Interactive Virtual Architecture: Back-Curating Flight and Visitors as Tramway-Driver
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Abstract: - The interactive media artists want to visualize places of their fantasies, particularly render them visitable for the audience. Visitors can experience these places as possible; they can be surrounded by them from all sides such as in the so-called environments. Visitors can even be in them. There are also examples, where the visitors navigate in places, recordings of which have been manipulated by the artist, so that the artistic value of the work and not just the experience of a specific place have been pointed out. 
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1
Introduction

Cities, which are characterized by their urban planning, architecture and their landscape, are often dominant motifs in interactive media art. They are mostly represented with their characteristics so that simulating reality has been the first aim. From the war industry with the flight-simulators we know examples with precise presentation of cities. From the game industry we know also presentations, particularly animations of real cities. There are also examples known from town-planning, which represent planned cities or city-parts. 

As another medium for representing, in particularly for “creating” a city has been considered the Net itself. The architecture theorist William J. Mitchell in his book “The City of Bits” considers the Net as an own kind of City, which he defines as “a city unrooted to any definite spot on the surface of the earth, shaped by connectivity and bandwidth constraints rather than by accessibility and land values, largely asynchronous in its operation, and inhabited by disembodied and fragmented subjects who exist as collections of aliases and agents. Its places will be constructed virtually by software instead of physically from stones and timbers, and they will be connected by logical linkages rather then by doors, passageways, and streets.”[6]

 Furthermore Mitchell opinion is that the buildings and parts of buildings “must now be related not only to their natural and urban contexts, but also to their cyberspace settings. Increasingly, they must be equipped with electronic sensors and effectors, oboard processing power, sophisticated internal telecommunications capabilities, software, and capacity for getting bits on and off – much like computer screen space that can be programmed for many different uses.”[6] Possibilities for representing a city are also in interactive media art, as in other artforms existent. Examples in this paper show two different styles for abstracting the reality (abstracting cities) taking into consideration the representation of existing cities. 
2
Researching Virtual Cities focusing on the Interface
This paper deals with the perception of virtual represented cities focusing on the possibility to interact with them. To research this, an important parameter that will be considered is their interface. The methods used for this research are based on the iconological-iconographic principles and on other parameters used for encoding artworks taught at the Vienna University / Department of Art History. Questions, such as how do the interface and the artistic manipulation change the perception of an interactive virtual reality will be focused on. What is the meaning of the abstraction in those virtual representations? 
2.1
"Virtual Balance" (1995-97) of Fleischmann & Strauss and “Karlsruhe Moviemap” (1991) of Naimark
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Fig.1, Virtual Balance, 1995-1997. Fleischmann & Strauss.
In the work "Virtual Balance" (1995-97, Fig. 1) of Monika Fleischmann and Wolfgang Strauss, the visitor can navigate through a virtual space by shifting the body’s weight over a platform. Through this intuitive interface the virtual environment, which is being projected on a large screen in front of the user can be explored in all directions. The visitor stands on the platform, which measures with specific sensors the changes that appear through the movements of the visitors – respectively measures the changes of the gravity. The direction of the movements in the virtual space is updated according to the left or right movements of the visitor. The height of the virtual flight is calculated according to the forward or backward movements of the user. He or she can rich the position of bird's eye perspective, or descent and rich the ground level. The high-level of the flight determines the speed of the navigation: in the ground level the user is walking and ascending the user is being more quickly. The main aim of the artists was to create a device for navigating, which is more intuitive. As the start position has been calculated the staying of the user over the platform. The position of the user in the virtual environment depends on the data, which results from the visitor’s movement on the platform. Flying is an old dream of humans. Same also flying back in time. This work integrates these two elements in one. 

Immersion of the visitor in this virtual space results through the harmony of the visitors’ movements and the virtual realities’ accordance to these movements. The levels of the details, which were represented, were different: the visitors could see more in modus of walking, especially if he came near to an object. The visitor could see less by flying – the details were reduced, the city was more abstracted. This representation visualizes an ancient Roman city "Colonia Ulpia Traiana", which was near the today’s Xanten. The visualization was done in corporation with archaeologists and construction engineers from the Dortmund University. Only fragments of this old city can be seen today. 

The influence of Dechirico and the metaphysical painting is here remarkable. To my question if Monika Fleischmann and Wolfgang Strauss knows the works of Giorgio de Chirico or of the metaphysical painting and if they have a meaning for them, I get the following answer: 

“Beide Male: ja. Wenn Sie auf Licht und Schatten ansprechen: das war u.a. Thema in unserer Arbeit Home of the Brain (1991/92), Goldene Nica interaktive Kunst 1992. Sie war als Teil von "Berlin, Cyber City" konzipiert und verbindet (wie de Chirico) reale und imaginäre Elemente der Rauminszenierung. Zu dieser Zeit begannen wir mit darüber nachzudenken, was ein virtueller Raum ist und wie er dargestellt werden könnte. Wir haben uns dabei u.a. mit de Chirico und seinen traumähnlichen Stadtbildern mit imaginären Elementen, mit Licht und Schatten und multiperspektivischen Raumkonstruktionen; mit der Insel Utopia, nach dem Roman von Thomas More / Thomas Morus; mit Camillos Gedächtnistheater, mit dem Thema des Labyrinths usw. beschäftigt. [...]“[8] 
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Fig.2, Karlsruhe Moviemap, 1991. Michael Naimark.
A different representation of a city in interactive media art is the work “Karlsruhe Moviemap” (1991, Fig. 2) of Michael Naimark, which is realized in commission of the Zentrum fur Kunst und Medientechnologie (ZKM) in Karlsruhe (Germany). According to Naimark “Karlsruhe has a well-known tramway system, with over 100 km of track snaking from the downtown pedestrian area out to neighboring villages at the edge of the Black Forest”.[9] This is the reason why Karlsruhe has been chosen.

