in Real Life
Following from the above, exhibiting LPDT2 in Real Life is a challenge which we have always been much aware of, and continue to be so. Although the work has been exhibited three times over the past two years it has to be acknowledged that our preparations in the summer of 2010, when we were actively building the system, actually only took into account the affordances of the first of these displays and that subsequent showings were adaptations and/or documentations of the initial output. This first showing was projected into Real Life in Korea during the INDAF new media art festival, which also hosted a major retrospective of Ascott’s work, held at Tomorrow City, Songdo Incheon, throughout September 2010. 
In this first exposition we were extraordinarily lucky since the organizers of the festival provided the means whereby a live event effectuated by a number of ‘tour guide’ avatars, which we custom created for the occasion (and who were dressed in the proper LPDT2 attire), could be realized: Even in a culture as technologically advanced as Korea it still cannot be expected that all visitors will be savvy enough to operate a virtual world avatar by themselves; therefore a docent who can assist visitors in this task and who is available throughout the viewing hours of the work is of the essence. It was the provision of such assistance that enabled us to project LPDT2 as a work into which visitors could become interactively immersed and play - both with the environment/architecture that surrounded them as well as with the robotic avatars that resided within it. Since the environment was open to virtual visitors in Second Life, and since the simulator was very well visited by avatars from all over the globe, an added layer of interaction was also achieved between the visitors that accessed the environment from the physical gallery space in Korea and those that came from elsewhere through virtual means.
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Figure 5: LPDT2, Conversing robotic avatars. Second Life, 2010.
The availability of a docent through whom an immersive virtual visit could be actuated for the gallery audience was indeed a blessing which greatly encouraged us to proceed with our plans for realizing the work as an immersive environment, as discussed above. However, as preparations in Korea progressed it became apparent that our luck actually extended even further than this; that LPDT2 was to be projected into Real Life in a very special way: For this we have to thank Roy Ascott’s already mentioned preoccupation with the metaphor of the table-top as a viewing system, which through its many associations almost automatically brings with it a heightened sense of engagement, and through which the long held western tradition based upon a single view point can be broken most effectively.  Further thanks go to the curator of the show, Byoung Hak Ryu (2010: 29 - 31), who realized Ascott’s wish by projecting the display onto a horizontal flat surface which was surrounded by an elevated viewing platform from where visitors could gaze down upon the display. Thus LPDT2 could be experienced from many viewpoints depending upon where one stood in relation to the projection upon the ground.

While the table-top viewpoint is a noteworthy concept in and of itself, in the case of LPDT2 for which the textual deconstruction described earlier in this chapter is the predominant visual element, a viewing system which enabled multiple viewpoints to a textual conglomeration that is meant to be ‘felt’ rather than ‘read’, in which the coming together of the words of many authors from the past provides the context for a non-sequential, non-linear narrative with many simultaneous entry and exist points, provided an additional, unforeseen and yet highly desirable stratum of complexity. 

The second and third showings of LPDT2 in Real Life occurred as a part of Ascott’s retrospective exhibit ‘The Syncretic Sense’ at the [SPACE] gallery in London in May/June 2011
; and as one of the works shown in the ‘Uncontainable: Hyperstrata’ exhibit
 which was a part of the ISEA2011 art gallery during the early autumn of 2011 in Istanbul. In both cases the organizers were in no position to provide a docent who could assist gallery audiences and therefore the display had to be adapted from direct, real-time immersion through an avatar to viewing a documentation of the work. 

