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software allows a viewer's entire body to engage with 
the text. In the Text Rain installation viewers see a 
rnirrored black-and-white video of themselves on a 
large projection sereen Colored letters in the projection 
fall down on them horn above, like rain or snow The 
characters can be caught. lifted, and then let fall again 
If a person accumulates enough letters along their 
outstretched arms, or any other dark object. they can 
sometimes "catch" an entire word, or even a phrase. The 
letters are not random, but lines of a poem by Evan 
Zimroth (1993) about bodies and language3 

Similarly to the text in the Poetic Garden, the text 
here continues to serve its symbolic function as an 
decipherable code, but also as an "object" viewers can 
engage with as if it were areal physieal entity In Stream 
of Consciousness, physical interventions eause the text to 
morph and mutate; in Text Rain the physical act of 
catching letters is necessary in order to read the text at 
all. The act of reading takes on a physical dimension. 

Using a video camera as an input device allows the 
letters in Text Rain to respond to a wide variety of 
human gestures and motions. There is no "wrang" way 
to interact with this piece. Because most of one's body 
is visible in the virtual space of the screen as well as in 
the physical space in front of the screen, a pleasurable 
confusion results between the screen space and the real 
space. Because no complicated apparatus is involved to 
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18,2 Text Rain by Camille Utterback and RDmy Achituv (1999). 

immediate impact, allowing visitors to start reading 
anywhere and spend as much or as little time as they 
like with the piece. 

Given these observations about simplicity of 

interaction and brevity of content, a question presents 
itself using a simple, familiar physical interaction which 
maintains the users' sense of control. how far can the 

complexity of the content be pushed? Is there a 

necessary correlation between simple interaction and 

simple content? Or is it possible to create a body­
centric interactive piece with the storytelling capacity 

of an epic novel or a play? In Text Rain, for instance, 

what would be the appropriate interaction for 

pragrcssing to a new body of text? How might one 
"turn the page" or choose a different "chapter"? 

This is an issue that we struggled with in the design 
of the Tilty Table, and eventually worked around by 
building several identical tables with different content 
on each (a strategy with obvious limitations), Jeffrey 
Shaw's (1989) bicycle in The Legible City (figure 18.4) 

features a button to seleet between various eities, which 
seems like a reasonable concession, but could result in 

the need for cumbersome instructions and a conceptual 

separation between "setting up" the piece and actually 
experiencing it. Of the pieees Utterback describes, 

perhaps the see-saw has the richest storytelling 

potential: by presenting the progression of a 
relationship through two opposing points of view that 

correspond to the alternating up and down positions of 
the see-saw, this format can very simply lead the visitor 
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between them. The video interface allows people to be 
physically engaged with the text, but also to engage 
with each other while interacting with the text. 

In another piece of mine, Drawing from Life (2001), 
the text's behavior is even more tightly coupled to the 
viewer - it becomes them ffigure 18.3). Upon entering 
the installation space, participants encounter a live 
video projeetion of themselves, but their images are 
completely transformed into the letters 'A" "I" "C:' and 
"C - the letters representing the four proteins of 
DNA. The letters are color-coded based on the color 
associated with each protein horn computer-analyzed 
gels scientists use when decoding the genome. The 
color saturation of any particular letter is based on the 

..	 brightness of the color in the incoming video, so some 
amount of detail about each person is visible. It is 
remarkable how recognizable individuals are even in 
this abstracted form.18.3. Drawing from life by (amille Utterback (2001). 

By abstracting live imagery of a viewer's body into 
become "immersed" you can easily feel present in both the letters that compose DNA the installation raises 
the physical and virtual space simultaneously, or questions about our embodiment and the code that is 
seamlessly shift back and forth between the two. both part of, and helps produce our "selves." As in the 

It is also significant that this interface ailows previously described installations, here again the 
participants to engage not only using their whole boundary between flesh and abstraction is questioned 
bodies. but also with othcr people's bodies in the by the content of the interactive text as weil as by its 
installation space. People often cooperate to catch behavior. 
letters - holding hands or stretching coats and scarves When viewers recognize that the projected imagery is 

through a compelling narrative are.	 From Adrianne WortzeL's Online Response 
All of the works discussed in Utterback's essay create Camille Utterback and Romy Achituv's (1999) Text Rain 

provocatively poetic experiences at thc interseetion of is one of my favorite works in the world, in that it acts 
the body and the symbolie. The physical forms shape out the manipulation of text through physical will. In 
thc experiences by informing and constraining the doing so, it not only gives us pleasure but also 
interactions: In many ways, the constraints of the actualizes the pluralistic significance of words as 
pieces described by Utterback are integral to their message, meaning. metaphor, symbol and object. In her 
.~uccess and beauty. Like haiku. they have a certain grace writing here, she covers weil the story of artists' 
and power in their rigId simplicity. If these pieces are working with external manipulation by extending 
the haiku of the genre, how might we go about creating ourselves physically. I would Iike to add some 
the Homer? cornrnents on the internalization oE these controls by 

way of attaching computing mechanisms to the body 
itself and, alternatively, internalizing them 

