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Rebecca Allen and her Virtual Creations 
In mid-May, Ralf and Florian went to Paris for a weekend. Ralf had the ambitious plan of cycling the 
265.5 kilometres of the classic spring Paris–Roubaix Challenge. ... he and Florian met the American 
multimedia artist Rebecca Allen in Paris. They had come across her during their research into possi-
bilities for 3D animation. She was working on simulating human movements and facial expressions, 
and had already been involved in making several music videos. She was definitely one of the pio-
neers of that form of digital technology. Allen had just moved to the Computer Graphics Laboratory 
at the New York Institute of Technology, regarded as the birthplace of 3D animation...

Ralf and Florian invited Rebecca to Düsseldorf. She was about my age, I estimated when we met 
at the studio. To judge by the great atmosphere, Ralf and Florian were in the midst of charming her. 
Personally, I couldn’t envision how she would transform us into virtual creations. Before Rebecca 
returned to New York on 1 June, she explained how she worked. We could imagine her first steps 
would take some time. ... In the mid-eighties, animating bodies on computers was a major technical 
challenge. 
...
At that point, the new look of digital 3D animation symbolized the cultural and technological zeit-
geist. Being modern – or even being considered a synonym for modernity – had always been im-
portant for Kraftwerk, and now it was our main concern. Kraftwerk should be perceived primarily as 
innovative and pioneering, as a mirror of the technological age. So it was the perfect time for Rebec-
ca to come along with a video clip that would communicate that image of modernity.
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Rebecca Allen
In conversation with Caterina Avataneo
 
Rebecca Allen is an artist inspired by the aesthetics of motion, 
the future of the body, the study of human perception and 
the potential of advanced technologies. Since the 1970s she 
has interrogated what it means to be human in relation to 
technologies: how machines a!ect individuals and society and 
how technological development a!ects human’s understanding 
of machines. Approaching the computer as an artistic tool, 
Rebecca Allen has produced experimental videos, large-scale 
performances, live simulations and virtual and augmented 
reality art installations. With her work, she has brought 
together the worlds of fine art, performing arts, pop culture 
and technology research, o"en collaborating with scientists, 
technologists and colleagues such as Kra"werk, Mark 
Mothersbough, John Paul Jones, Peter Gabriel, Carter Burwell, 
Twyla Tharp, Jo!rey Ballet, La Fura dels Baus and Nam June 
Paik.
 
Independent curator Caterina Avataneo speaks to pioneering 
digital artist and researcher Rebecca Allen about her wide-
ranging career, the intersection of art and technology and 

how this can influence human perception of technological 
development.
 
CA Let’s start from the beginning: could you please introduce 
your work, and how this has been developing and unfolding 
throughout your career?
 
RA I began to explore the relationship between art and 
technology as an art student at Rhode Island School of 
Design (RISD) in the early 1970’s. I was inspired by early 20th 
century art movements such as the Bauhaus, Constructivism, 
Futurism, Dada and early Kinetic Art. They were looking at 
the technologies of their time — the industrial age — and 
using new tools to make new forms of art but also thinking 
about how these machines were a!ecting society. I realized 
that computers and the electronic age were going to be the 
technologies of my time and I decided that’s what I wanted 
to focus on. Using punch cards and a computer system called 
Vector General, I realized my first computer animation in 1974.
 
Throughout my career I worked with interactive media, 
computer animation, virtual reality, augmented reality, AI, 
artificial life… but I want to clarify that although exploring 

cutting edge technologies, technology itself is not my main 
focus. It has an auxiliary role, providing an impetus for new 
forms of art that address issues of identity, gender, perceptual 
and cognitive processes and what it means to be human 
as technology redefines our sense of reality. Very early on, 
when the computer still seemed such a foreign thing, I had 
an interest in inserting human presence into the computer 
— human motion, human behavior — so that the computer 
would have a human face and form. For example, for my first 
computer animation titled Girl Li"s Skirt, I had an interest in 
inserting sensuality and the female form into the computer. 
This short animation of a woman seductively li"ing her 
skirt served as a comment about women, their sexuality and 
objectification, and the absence of the female perspective in 
the development of digital technology.
 
In the 1980s I worked with the very first 3D model of a female 
body and focused on the di#cult research task of getting 
her to move, bringing her to life. This led to work with 
choreographers, dancers and musicians. And by the mid-1980s 
I started working with a new area of generative motion, using 
“physics-based” so"ware to create complex natural organic 
movements such as that of water, fire, clouds, plants, trees. This 
led to an area of AI that was also being invented in the 1980s 
called ‘Artificial Life’ where one could define the behaviors and 
personalities of computer models and then set them to life to 
perform in ways that were complex and unpredictable.
 
I’ve continued with all of these areas over the years with a 
current focus on artworks that explore the way that artificial 
lifeforms can learn to move like humans and AI can evolve and 
learn to look and behave like our natural organic world.  
 
CA What does it mean for an artist to work with advanced 
technologies?
 
RA In the early days it required a great deal of technical 
knowledge, access to equipment and funds. A"er my time at 
RISD I was admitted to the Architecture Machine Group’s 
new graduate programme at MIT where I was involved in a 
group investigating new ways to think about maps beyond 2D 
graphics. We experimented with touchscreens, joysticks, 3D 
graphics and videos to create an interface that was just like 
what Google Street View is now. 