Since we had foreseen such an eventuality we had documented the work extensively both as videos and photographs. Thus we did in fact have ample material to work with. What we had also taken care to do whilst shooting the footage was to work in such a way that the documentational output would be of artistic merit in its own right, with proper lighting and sky settings, sound capture, diverse camera angles comprising many alternative shots of the same locations which would enable us to conduct extensive video editing. Consequently, what we obtained as an end result was not a raw documentation, but a 20 minute long, HD narrative walkthrough video of the environment which also showed the behaviors of its indigenous residents, the robotic avatars - in short, something which could be enjoyed almost as standalone artifact, that we hoped could stand in lieu of the genuine item
. That there was no way in which we could replicate the experiential qualities of the immersive virtual environment no matter how expertly we put together its documentation was a foregone conclusion, however we worked very diligently to minimize such loss as much as we possibly could. 
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Figure 6: ISEA2011. Panorama stitch showing LPDT2 at Kasa Gallery, Istanbul.

While at [SPACE] gallery in London we only presented the video, which was projected in a very large size onto a wall located in a darkened part of the gallery, for the ‘Uncontainable: Hyperstrata’ exhibit we were given an entire room at Kasa Gallery, a well regarded venue for conceptual/new media art in Istanbul. The curator of ISEA2011, Lanfranco Aceti, urged us to utilize all four walls for a documentation of the work which would also incorporate sketches, drawings, plans, diagrams and screenshots of the work that went beyond a mere showing of the video itself. This led us to the idea of creating a documentation of the entire history of La Plissure du Texte; that is not only LPDT2, the virtual incarnation of Ascott’s earlier work in 2010, but also what came before it in 1983. 

To achieve this we created a frieze of text, set against a dark narrow background, which went along the walls of the room. Upon this we placed a second layer of semi-transparent screenshots of the virtual environment, as well as samples of text from 1983 and 2010. The LCD screen which showed the video was also mounted against this dark band. Thus, when walked along from left to right the informational content allowed the visitor to trace the history of Ascott’s seminal work and observe its extraordinary capability for transformation, adaptation and regeneration, as invigorative today as it was three decades ago when first conceived. 


WORK IN PROGRESS
La Plissure du Texte 2 continues its residency in the open metaverse, at the independent New Genres Grid
, started by Max Moswitzer in 2011. The decision to move out of Second Life into the open metaverse was brought about due to a pricing policy change of Linden Labs whereby the vastly reduced tier cost for non-profit land was effectively done away with. This has caused a mass exodus of many universities and non-profit organizations, as well as individuals who were renting land for their own creative endeavors, from Second Life. While it seems to us that the majority of instiutions and individuals that left Second Life may have left virtual worlds as a creative/learning platform altogether, some like us, have set up in the open metaverse.
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Figure 7: LPDT2 at NGrid, 2011. The table hall and the letter columns.
While the open metaverse appears to be the future of virtual worlds, it has to be acknowledged that in its current state the technical system does not yet match Second Life when it comes to properties such as virtual physics, the workings of certain scripted objects such as sound prims
 and the like; although the gap with regards to these is closing almost on a daily basis. While performance and stability are vastly improved to what they were even only a few years ago (indeed the improvement of these being the main factors that have made the current move feasible), again it has to be acknowledged that, although here again the gap is speedily closing, at this date Second Life is still far more stable in these regards as well. That said, it would not appear to be overly optimistic to state that when it comes to technological issues the open metaverse is likely to resolve all current shortcomings within a foreseeable future. As a point in case: Virtual Physics, the lack of which has been a major hindrance to creative activity, is now being tested and implemented in many standalone grids and is likely to become endemic to the entire system within the next few months. 
However, the main shortcoming resides neither in scripting or performance, but rather in the lack of a socio-economic system which has brought about the proliferation of virtual goods and artifacts that is on staggering display in Second Life. For this to come about there would seem to be a need for a critical mass of player-consumers for which the, as of yet, sparse population of the open metaverse cannot account for at this moment in time. And, it has to be acknowledged that much of the creative activity that goes on in the metaverse needs this type of economic sustenance to come about: The goods provide the toys with which residents play, and then by extension proceed to become creatively active. And it is these player-creators who come into ecologies such as LPDT2 – bringing about the participation, and the level of engagement that goes towards the ‘cadavre exquis’ described earlier on in this chapter, that our work ultimately calls for. 
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Figure 8: LPDT2 at NGrid, 2011. ‘Selavy’s spirals’
Consequently, in terms of the near future, a crucial portion of what needs to be accomplished is out of our own immediate control, depending upon an improvement of the overall social conditions of the open metaverse; only through which our work, which at the end of the day intrinsically relies on virtual participation, can realize its full potential. 