Stelarc's (1997) performative works are driven by a 
philosophy that engages the obsolesence of the human 
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a translation of themselves, they "test" the 

correspondence by moving parts of their body ­
tilting their head, waving their arms, etc. Once the 
connection is made, viewers "play" with manipulating 
their transformed symbolic "self" using their physical 
body. The ease with which one controls one's video 
image is comparable to the experience of controlling 
üne's image in a mirror. By distancing this connection 
through the abstracting of the live image into letters, 
viewers become more aware of the discrepancy 
between the abstraction and their bodies. The letters 
also continually flicker and change between the 
characters, as if they had a Iife of their own. Viewers 
recognize that this abstraction is simultaneously "them" 
and "not them" The image of DNA characters "stands 
in" für thern, and on some level "stands for" them in the 
way that genetic code does, and in the way that the 
letters "stand for" the proteins themselves 

The text in Jeffrey Shaw's (1989) The Legible City 

installation does not respond to user's actions per se, 
but instead puts the user in the position of acting 
within the space of the text (figure 18.4). Stream of 
Consciousness puts the text into the viewer's physical 
space. Text Rain inserts the viewer's image into a flat 
abstract space along with the text. The Legible City 

inserts the user's point of view via computer-generated 
linear perspective into a dimensional space made 

18.response.2. Stelarc's Exoskeleton. Cyborg Frictions, 
Dampfzentrale, Sem, 24 November to 1 December, 1999. (Photo 
Domi Ilik Landweh r, permission Stelarc) 
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18.4. The Legible City by Jeffrey Shaw (1989). 

body and the charnpioning of cyborg development 
(figure 18.response.2-3). For artists working with 
extensions of biological functions, in order to express 
metaphors, they have to work Iiterally, attaching 
themselves to or ingesting devices. [...] 

In A -positive, a biobotic work by Eduardo Kac and Ed 

Bennett (1997), blood was transferred frorn a human 
to a robot, dextrose frorn the robot to the human ­

man and machine exchanging nutrients in a symbiotic 

relationship. Alba, the green f1uorescent bunny, v.:,as 
created with a synthetic mutation of an existing gene 
found in a fluorescent jellyfish Kac describes this work 
as "a new form of art based on the use of genetic 

engineering to transfer natural or synthetic genes to an 
organism, to create unique human beings." 

http://www.electronicbookreview.com/thread/firstperson/wortzelr1 
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entirely of text In this installation the user sits on a 
real bicycle and pedals his or her way through a virtual 
landscape of text. The individual characters ofthe text 
in this installation become the architecture. Each letter 
is monumentally rendered in three chmensions, and 

takes the place of a building along the city streets of 
this space. Theletters march off into the horizon. 
defining streets and avenues that correspond to real 
city maps of New York. Amsterdam, or Karlsruhe, 
Germany. In two of the cityscapes, the size of each 
letter in the text actually corresponds to the size of the 
builchng it represents. The text from which each city is 
"created" is also text about that city. The texts vary 
from contemporary quotes and writing to descriptions 
of historical events. The Drawing from Life installation 
conflates code with body. In a similar move, The Legible 
City equates descriptions of cities with the city itself. 

In The Legible City, in order to read the texts stretched 
along the city streets (similarly to Text Rain) one must 
use one's body. A button on the bicycle interface allows 
the user to instantaneously switch views between the 
cities. but to move anywhere within the environment 
requires real physical exertion. Unlike so many virtual 
worlds. here distance matters. One's legs are the means 
of transport. but also an essential part of the equation 
if one wishes to read. The tension between this 
symbolic city - both "rendered" by text and virtual-­

18.response.3. Stelarc's Handswriting - writing one word 
simultaneously with three hands. Maki Gallery, Tokyo, 22 May. 
1982. (Photo Keisuke Oki, permission Stelarc) 

l... 

and the physical exertion required to move through it. 
is the tension between the material and the abstract 
that has informed all of the pieces discussed so far. 

In Shaw's The Legible City. one has the illusion that 

one's point of view is changing based on the changing 
imagery on the projection screen. As is often the case 
with computer interfaces, the viewer sits still while the 
chsplay simulates motion. Two of my works require 
that one actually physically change one's point of view 
to interact with the piece. In the first of these pieces. 
Vicissitudes. a six-foot ladder and achalk outline on the 
floor provide the interface for two audio tracks (figure 
18.5). One soundtrack consists of interviews of people 
describing times in their life when they feIt "up" or "on 
top of the world." the other track of times when these 
same people feIt "down" or "low." Climbing the rungs of 
the ladder raises the volurne of the "up" soundtrack. 
while lying down in the chalk oudine raises the volume 
of the "down" soundtrack. Many of our linguistic 
constructs rely on physical metaphor. though they have 
become transparent to us due to their common usage. 
Through its interface. this piece explores the 
embodiedness of language itself. 

