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One consequence of the recent prolifera
tion of new electronic technologies is the
erosion of philosophical distinctions
between the body and the brain that dom
inated scientific and philosophical
thought for most of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.As the Cartesian
body/mind split between physical/bio
logical and rational/intellectual processes
is challenged, the debate which distin
guishes between chemical processes in
the brain and more abstract mental oper
ations such as metacognition and crea
tivity is also in a state of flux.New
electronic media compel us to re-think the
body's relationship to technology.

Right: Image of a 3-D environment
used in Placeholder
(dir. Brenda Laurel and
Rachel Strickland, 1993),
from a formation of hoodoos
overlooking the Bow River.
Below: Map charting narrative
elements of Placeholder
with respect to features
of the virtual geography.
Photos courtesy Rachel Strickland.

The body is far from absent in the discus
sion of the political, economic and cul
tural impact of interactive media such as
virtual reality technologies and their
application. But whose (generic) body are
we talking about? Issues of representa
tion, access and diversity of cultural expe
rience are undermined attributes of our
bodies in these debates.
The experience of interaction in a com
puter-generated environment, a definitive
paradigm of VR, was inaugurated in the
early 1960s when Ivan Sutherland,
working out of the University of Utah,
developed a head-mounted display that
allowed the user to look around a virtual
landscape. Two small cathode ray tubes
driven by vector graphics generators pro
vided the appropriate stereo view for
each eye. In the early 1970s, Fred Brooks
at the University ofNorth Carolina created
a system for handling graphic objects
using a mechanical manipulator.Around
the same time, Myron Krueger began
experimenting with interactive environ
ments for unencumbered, full body, multi
sensory participation in computer
generated events. The intense (although

not widespread) excitement inspired by
such experiments was accompanied by
confusion and a sense of unease.Not
since the Industrial Revolution had new
technologies so directly challenged our
sense of physical being as well as con
sciousness.
What is new about cyber pace i not
so much the underlying technologies,
but the way they are packaged and
applied to a new way of thinking
about computers and their relationship
to human experience. Under the old

way of looking at things, computers
were regarded as tool for the mind,
where the mind wa regarded a a dis
embodied intellect. Under the new
paradigm, computers are regarded as
engines for new worlds of experience,
and the body is regarded a insepara
ble from the mind. 1

Head-mounted displays, data gloves,
body suits-these systems oversee the
user's spatial position and orientation
with devices that track eye movement,
heart rate, depth and rate of each breath
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Osmose, Char Davies, 1994-95. In the subterranean
world with rocks, roots, and underground stream.
Photo courtesy of the artist and Softimage.

logical research and design have dictated
the type of work being done in these
fields. Aesthetic considerations and ques
tions about content have taken a back
seat to concentration on performance
improvements in personal computers and
the development of low cost yet powerful
3-D rendering engines.The need for sup
port (primarily funding) has meant that
the applications chosen for development
reflect the influence of the U.S. military,
which invested heavily in the potential of
these media for battlefield simulations
and training.

taken. In VR, the body becomes an essen
tial component of the cybernetic cycle of
data input, analysis and feedback in what
has been described as a systemic rela
tionship of surveillance and control.The
presence and significance of the body is
indisputable.The early designers and
proponents of virtual reality expressed an
interest in utilizing these new tools and
systems to break down barriers between
class, race and gender. The disappear
ance of the body, however, was not an
original intention. Although Hollywood
seems determined to sell us a vision of vR
as a means for escaping from the body, it
is increasingly apparent that the body
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itself has never been more present. Our
physical attendance and participation has
become the interface itself.
Perhaps discussions around the "disap
pearance" of the body have taken our
attention when we should be thinking
about the disappearance or nonexistence
of critical and aesthetic discourse in the
field of new media art itself. An appro
priate question is whether artists have
missed the critical moment in the devel
opment of these new media when these
issues might have been raised. Have we
missed the boat entirely? For many years,
the economics and politics of techno-

As a case in point, the Architecture
Machine Group at the Massachusetts
Institute ofTechnology produced the rev
olutionary "Aspen Movie Map" in
1978-79, funded by the U.S. military's
"Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency" (DARPA). Numerous artists partic
ipated in this and related projects-their
justification being that they could not
otherwise afford or gain access to the
expensive, high-end tools of the trade.
Many individuals who benefited from the
military funding for such projects went on
to become permanent fixtures of the new
media art scene, receiving sponsorships
at media arts organizations in the U.S.,
Germany and Canada for projects show
casing the latest in VR and other new elec
tronic technologies.
Drawing on her background in theatre,
Brenda Laurel describes the central
controversy in VR as "the question of
whether virtual worlds and the experi
ences people may have in them are or are
not designed."2 lf we forgo involvement in
system design, allowing our experience of
virtual worlds to be limited to systems
designed for us, what responsibility are
we willing or able to undertake for the
types of experiences triggered by these
systems?
It is no coincidence that the first Canadian
"Playdium" opened by Sega is in a