Then I ended up at the Computer Graphics Lab at the New 
York Institute of Technology, which was the premier place 
for computer graphics and animation so"ware development 
at that time. I had to work at a lab to create the art that 
I envisioned, because there were no commercial so"ware 
programmes, no personal computers, and costs for computers 

GIRL LIFTS SKIRT$DRAWING, Rebecca Allen
CREATIONMYTH$PALLADIUM, Rebecca Allen
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and computer graphics were astronomical. This lab was well 
equipped with state of the art equipment and our mission was 
to invent, design and build the graphic and animation so"ware 
systems that we use today. It was so exciting to be there 
and make an impact as an artist at this stage of invention. 
To ponder how light reflects o! virtual surfaces, how to add 
textures and shadows and figuring out how to animate models 
in three-dimensions and bring them to life. I was personally 
committed to creating a digital aesthetic for a new form of art.
 
My artistic projects have also served as a way to test out new 
so"ware systems. And since I didn’t want this work to be shown 
just at technical conferences or exist only in research papers, 
I was looking for di!erent ways to exhibit it. When music video 
stations like MTV appeared in the early 1980s I was interested 
in creating short experimental videos that could get a large 
international viewing and was presented with opportunities to 
do this. I took this path and became involved with performance 
art since until surprisingly recently the art world had no 
interest in artists working with computers for reasons I still 
don’t understand.
 
Very o"en I’ve been working in research labs, universities, or 
tech and video game companies; environments where it can 
still be rare to see a woman or an artist. I’ve considered myself 

to be an infiltrator, someone di!erent, bringing other visions 
to the table. To work legitimately in these areas meant that I 
had to learn a lot about the technology and I realized that too 
o"en computer scientists think in the same restricted ways as 
they design our new technologies. But artists are inventors too; 
coming up with di!erent ways to see the world and new forms 
of expression.
 
Your practice is o"en presented as being inspired by the 
aesthetics of motion. Some of your early works such as STEPS 
(1982) and Catherine Wheel (1983) – made in collaboration 
with choreographer Twyla Tharp – but also Musique Non-Stop 
(1986) – your collaboration with Kra"werk – show a research 
and a method linking specific movements with technology: 
specifically dance and singing, human movements which can 
be considered poetic. To me this is very interesting because 
in Art History the aesthetics of motion have been associated 
with technological development, let’s think about Futurism 
for example, or more recent cultural movements such as 
Accellerationism, linking technology with speed and progress. 
Could you say a few words on the works I mentioned and give 
your take on the encounter between “aesthetics of motion” and 
technology?
 
By 1972 I was no longer interested in static images, I wanted 

KRAFTWERK PORTRAIT (1,2), Rebecca Allen
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images to move, to come to life. And I wanted to explore 
the dimension of movement in an abstract way as its own 
aesthetic. My role models were Duchamp, Oscar Schlemmer and 
the Bauhaus Theater and other artists who had experimented 
with motion and Kinetic Art. The artist Gyorgy Kepes wrote 
a book in 1965 called The Nature and Art of Motion that also 
inspired me. So from the very beginning, I became interested 
in the artistic exploration of motion. But you’re right that 
most of these art movements were focused on mechanical 
motion and I was thinking of the simulation of human and 
natural organic movement. I changed my field of study to film 
animation and video in order to explore the aspect of motion 
and even proposed an independent study called Computer 
Animation to RISD through Brown University. My RISD advisor 
was very skeptical about the idea, saying artists shouldn’t 
work with this kind of technology, but they eventually agreed. 
I knew the computer could be a good artistic tool for a focus 
on motion-based art and human movement. As I mentioned, 
the traditional art world has only recently embraced artists 
working with computers even though digital technology has 

I’ve considered myself to be an 
in!ltrator, someone di"erent, bringing 

other visions to the table.

already had a profound e!ect on humanity.
 
 STEPS, with its homage to Bauhaus Theater, was my first 
work involving 3D computer graphics of a dancing human 
figure. I then realized a computer-animated dancing figure 
of St. Catherine for Twyla Tharp’s performance film The 
Catherine Wheel. It was the first computer generated human 
to appear on television moving and dancing! Kra"werk 
contacted me a"er seeing my work and we discussed a 
collaboration. I told them I wanted to bring them to life on 
video as virtual bodies, which required something that was 
very di#cult at that time - the animation of facial movements 
and expressions of the face. I knew they used simple physical 
robots in live performances and loved the idea of making a 
computer simulation of their heads, not from their real heads 
but from their mannequin robot heads - a simulation of a 
simulation. In return Florian from Kra"werk created my voice 
singing ‘Musique Non-Stop’. The Musique Non-Stop video is now 
considered one of the icons of techno-culture. Its imagery has 

KRAFTWERK PORTRAIT (1,2), Rebecca Allen
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been quoted in countless contexts.

Could you please talk about The Bush Soul, the series of 
interactive artworks you made between 1997-1999?
 