In arecent installation created with Adam Chapman 
- See/Saw - we use a see-saw as the interface to two 
screens (figure 18.6). One screen is positioned behind 
each seat of the see-saw across from each other in the 

Utterback Responds 
The questions Gorbet's team wrestled with when 
developing the Tilty Table - how to move through 
content. how to "chose a different chapter" - are 
important questions when developing a functional 
form. If one were making art out of a Tilty Table 
however, the question would be instead. what type of 
emotional content is implied by the tilty-ness of the 
table, or by the sensation of the text disappearing off 
the table's edges7 

http:I(www.electronicbookreview.com(th read(fi rstpe rson(utte rbackr2 
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18.5. Vicissitudes by Camille Utterback (1998). When a user is 
completely at the top of the ladder or within the chalk outline, 
only one soundtrack is audible, but the opposite visual ~ ladder 
or outline - is clearly in view. Between either extreme a mix of 
"up" and "down" is heard, Light levels of spotlights focused on the 
ladder and chalk outline correspond to the volume levels of the 
respective soundtracks, providing additional user feedback, and 
creating a dramatic ambiance, 

installation space, As the users operate the see-saw, 
changing their position from up to down, their motion 
causes changes in words on the scr.eens behind them. 
The words or phrases on the opposing screens will 
always exist in astate of tension or balance 
corresponding to the dynamic of the people on the see­

saw. This installation plays with physical point of view, 
and the physical relationship of balance and tension 
between the two users as it relates to language. 

Of the pieces described so far in this essay, 
Vicissitudes and See/Saw involve the largest-scale 
motions on the part of the user. While these interfaces 
engage the viewer's body on a large scale with a 
symbolic space of language, the language or symbolic 
space cannot exert a physical force on the viewer. In 

Orit Kruglanski's (2000) piece As Much as You Love Me, 

the interface allows words to manipulate the user 

physically as weH as emotionaHy. This interactive poem 

uses a speciaUy designed force-feedback mouse. As the 
user uses the mouse to collect icons on the screen she 
hears the spoken lines of a poem. Each line of the poem 

is what Kruglanski refers to as a nonapology and starts 
with the line, "don't forgive me for..." The more 

nonapologies the user collects and hears, the stronger 
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18.6. See/Saw by Camille Utterback and Adam Chapman (2001), 

the magnetic force on the mouse becomes, making it 
eventually almost impossible for the user to move the 
mouse. When the last line of the poem is collected 
Cforgive me this: I can't remember loving you") the 
force-feedback turns off in a dramatic reversal that 

mirrors the poem. In Kruglanski's piece the symbolic or 
emotional weight of words is brought to bear on one's 
physical freedom of motion. Via the interface of the 

force-feedback mouse, the symbolic content is viscerally 
enacted by the interface onto the user's body. 

In all the pieces discussed in this essay. the symbolic 
world of text or language attains presence in the 

physical world and engagement with viewer's bodies via 
unusual forms of interface. Creative interfaces that 
connect our bodies to this digital media allow the line 

to be transgressed it in new ways In the Interactive 
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Poetic Garden and Text Rain. text becomes objects with 
seemingly physical properties that the user can engage 
with using their body. In Drawmg from Life, characters 
take the shape of the users' boJies. mirroring their 
motions and gestures. In Ihe Legible City, text forms the 
architecture one traverses on a physical bicycle. In 
Vicissitudes and See/Saw, the body on one side of the 
interface must "move." In As Much As You Love Me, the 
interface allows the symbolic to reach into the physical 
world and constrain the user's motions. The flip side of 
the text's transgression into thc physical in these pieces 
is the manner in which the user's body enters the 
symbolic space of the texts - as a blue glow, a 
photographic image. or a point of view What is at stake 
in these artistic investigations, more than the ereative 
possibilities for "interaetive text," is the position and 
status of our bodies as they are increasingly 
represented on sereens, or in the virtual spaee of our 
maehines. As we ereate new interfaces between our 
boilles and our symbolie systems we are in a unusual 
position to rethink and re-embody this relationship 

Notes 
1. This saying is originally attributed to Joy Mountford. 

2. The pressure-sensitive pad used in this installation has 
undergone changes through the course of exhibiting the piece. 
Originally the interface was d liquid-filled bag with a video camera 
inside that tracked pressure as changes in light. At the installation 
of the piece in the Ars Electronica Center in Linz, Austria, the 
liquid bag was replaced by " commercially available pad, which is 
more responsive and robust. 

. 3. Falling text is excerpted from "Talk, You" by Evan Zimroth, 
published in Dead, Dinner, or Naked poems by Evan limroth, 
TriQuarterly Books, Northwestern University Press, 1993. Used with 
permission. 
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