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Introduction

"Vision and Spaces" is the title of my current research project that investigates non-linear experiences of time and explores altered states of consciousness we encounter in dreams, visions, hallucinations or out-of-body experiences. It aims to translate such experiences into virtual reality artefacts.

The relationship between experiencing altered states of consciousness and experiencing 'reality' is a complex one, and rather than opposing the two states I want to show an overlay of the two; a state of ambiguity where we are not fully part of either of them.

In my practice I create artefacts that are non-linear and reflect on altered states of consciousness, but are not simulations. Visitors can access the pieces on computer screens. They can see the work through a first person observer position and thus rather than from the outside, they can perceive from within. Their exploration becomes experience, an experience that can be seen as embodied knowledge. 'Monospace' is the title of the work shown at the Creativity and Embodied Mind symposium. It is a CDR -based interactive digital artefact.

Similarities and Shortfalls

Virtual reality artefacts bear many similarities to altered states of consciousness. MIT researcher Richard Coyne even compares cyberspace to the concept of the real as it is a paradox, a place that exists and yet has no physical presence. However there are also differences and shortfalls.

In both environments we move through space and explore, for example by entering a virtual reality cave or by immersing ourselves into a virtual world on our computer screens. As in Tarkovsky's 'Stalker', navigation in the zone is not straightforward and rational, but meanders in arbitrary and repetitive loops. Movement is onerous but narrative can only be achieved this way. Compared to dreams and trance states however, virtual reality still seems to be cumbersome and a much less perfect illusion. For example the suit and the helmet are heavy and the glove takes some time to get used to it, so a state of self-forgetfulness is not easily achieved. Less advanced applications that use the mouse or the keyboard in order to move in the space seem to allow for more immediate immersion.

Furthermore in both environments we playfully concede to the illusion and pretend it to be reality, we interact with virtual persons and objects and uncover a virtual world. On one hand this seems to allow for freedom and exploration and as Lynne Levitan & Stephen LaBerge put it: "The worlds we create in dreams and OBEs are as real as this one, and yet hold infinitely more variety. How much more exhilarating to be "out-of-body" in a world where the only limit is the imagination than to be in the physical world in a powerless body of ether! Freed of the constraints imposed by physical life, expanded by awareness that limits can be transcended, who knows what we could be, or become?" On the other hand it is much harder to awake from a nightmare or trance state than it is to exit a virtual reality artefact, so the artefact could therefore be seen as the more controllable and 'safer', but also as the much less engaging environment.

Within virtual reality artefacts we can experience from a first person perspective or watch ourselves from outside ourselves by moving an avatar. This is similar to altered states of consciousness, especially out-of-body experiences. 

In this state we can also experience repetitions, deja-vus, absurd events and complete unpredictability as any future event could have been programmed. In either environment, the viewer experiences a state prior to interpretation, prior to the application of logic and the laws of nature. Playwrights of the 1960's already found a methodology to convey such absurd experiences: Ionesco, Genet, Beckett, Adamov and Pinter for example made use of irrationality, alienation, pseudo-logic, misleading titles and imagery inspired by dreams and nightmares. The plays often lacked well-defined characters, a plot, coherent dialogue, and any intention other than to show the futility of human existence. In addition to that, the playwrights toyed with reflections, rituals and repetitions. The Surrealists, who aimed at a superior reality, a unity of consciousness and the unconscious, derived methods such as random poetry, automated writing, frottage, montage, collage and de-contextualising of objects. These methods can all be used just as well in the creation of virtual reality artefacts.

Moreover, within virtual reality artefacts and altered states of consciousness, we can experience the suspension of time. Time seems to stand still in virtual realities as there are often no references to time of day or night, sunrise and sunset, weather and seasons. Without these vital clues, we do not seem to be submitted to the process of ageing. I agree with Peter Lunenfeld in that if one function of narrative is to interpret past events in order to make sense of our experiences, and if mortality is so engrained into our experiences, then the linearity and finity of everyday reality can be suspended in virtual artefacts and altered states where the narrative is never finished. In such a space we can control time and arbitrarily repeat an experience or leap elsewhere by restarting the experience at a different point in time or space.

Methodology
Almost immediately there is the question of simulation of reality. If every artefact is a representation or appropriation, how could one visualise an altered state without merely imitating or re-creating it, and thus interpreting it? Can a phase be reached where such an experience transcends through the work? 

I am currently exploring various degrees of simulation, representation and abstraction. I take video recordings of some scenes, and create others on the computer. Software packages I use are After Effects for the video sequences, Minicad and 3D Studio max for the 3D parts, Director and Photoshop. Digital media allows the creation of random events and simultaneous events; and it allows to work in layers. All of these methods help to achieve "…a surplus, a multiplication of meanings which override and contradict each other" (Michel Foucault) as we encounter it in dreams. These tools might provide ways of avoiding a too contrived interpretation of an experience of altered states. Other characteristics of digital media artefacts such as temporality, non-durability and immateriality seem to reflect the evanescent nature of altered states of consciousness in an appropriate way.

Monospace 

'Monospace', begun in 2000, is a work that encompasses performative elements, repetition and visions.

The artwork is based on the bodily experience of turning on the spot continuously for a longer period of time (reminiscent of the whirling devishes). At first, one tries to keep the eyes focused on the real space, but after a while one has to let go and see what appears in front of the eyes through the movement of the body in space. Although one is aware that the illusion appears only through the turning of the body, and in that sense one is very aware of the body; through the continuous repetitive movement the mind can take its attention away from it and towards what can be seen, heart and felt. 

As I did not want the audience to turn in the exhibition space, Monospace turns in font of the viewer who can control the direction of the turn and the speed with a computer mouse. Audio loops which heighten the spatial experience can be accessed in the process. The visuals are reduced to horizontal lines and blurred fragments of reality, the colours are vivid and halucinogenic. Both audio and visuals repeat themselves in a steady rhythm. The longer the viewer turns the visuals the more immersed they become. However the blurred visuals do not reveal their secret but remain in an ambiguous but intriguing state. As any exploration of space is always filtered by our interpretations, expectations, and prior experiences, different readings of the artefact emerge. 

Monospace has its own non-linear time, there is no progression, no plot or 

event within the space. The blur results from movement in space and is as such a direct reference to the bodily experience, a translation of it into the virtual space. The relative slowness and lack of development stands in opposition to the speed of the information flow we experience in other media such as TV, Radio, games and Internet. Monospace does not aim to be entertaining. Similar to some of Rodney Graham's video works there is an endless repetition of a dreamlike space.

Outlook
Virtual reality technology is changing and haptic technology developing fast. Already Steven Schkolne's or Young Hay's work enables us to involve more bodily gestures, performance and dance in the virtual space. However, as the surrealists, the playwrights of the 1960's, and filmmakers have shown us it is not necessarily a question of technology, but a question of creative experimentation as to how we can explore and apply altered states of consciousness in an artwork.
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