In the late 90s I received a grant from the Intel Corporation 
that allowed me to put together a team of computer science 
and design students. Using PC computers, we developed an 
early kind of game engine, a system called Emergence. Having 
previously worked in the game industry proved very useful 
for me. Yet this time the goal was not to create games, but 
new art by applying AI and Artificial Life technology in a 
generative and interactive environment. We started working on 
a complex virtual world inhabited by mysterious creatures with 
unexpected behaviors. This is how The Bush Soul was born. 
The Bush Soul #3 is the third and most complex work in the 
series of interactive artworks that explore the role of human 
presence in a virtual world inhabited by artificial life. 
 
The overall theme of The Bush Soul is energy, in its di!erent 
manifestations, and the role of the body and soul as one 
enters a virtual world inhabited by artificial life. The piece was 
influenced by the idea of 
sacred places, animals and 
people that are believed to 
have a special energy. But 
also by certain cultural 
beliefs that a person has 
more than one soul and 
that there is a type of 
soul, called the “bush soul” 
that dwells within a wild 
animal of the bush. As you 
explore the environment 
your soul may inhabit the 
body of certain artificial life forms, seeing the world from its 
perspective, and you may also be expelled from a creature’s 
body if it so desires. Unlike video games, Bush Soul contains 
no ending or closure… there is not a specific goal, it is rather 
an exploration unfolding through embodiment. People are 
wandering souls in a world that they can interact with. But 
unlike most video games, it’s not there for them to manipulate 
and leave their human footprint.
 
I find The Bush Soul series so inspiring. The force-feedback 
joystick which allows the viewers to navigate the virtual world 
and experience tactile sensations opens some interesting 
points too. In her book “Matters of Care, Speculative Ethics 
in More Than Human Worlds”, professor Maria Puig de la 
Bellacasa refers to some technologies of touch as having the 
potential to open to epistemological intimacy. As she writes, 

one can see without being seen, but cannot touch without 
being touched. To touch brings who touches at the same 
level of what’s been touched. It’s very di!erent than mere 
observation, it a!ects both parties. This aspect is so pertinent 
to The Bush Soul, where embodiment is a very important 
aspect: ideas are communicated through experiencing other 
subjectivities…
 
As you say, in The Bush Soul the user o"en experiences physical 
sensations, vibrations and movements by means of a force-
feedback joystick. Haptic interfaces are used in gaming, but 
in this work I wanted to create an empathic connection. The 
tactile response occurs as you approach areas of special 
energy. You can literally feel the energy. It also occurs with 
‘psychological’ states such as when your ‘soul’ enters or is 
rejected from a creature or when you enter areas full of 
lifeforms with intense, chaotic energy. This informs the user 
about the creatures and their relationships in a way that 
clearly di!ers from just watching them visually.
 
Tactility continues to be a key issue in my work; it links with 
my long-time interest in the relationship between the body 

and new technology. I have 
always asked myself  “as 
we spend more and more 
time in virtual worlds, 
what happens to the body? 
where is the body within 
technology?”
 
I did experiments with 
tactility, and wearable 
displays in other works, for 
example in Coexistence 
(2001) an early augmented 

reality work in which two people are sitting facing each other 
at some distance, wearing head-mounted displays with video 
cameras attached to them. They see the surrounding physical 
environment and each other mediated by the cameras and 
interaction occurs through breath. When blowing into a small 
microphone sensor, the users see their breath visualized as 
a stream of digital particles that can move and a!ect the 
virtual objects. And you can feel your partner’s breath through 
a haptic gamepad. At times colorful shapes appear that 
transform, move and rotate as you blow on them. You and 
your collaborator may work together to create an animated 
play on form or to blow away the virtual objects that obscure 
your view of each other. During the early 2000s I became very 
interested in biosensors, sensors that you wear on your body, 
and their possible application to art, as well as the creation of 

new interfaces for haptic and remote bodily communication at 
a distance.
 
And thinking about “a!ecting parties”: having o"en explored 
how machines a!ect individuals and society, did you also have 
the chance to observe how society and culture a!ect machines 
and their development?
 
I have always been intrigued with the notion that the 
computer is a partner of mine. I continue to focus on 
behaviors and relationships, including our relationship with 
the computer. These are ideas that have concerned me all 
along - relationships between humans, the meaning of human 
presence in a virtual world and the fact that we are going to 
relate to artificial life forms more and more. The computer 
can be a powerful tool for creativity and for the e!orts to 
improve the quality of life on earth and expand our potential. 
Yet digital technology can cause a lot of damage if its dangers 
are ignored as we can clearly see. People o"en think that 
computer technology somehow invents itself and forget that all 
technology is invented by humans and of course it depends on 

I have always asked myself  
“as we spend more and more time 
in virtual worlds, what happens 
to the body? Where is the body 

within technology?”
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who is in charge of programming these technologies, and for 
what purpose. A"er all these decades new technology is still 
predominantly being invented by one type of person, a male 
computer scientist or engineer, which is tragic. Diversity is still 
so desperately needed in this invention of technology that is 
completely changing all of humanity.
 
In some of your recent works such as The Observer (1990-2019) 
and landscape / enter / life (2020) the human is made less 
present; landscape and nature seem to take over. Could you say 
a few words about these works and elaborate further upon the 
encounter between nature and technology in your practice?
 