While we are aware of and note upon these current deficiencies, we are nonetheless optimistic for the future: Virtual worlds and the metaverse are in their infancy, and furthermore incorporate the vastly novel experience of an existence enacted through a three dimensionally materialized, and yet elusive and intangible, ‘body in code’
 that it will take some time for humankind to adjust to. While a proprietary world such as Second Life, with its rules, assistance and safeguards that are administered through a centralized authority, has made these initial steps relatively easy accomplishments for its members; the unstructured, open ended nature of the open metaverse remains as a daunting experience in which one is meant to forge one’s own way in the most fundamental sense of the word. 

However, with all of the shortcomings – and maybe even because of them - there also comes an exhilarating sense of creative freedom, and it is this license to do precisely as one wants that is making our current sojourn in the open metaverse so very worthwhile. Although we have stressed the importance of a virtual participation for art ecosystems in the metaverse to truly come into their own, nonetheless their absence brings about a mindset in which experimentation as well as extended contemplation and reflection upon one’s own output can take place in an unhindered manner, spread over lengthy periods of time. Indeed in the open metaverse the simulator transforms itself into something that is akin to a Real Life studio in which an artist can work in seclusion, away from prying eyes, and away from the pressure to perform that the immediate presence of art consumer avatars which the crowded milieu of Second Life tends to bring with it. We have therefore become far more experimental while we are working on the second incarnation of LPDT2. 

As previously mentioned, the New Genres Grid version of LPDT2 is not a replication of what we built in Second Life. Again, some of this does have to do with technical restrictions, especially those concerning physics through which we managed to obtain the deconstructed text waterfalls in Second Life. 

One of the visual elements of which we have been making far greater usage of is color. Whereas the Second Life build was largely monochromatic with only judicious splashes of color here and there, in the New Genres Grid version color is used far more boldly, also painted over great expanses of space and onto large, imposing visual elements, such as ‘Selavy’s spirals’ in the image above. While the Second Life build was highly abstracted, at New Genres Grid recognizable elements such as the tables in the entry level table hall have been integrated into the visual language. Semitransparent ‘doors’ textured with ASCII images and sentences from Ascott’s original work are another element of this language that anchors the new installation within the historical context: The doors serve as a means of transport, as teleportation portals which take the virtual visitor from one location to another within the environment, and thus to other portions of the text, again alluding to the textural mobility, by pleating the virtual space and allowing connections between previously distant elements. Robotic avatars have not yet been placed however we are planning for them to be a much greater part of the work. Unlike the Second Life build in which very few of them placed onto separate floors, in this version we plan on using much greater number, maybe even crowds of them in action – in short, as many as we can depending upon system capabilities. Yet another addition to the avatar population are clone avatars which can be manipulated to behave as intricate animated systems that operate within the architecture.  Finally, the appearance of all these inhabitants is expected to be far more colorful, in accord with the ecosystem which they are a part of.


Future Technologies

We are well aware that as online, three dimensional technologies which bring together the physical realm and virtual worlds continue to develop many new interventions to the existent structure of LPDT2, as well as entirely new structures which may or may not emerge from the already existent one can be contemplated: As an example, a potential increase in the availability of kinesthetic and somatic interfaces which can be expected to vastly augment avatar agency into states of online hyperpresence were already forecast by Frank Biocca in 1999 when he said that:

“… it may be possible to develop a medium in which one feels greater “access to the intelligence, intentions, and sensory impressions of another” than is possible in the most intimate face-to-face communication. One aspect of what might be called hyperpresence” (Biocca, 1997) may be possible in the social presence domain as well. Of course, it is hard for us now to imagine a medium that can create greater intimacy than face-to-face communication. But this misses the point of social presence and the very artifice of the body itself. … But, for example, inner states might be communicated more vividly through the use of sensors that can amplify subtle physiological or nonverbal cues. These can augment the intentional and unintentional cues used in interpersonal communication to assess the emotional states and intentions of others.” (Biocca 1999: 113 - 144) 

In terms of kinesthetic interfaces for avatar interactions headway is already being made by adapting devices such as Microsoft’s Kinect or the Nintendo Wii controller to provide 3D gesture-based input to 3D gaming worlds and the metaverse (Sreedharan et al. 2007: 227 – 230). 
When it comes to robotic avatars, which are a component of LPDT2 that we are paying much attention to, there is much promise for their future in a study currently conducted at the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, where ‘Eddie’ a virtual agent in Second Life has his own set of beliefs, as well as the ability to reason about these beliefs and to draw conclusions in a manner that matches the reasoning patterns of human children whose biological age corresponds to his virtual age. This includes a partially-developed ‘Theory of Mind,’ which allows him to understand, predict and manipulate the behavior of other agents and human players (Bringsjord et al 2008: 87 – 98).
In terms of display systems much improvement is also likely to be in the offering in the immediate future. While sophisticated display systems which combined the visual/sonic experience with other sensory data have been around for quite some, recent developments lead to the hope that such systems may soon become widely available to the general public: An innovation such as the amBX
 lighting system, originally developed by Phillips, is already impactful enough for hardware, peripheral and device manufacturers to have embarked upon the process of creating amBX enabled products for all types of users, from large businesses to home consumers. One such device which can be effectively used at home is the Sensory Effect Media Player (SEMP)
 by means of which a team of researchers from Klagenfurt University are working upon transmitting physical effects such as lighting, wind and tremor through fans, a wrist rumbler, an enhanced sound system, and a lighting system which are most efficiently rigged up around a personal computer; presenting the effects within the real world by utilizing the amBX equipment (Wlatl et al 2010: 124 - 129). 
Through such novel technologies it is to be expected that interactions between humans (and as importantly those between human and non-human agents) inside virtual worlds will be taken to altogether new levels of communication over the next few years. The manner in which artistic output generated within these worlds is projected into the physical realm is also likely to undergo vast changes in the near future. In terms of our own work we are delighted to foresee that the input of display systems such as amBX, which extend the impact of visual/sonic virtual material to encompass sensory effects as well, will vastly increase the effect of our undertakings during future Real Life showings of our work. 
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� avatar name: Alpha Auer.


� avatar name: Selavy Oh.


� avatar name: MosMax Hax.


� Given that ‘Real Life’ is the term with which virtual world residents refer to the real world which we all inhabit with our biological bodies we too shall be using these words to refer to physical realm throughout this text.


� http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/bodyspacemotionthings/default.shtm


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.spacestudios.org.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/roy-ascott-the-syncretic-sense" �http://www.spacestudios.org.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/roy-ascott-the-syncretic-sense� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://isea2011.sabanciuniv.edu/other-event/uncontainable-hyperstrata" �http://isea2011.sabanciuniv.edu/other-event/uncontainable-hyperstrata� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://lpdt2.blogspot.com/2011/04/documentational-video-of-second-life.html" �http://lpdt2.blogspot.com/2011/04/documentational-video-of-second-life.html� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://newgenresgrid.blogspot.com/" �http://newgenresgrid.blogspot.com/� 


� prim: the universal three dimensional building block of online virtual worlds, a cube of 0.5 meters in its default state.


� Hansen, M., (2006), Bodies in Code: Interfaces with Digital Media. Routledge, New York


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ambx.com/" �http://www.ambx.com/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xWpDCABp6zg" �http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xWpDCABp6zg� 