The tramway system of the city of Karlsruhe was shot in both directions with a camera from a tramcar. The camera triggered by the tram’s electronic odometer every two, four and eight meters per frame according to the location. The tracks represent an artistic intention for representing the traveling. They don’t show a real view like these that the travelers see during the tramway’s journey in Karlsruhe. The tracking is an abstraction of this journey and as such it represents a different view to the city of Karlsruhe. “One intention was to abstract rather than simulate reality […]”,[9] so Naimark. The shots illusionate a track as if it were cut and matched. Further, also the speed can be manipulated by the visitors so that speeding up to one kilometer per second can be reached continuously. This is also an element of abstracting, which is being realized in virtual way. For controlling speed and direction is used a lever and for choosing in which direction to go at each intersection, are used three footswitches (left, center, and right).

3
Comparison based on Interface and Visual Manipulations of the Reality
In both works is a city the leitmotif of the work. In Fleischmann and Strauss’ work, the ancient Roman city "Colonia Ulpia Traiana" is represented abstracting it so that some parts haven’t been represented. In Naimarks work has been abstracted so that the recordings of the city of Karlsruhe have been played non-continuously. The recorded sequences are mapped and create a non-linear narrativity. Also the speed that can be manipulated by the visitors underlines the non-linearity of this work. 

In both works the interactivity has been limited as a kind of navigation. In Fleischmann and Strauss’ work the visitors can navigate in different levels and due to this their speed is changed automatically. In Naimarks work the visitors can change the speed of the traveling by themselves and the navigation through the city is possible from the tramway perspective. The interface with the shifting of their weight is intuitive compare to the complex navigation with a lever and three footswitches. But on the other hand Naimark wanted to give to the visitors the feeling of driving the tram, the feeling of choosing the own tramway traveling route through the city. With the equipment of the lever and three footswitches as navigating tools he made the self-driving of a tram more real for the visitors. The visitor becomes the tram-driver. In Fleischmann and Strauss’ work the visitor has to make different movements over the plate – this work has been also for physiotherapeutic purposes developed. For the contemporary society, which is characterized through working sitting in chairs (office-work), would be an advantage if this kind of navigation in the future would be more applied. 

Representing cities by abstracting them has been used also in other works supported by new media, for example in films. According to the culture and media theorist Katharina Gsöllpointner “The fragmentation, questioning, dissolution and the production of new relationships of a constructed and coincidental environment can, however, appear only simultaneously with the knowledge of urban and trans-global (electronic) communication. A critical reflection of social reality can take place only in connection with the idea of an experimental and visionary alternative in the field of architecture and urban planning which not only foresees changes in our environment, but also implies them in artistic designs.”[7] Due to this Gsöllpointner added that “Virtual reality in film, for instance, has contributed more to this development since Fritz Lang's "Metropolis" at the latest than is realized by the present creators of VR.”[7] 

4
Conclusions
The form of the interaction as a kind of navigation has also already been used in different architecture visualizations done for planning purposes. But navigating in a city by shifting the body’s weight over a platform (as in the work “Virtual Balance”), while the visitors decide if they will “walk” slowly or “fly” through the represented city is a new possibility which has been offered only in interactive media art. The perception of the visitors as navigator has increased by this kind of navigation. On the one hand the visit of the city seems to be more realistic because the visitor is in it (also displayed) – he or she is a part of a once existent city. And on the other hand the visitors can control the visit of the city in a fine-tuned intuitive way. A presence of a surrealistic fantasy is perceivable in that that the visitor can “fly” over and through the city and can see the details due to his or her speed. The representation of columns of an antique city – an element known from de Chirico’s paintings – reminds of surrealistic works, respectively of metaphysical painting. Through the creative possibilities for navigation (including the innovative interface), artistic representations form based on metaphysical style, and through the used abstraction different perception levels of the visitor are activated simultaneously. Compare to until now known forms of city-representations the elements used in this kind of art cause a new kind of perception emerge. Through the motif of the city, not the city itself has been treated as a theme, but the visit of the city. Also the work “Karlsruhe Moviemap” offers a new city perception characterized by the kind of the navigation (visitors become tramway-driver), the interface and the representation of the city by artistically self-arranged shots. The manipulation of the speed of the city-travel which can be modified due to the speed of the tramway-drive is an element which causes the level of the reality perception to change. It can be concluded that, not the representation of a city with digital technique is a new one or the navigation in a city, but its representation modified artistically, and at the same time offering a new kind of interaction and an appropriate new kind of interface. These make a new overall impression of a city representation. The motif of the city in context with the interface and the interactivity transports the meaning that the visitors are tramway – driver in the city of Karlsruhe. Displaying such kinds of artworks in darken museum rooms, projecting them in large-scale are also relevant factors for their perception by visitors.
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