My interest in the body, ultimately implies nature too. So the 
same question I have always asked myself is valid for nature 
as well: “what happens to nature? where is nature within 
technology?”. The works you mention all have an artistic 
approach merging a synthetic and a natural kind of look. 
They are mountains, swamps and other “organic” landscapes, 
but with synthetic and painterly colors. But I think that the 

best work to mention here is INSIDE a virtual reality that I 
developed in 2016. It consists of three worlds: the Night Desert, 
the Brain Cave and Nature. It begins in the desert where a 
mysterious presence appears and enters our personal space 
then transports us to a place inside the brain, entering MRI 
data of a virtual human brain). As we explore this primordial 
cave of the mind, we discover deeply ingrained images 
and sounds based on universal hallucinations. Our journey 
continues with a ride through the optic nerve to arrive at 
what appears to be a soothing natural landscape. My initial 
inspiration came from an interest in the mysteries of the brain 
and how virtual reality can confound our minds and distort our 
sense of reality. But there was also an interest in the e!ects 
on the body and mind when entering a simulation of nature. 
Can we feel the profound peace and humbling sense we feel in 
nature in a simulated natural world? As I fear that this could 
be part of our future.

Is there a particular work of yours that we have not yet 
mentioned and that you would like to talk about?

In my work I have always wanted to focus on a feminine way 
to approach technology, with a focus on the body but also 
warmer and so"er ways to look at computers and technology. 
I was able to create a series of artworks in the late 80s-early 
90s that were commissioned, mostly in Spain, that addressed 
themes of behavior, gender and identity as we evolve towards 
a future of mixed reality. So I want to also mention my 1992 
video titled Laberint based on the Platonic myth that woman 
and man were once one androgynous form. Zeus split them 
in half and they forever searched to find their other half, to 
find fulfillment and become whole. In this work, live-action 
and computer generated characters weave between real and 
virtual worlds, moving beyond binary thinking about both 
gender and reality.

What are you currently working on, and what are your 
upcoming projects?
 
Currently I’m working with AI and machine learning. I received 
a grant from the “Artists + Machine Intelligence” group at 

Google and have been exploring how AI driven computer 
models can learn to move like humans. I want to consider 
embodiment and technology. In my earlier work with human 
movement I was more like a puppeteer, but now it’s about 
helping the computer learn to move in a human way. A result 
of my recent experiments is Limbo, an animation loop that 
reflects on the current state of AI and humanity. A computer 
model, dressed in a hazmat suit, is learning to do a backflip 
but seems to be stuck in limbo as much of humanity has been. 
There is another new work that I can’t reveal too much at this 
stage but it involves the concept of camouflage, and how it is 
used by nature to preserve the species and evolve. It’s about 
prey and predators, becoming invisible and helping technology 
learn how to become more like nature.

KRAFTWERK PORTRAIT (1,2), Rebecca Allen
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My gratitude is due to Julia Stoschek, whom I met nearly twenty 
years ago. WORLDBUILDING presents a new chapter in our cooper-
ation after our 2017 collaboration on Arthur Jafa: A Series of Utterly 
Improbable, Yet Extraordinary Renditions.

My thanks also go to the JSC team: Anna-Alexandra Pfau, Jasmin 
Klumpp, Andreas Korte, Şirin Şimşek, Matthias Theis, Ahmed Shukur, 
Meral Ziegler, Fred Flor, Christian Kummetat, and Robert Schulte. 

Additionally, I would like to thank the authors who have written 
about the artists and their works in this booklet: Rahel Aima, Kathrin 
Beßen & Agnieszka Skolimowska, Giampaolo Bianconi, Sasha 
Bonét, Irene Bretscher, Sophie Cavoulacos, Tamar Clarke-Brown, 
Mike Connor, Raphaëlle Cormier, Travis Diehl, Rebecca Edwards, 
Marion Eisele, Mary Flanagan, Richard Grayson, Tamara Hart, Kathrin 
Jentjens, Rindon Johnson, Adèle Koechlin, Aude Launay, Malte 
Lin-Kröger, Toke Lykkeberg, Aïcha Mehrez, Anika Meier, Ana Ofak, 
Christiane Paul, Anna-Alexandra Pfau, Sarah Rifky, Tina Rivers Ryan, 
Elisa Schaar, Elena Vogman, and Joni Zhu.

I would like to thank Fabien Siouffi; and my team: Adèle Koechlin, 
Max Shackleton, and Lorraine Two Testro.

Last but not least, my gratitude goes to Bettina Korek, and from 
our Serpentine team to: Alex Boyes, Tamar Clarke-Brown, Victoria 
Ivanova, Eva Jäger, Ben Vickers, and Kay Watson.

In 2021, 2.8 billion people—almost a third of the world’s population—
played video games, making a niche pastime into the biggest mass 
phenomenon of our time. Many people spend hours every day in a 
parallel world and live a multitude of different lives. Video games are 
to the twenty-first century what movies were to the twentieth century 
and novels to the nineteenth century.

WORLDBUILDING: Gaming and Art in the Digital Age examines 
the various ways in which artists have interacted with video games 
and made them into an art form. From single-channel video works to 
site-specific, immersive, and interactive environments, the exhibition 
encompasses works from the JULIA STOSCHEK COLLECTION as 
well as adapted and newly commissioned works.

The aesthetics of games first entered into artistic practice 
decades ago, when artists began to integrate the visual language 
of video games into their works. Artists have appropriated, modi-
fied, and often subverted existing video games in order to reflect 
on them and to approach questions of our existence within virtual 
worlds and the socio-political issues involved in the rendering of 
new realities. Other artists present a critique of games by exposing 
their often discriminatory elements and stereotypical depictions. 
More recently, artists have also entered into existing mainstream 
games, opening up to massive new audiences and finding new 
forms of engagement.

Traditionally, video games were created by a small and insular 
group of people coming from the world of engineering and producing 
games with a very limited perspective. This is now changing rapidly, 
with many more people having access to the tools for making games. 
Artists are increasingly developing the technical ability to invent, 
design, and distribute their own games on all continents to create 
virtual worlds of diversity and inclusion. As Anna Anthropy writes in 
her book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters (2012): “What I want from 
video games is a plurality of voices. I want games to come from a wider 
set of experiences and present a wider range of perspectives. I can 
imagine—you are invited to imagine with me—a world in which digital 
games are not manufactured for the same small audience but one in 
which games are authored by you and me for the benefit of our peers.”

Artists contribute strongly to this plurality of voices and differ-
ent perspectives by producing and distributing their own games. 
WORLDBUIDING highlights how the creation of games offers a 
unique opportunity for worldbuilding: rules can be set up, surround-
ings, systems, and dynamics can be built and altered, new realms can 
emerge. As artist Ian Cheng often told me, at the heart of his art is a 
desire to understand what a world is. Now more than ever, the dream 
is to be able to possess the agency to create new worlds, not just 
inherit and live within existing ones.

C. Thi Nguyen, in his book Games: Agency as Art (2020), argues 
that games are unique art forms that offer a temporary alternative 
experience of life and allow players to enjoy new and expanded 
forms of agency. The games we present in WORLDBUILDING 
often achieve this through the use of self-imposed constraints, 
like those employed by Oulipo—the loose gathering of writers 
and mathematicians founded in 1960 by Raymond Queneau and 
François Le Lionnais. The artists enable us to become immersed 
in a multitude of alternative realities, spanning past, present, and 
future, and questioning the very nature of reality. As Philip K. Dick 
once said, “Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, 
doesn’t go away.”

First and foremost, I want to thank all the artists and artist 
estates participating in WORLDBUILDING : Larry Achiampong & 
David Blandy, Peggy Ahwesh, Rebecca Allen, Cory Arcangel, Ed Atkins, 
LaTurbo Avedon, Meriem Bennani, Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley, 
Cao Fei, Ian Cheng, Harun Farocki, Basmah Felemban, Ed Fornieles, 
Sarah Friend, The Institute of Queer Ecology, JODI, Rindon Johnson, 
KAWS, Keiken, Kim Heecheon, Lawrence Lek, LuYang, Gabriel 
Massan, Lual Mayen, Sondra Perry, Jacolby Satterwhite, Frances Stark,  
Jakob Kudsk Steensen, Sturtevant, Transmoderna, Suzanne Treister, 
Theo Triantafyllidis, Angela Washko, and Thomas Webb.
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The Bush Soul #3 (1999) by Rebecca Allen (b. 1953 in Michigan; lives 
and works in Los Angeles) implicates the viewer into a virtual environ-
ment that simulates a living system inhabited by autonomous char-
acters. The audience controls their avatar—an abstract and ghostly 
sphere of particles—with a joystick, navigating a virtual world and 
interacting with the creatures living in the environment in ever-chang-
ing encounters. The project explores the role of human presence in a 
simulated nature and focuses on social behaviors: encounters with 
different entities can lead to very different exchanges. As coded, 
artificial life forms, the computer-generated creatures can express a 
range of feelings toward any object and presence in the world, includ-
ing the user’s avatar. Movements and reactions of the characters are 
driven by these feelings: a creature may be hostile or friendly, the 
user may be able to temporarily “inhabit” a character that absorbs 
their avatar or receive feedback through vibrations of the joystick. 
The Bush Soul #3 is a seemingly living and autonomous artwork and 
an aesthetic exploration of virtual identity in its relation to concepts 
of embodiment and disembodiment. Visually and aesthetically, the 
project is embedded in the larger context of computer games, which 
are now based on increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence. 
However, Bush Soul is not in any way goal-driven, but entirely focused 
on exploration of its virtual world and the entities populating it.

The Bush Soul #3 is part of a 
series of artworks that Rebecca 
Allen created within the software 
system Emergence, which she 
developed together with a team. 
Emergence relies on a script- 
ing language that allows to 
shape personalities of artificial 
life forms and has been pioneer-
ing and groundbreaking within 
the field of digital art. As an early 
3D graphics engine and artifi-
cial life and intelligence system, 
Emergence created a platform 
and prototype for the creation 
of a new kind of art through live 
simulation. It anticipated the ex-
ploration of artificial intelligence 

as a narrative engine that has become a widely used practice in to-
day’s digital art.

Aesthetically, The Bush Soul #3 is characterized by a unique 
visual language that situates its simulated characters and environ-
ments between painterly abstraction and animated naturalism, bal-
ancing it on the threshold between representation and liveness. The 
accompanying soundtrack by Mark Mothersbaugh both underscores 
the tensions between the scored and the unexpected and adds a 
strong atmospheric layer to the visuals. The Bush Soul #3 is inspired 
by the belief of some West African cultures that a person has multiple 
souls, among them a “bush soul” dwelling within wild animals. Allen 
effectively uses this premise as a narrative conceit for exploring the 
transference of agency and identification into computer-generated 
characters with autonomous behaviors, probing the essence and 
“nature” of generative digital art and representation itself.

In Rebecca Allens (geb. 1953 in Michigan; lebt und arbeitet in Los 
Angeles) The Bush Soul #3 (1999) wird das Publikum in eine virtuelle 
Umgebung versetzt, die eine von autonomen Charakteren bewohnte 
Lebenswelt simuliert. Die Betrachter*innen kontrollieren ihren Ava-
tar, eine abstrakte und gespenstische, aus Partikeln gebildete Kugel, 
mithilfe eines Joysticks, der sie durch die virtuelle Welt navigieren 
und mit den dort lebenden Kreaturen interagieren lässt. Die Arbeit 
fragt, welche Funktion der Mensch in einer simulierten Natur ein-
nehmen kann, und nimmt dabei insbesondere das Sozialverhalten 
in den Blick: Unsere Begegnungen mit unterschiedlichen Entitäten 
können zu ganz verschiedenen Formen des Austausches führen. Als 
kodierte, künstliche Lebensformen sind die computergenerierten 
Kreaturen fähig, gegenüber jedem Objekt und jeder Präsenz in der 
Welt, einschließlich der Avatare der Nutzer*innen, eine Bandbreite 
an Gefühlen auszudrücken. Von diesen Gefühlen werden auch ihre 
Bewegungen und Reaktionen bestimmt: Eine Kreatur kann sich 
feindselig oder freundlich zeigen. Nutzer*innen können die Erfah-
rung machen, einen Charakter, der ihren Avatar absorbiert hat, tem-
porär zu „bewohnen“, oder empfangen haptische Signale in Form von 
Vibrationen des Joysticks. The Bush Soul #3 ist ein von vermeintli-
chem Leben erfülltes, scheinbar autonomes Kunstwerk, darüber hin-
aus aber auch eine ästhetische Untersuchung virtueller Identitäten 
in Bezug zu Konzepten der Ver-
körperung und Entkörperung. 
Das Projekt ist in den größeren 
Kontext des Gamings einzu-
ordnen, allerdings ist die Arbeit 
nicht zielorientiert, sondern aus-
schließlich auf die Erkundung 
der virtuellen Welt und der Enti-
täten ausgerichtet.

The Bush Soul #3 gehört zu 
einer Reihe von Kunstwerken, 
die Allen mithilfe von Emergence 
produzierte, einem von ihr ge-
meinsam mit einem Team entwi-
ckelten Softwaresystem. Dieses 
basiert auf einer Skriptsprache, 
die es erlaubt, die Persönlichkei-
ten künstlicher Lebensformen 
auszugestalten, und gilt als wegweisendes, innovatives Tool für die 
Entwicklung digitaler Kunst. Die frühe 3-D-Grafik-Engine Emergence, 
ein System für künstliches Leben und künstliche Intelligenz, fungierte 
als Plattform und schuf einen Prototyp für eine neue Form der Kunst-
produktion mittels Live-Simulationen. So antizipierte sie die Ausei-
nandersetzung mit künstlicher Intelligenz als narrative Engine, eine 
Praxis, die heute in der digitalen Kunst viel verwendet wird.

Die simulierten Charaktere und Umgebungen sind an der Grenze 
zwischen malerischer Abstraktion und einem animierten Naturalis-
mus zu verorten: Wir nehmen sie an der Schwelle zwischen Darstel-
lung und Lebendigkeit wahr. Der Soundtrack von Mark Mothersbaugh 
erhöht die Spannung zwischen Bekanntem und Unerwartetem und 
fügt den Bildern eine höchst effektive atmosphärische Ebene hinzu. 
Die Videoinstallation ist von dem Glauben mancher westafrikani-
scher Kulturen inspiriert, demzufolge ein Mensch mehrere Seelen 
besitzt, unter anderem eine „bush soul“ [„Buschseele“], die in wilden 
Tieren lebt. Allen setzt dies wirkungsvoll als narrative Strategie für 
die Erzählung ein, um die Übertragung von Handlungsmacht und die 
Identifikation mit computergenerierten Charakteren mit autonomen 
Verhaltensweisen zu erforschen. Dabei lotet sie nicht nur das Wesen 
und die Natur der generativen digitalen Kunst aus, sondern auch die 
der Darstellung als solcher.

Text von/by CHRISTIANE PAUL

rebecca allen

Rebecca Allen, The Bush Soul #3, 1999, interaktive Software-Installation/interactive software installation, 
unbegrenzte Dauer/infinite duration, Farbe/color, Ton/sound
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The Institute of Queer Ecology, H.O.R.I.Z.O.N. (Habitat One: Regenerative Interactive Zone of Nurture), 2021, video game, infinite
duration, color, sound. Still.
Courtesy of the artists.

More than a decade after the late film critic Roger Ebert made the controversial claim that
“video games can never be art ”, there is ample evidence to the contrary. An exhibition
featuring many examples of the rapprochement between gaming and art in the digital age,
boasting works by 36 artists including Rebecca Allen, Cory Arcangel and Suzanne Treister,
opens 4 June at the Julia Stoschek Collection (JSC) in Düsseldorf, Germany.

Worldbuilding: Gaming and Art in the Digital Age  (until 10 December 2023) marks the 15th
anniversary of the JSC's first public exhibition and explores the many ways artists have
interacted with video games over the years as well as the potential for future innovation. It
includes video, virtual reality (VR), artificial intelligence (AI) and game-based works from the
mid-1990s to the present day.

“In 2021, 2.8 billion people—almost a third of the world’s population—played a video game,” 
the curator Hans Ulrich Obrist, who is also artistic director at London’s Serpentine Galleries,
said in a statement. “Video games are to the 21st century what movies were to the 20th
century and novels to the 19th century”.

The exhibition, which also includes works by Peggy Ahwesh, Cory Arcangel, Ed Atkins and
the Institute of Queer Ecology, will be on display for 18 months at the 115-year-old former
frame factory owned by German art collector Julia Stoschek. A Berlin space, opened in 2016,
houses her private collection that spans five decades of conceptual video, film projection, as
well as computer- and internet-based works. The exhibition will also open at the Centre
Pompidou-Metz in June 2023.
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Nature is a dominant theme in the show, as seen in Rebecca Allen’s The Bush Soul #3 (1999). A
pioneer in the field of computer art, Allen is credited with generating the first 3D model of
the female body. Among her early endeavours was 1986’s Musique Non Stop, one of the first
examples of 3D graphics applied to a music video, from Germany's most revered electronic
music export, Düsseldorf natives Kraftwerk. In the show, she immerses the viewer in
pristine virtual landscapes inhabited by artificial life forms.

“The displayed works use technology to display pure landscapes that are reminiscent of the
German romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich,” Stoschek said. “At a time where
technology has taken us away from nature, some media artists, through simulation of
nature, are working to compensate for this by working the other way round, attempting a
reconciliation.”

In the installation PLAYER OF COSMIC ༄ ؘ ° REALMS (2022), the all-female British collective
Keiken (whose name means “experience” in Japanese) sees gaming as a spiritual act. “When
we are going into these games, or alternate realities, we are transposing our consciousness
into another realm,” says collective member Hana Omori. Visitors enter an all-white room
where they are surrounded by white mounds of salt. A glowing haptic wearable womb is
placed around the player's mid-section that emits vibrations, animal noises and gurgles. The
player lies down in a configuration that is reminiscent of a psychoanalyst’s couch, accessing
private thoughts and feelings. According to Omori, the installation is an attempt to push
physical boundaries in gaming. “One of the biggest questions when we’re creating immersive
technology [is]: how does our physical body exist when we are playing a game?”

Rebecca Allen, The Bush Soul #3, 1999, interactive software installation, infinite duration, color, sound.
Courtesy of the artist and ZELDA.
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The exhibition seeks to showcase the work of artists from marginalised and
underrepresented groups who have been overlooked in gaming for the last 20 years, “where a
majority of video games are created by a very small, insular group of people coming from the
realm of engineering and producing games from a very limited perspective”, said Obrist.

Elsewhere in the exhibition, Sudanese creator Lual Mayen has turned his personal
experience as a refugee into a digital game titled Salaam (Arabic for “peace”). Developed over 7
years, players take on the role of a person fleeing a war zone, obtaining food, water and
medical supplies. Mayen—who coined the phrase “gaming for good”—places gamers in a role
where they become responsible for the actions of their avatars. The game has in-app
purchases which can be bought with real money and are donated to NGOs involved in
humanitarian work with refugees. The experience serves to remind players that being a
refugee is not an identity but a circumstance.

Keiken, Bet(a) Bodies, 2021–2022, wearable haptic womb, digital audio, 9 minutes 12 seconds, sound, silicone, LED light,
minicomputer, haptics, amp. Part of Keiken, PLAYER OF COSMIC ༄ ؘ ° REALMS, 2022, gamified installation, infinite
duration, color, sound, dimensions variable.
Courtesy of the artists.
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Ambitious in scope and vision, the exhibition leaves no doubt that video games can make for
thought-provoking art. And while, at this time, the implications of inhabiting a metaverse
are hard to predict, Worldbuilding shows that we have the potential to code a future grounded
in beauty, creativity, empathy and spirituality.

Worldbuilding: Gaming and Art in the Digital Age , 4 June 2022-10 December 2023, Julia
Stoschek Collection, Düsseldorf, Germany

Video games Video, film & new media Düsseldorf Julia Stoschek Collection

Hans Ulrich Obrist Exhibitions

Kim Heecheon, (썰매) Sleigh Ride Chill, 2016, HD video, 17 minutes 27 seconds, color, sound.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Kraftwerk Model (1984). Courtesy of Rebecca Allen. Photo by Linda Law.
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and new forms of expression, so to be in a research

lab and to be an artist inventing new things made a

lot of sense to me.”

Rebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca Allen is an artist inspired by the aesthetics of
motion, the study of human perception and behaviour, and
the potential of advanced technologies. Throughout her
career, now spanning nearly four decades, Rebecca has
moved fluidly between artist studio and research lab, using
technological research to inform her art. Her artwork has
taken the form of virtual and augmented reality art
installations, experimental video and large-scale
performances, bringing together the worlds of fine art,
performing arts, pop culture and technology research.

Her early interest in utilising the computer as an artistic tool
led to her pioneering art involving human motion
simulation, artificial life algorithms and other generative
techniques for art creation. Rebecca has collaborated with
artists such as Kraftwerk, Mark Mothersbough (Devo), John
Paul Jones (Led Zeppelin), Peter Gabriel, Carter Burwell,
Twyla Tharp, Joffrey Ballet, La Fura dels Baus and Nam June
Paik.

Here, Kay WatsonKay WatsonKay WatsonKay Watson, Arts Technologies Curator at the
Serpentine, speaks to pioneering digital artist and researcher
Rebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca Allen about her wide-ranging career, the
intersection of art and research and the need for a new kind
of inventor.

This conversation is one of a series of discussions that have
emerged following the release of the Serpentine R&D
Platform’s Future Art Ecosystems: Art x Advanced Technologies
report. Through these exchanges with artists working in the
context of advanced technologies, we aim to make visible the
often invisible infrastructures and systems behind this kind
of work.



Kay WatsonKay WatsonKay WatsonKay Watson: Your work interrogates what it means to be
human in relation to technologies through an examination of
the body in motion, perception, interaction and
consciousness. Could you tell us how your work has
developed?

Rebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca AllenRebecca Allen: As an art student in the early 1970s at Rhode
Island School of Design (RISD), I was inspired by the early
20th century art movements such as the Bauhaus,
Constructivism, Futurism and Dada. They were looking at the
technologies of their time — the industrial age — and using
new tools to make new forms of art but also thinking about
how these machines were affecting society. It’s at this point
that I decided that computers and the electronic age were
going to be the new ‘industrial age’ and that as an artist I
should focus on similar ideas. Also with my focus on motion-
based art and human movement, I thought the computer
could be a good artistic tool for this type of work.

To my good fortune, next to RISD was Brown University
where they were doing some very early work in computer
animation and I went there to do an independent study but
RISD said: ‘no, don’t work with computers’, but I did it
anyway. It was then that I realised that the traditional art
world was not thinking this way. They loved the Modernists
and their ideas but somehow they couldn’t love anyone
working with computers. It’s amazing that 40-50 years later,
the art world is still just discovering computers and
technologies.

The Observer (1999-2019). Courtesy of Rebecca Allen.



KW:KW:KW:KW: In Future Art Ecosystems, we are examining the
contemporary landscape of artists working with advanced
technologies, and I wanted to acknowledge that artists have
been working with and interrogating emerging technologies
for decades. You were part of a team at MIT Architecture
Machine Group led by Nicholas Negroponte working on the
Aspen Movie Map (1978-80) — a mapping system and visual
interface for travelling through Aspen, Colorado, and a
critical precursor to Google Street View, which was
responsible for numerous technical innovations. How as an
artist did you become involved in this type of R&D work?

RA: RA: RA: RA: I’ve always felt like my biggest role has been as a
performer because of the way I’ve infiltrated computer labs.
Very often I’ve been the only woman and the only artist, but
to work legitimately in these areas meant that I had to learn a
lot about the technology. Aspen Movie Map was a project I
became involved with when I was admitted to the
Architecture Machine Group’s new graduate programme at
MIT. Like almost all research of that time, it was funded by
the US Defence Department (ARPA) who were investigating
new ways to think about maps beyond 2D graphics. So we
experimented with touchscreens, joysticks, 3D graphics and
videos to create an interface that was just like what Google
Street View is now.

In the Architecture Machine Group, I was working on funded
research projects like Aspen Movie Map while developing my
own thesis work at night. My thesis at MIT was titled
Computer Rotoscoping with the Aid of Colour Recognition, in
which I developed a really innovative way to create unique
forms of rotoscoped animation using machine vision,
working with a brilliant undergraduate programmer, that
drew on my experience of experimental animation. I was
fortunate to be at MIT at this time, as Negroponte was a rare
person in this context because he understood the benefits of
having artists, and not just scientists and engineers, in his
group.



KW:KW:KW:KW: I’m interested in how you have continued to seek out
contexts for accessing early stage tech research, whether in
universities, tech and video games companies or research
labs, as well as experimenting with different modes of
distribution such as music videos. Could you tell us more
about how your art found its way into such unique contexts?

RA: RA: RA: RA: When I left MIT, there were almost no places for the kind
of work that I wanted to do but, fortunately, I ended up at the
Computer Graphics Lab at the New York Institute of
Technology which was the premier place for computer
graphics and animation software development at that time. I
had to work at a lab, because there were no commercial
software programmes, no personal computers, and costs for
computers and computer graphics were astronomical. This
lab was well equipped with state of the art equipment and our
mission was to invent, design and build the graphic and
animation software systems that we use today. It was so
exciting to be there at this time. To be part of the invention of
new artistic tools. To ponder how light reflects off virtual
surfaces, how to add textures and shadows and figuring out
how to animate models in three-dimensions. I was there for
six and a half years and it was a really exciting, creative time
for invention. Artists are inventors too; coming up with new
ideas and new forms of expression, so to be in a research lab
and to be an artist inventing new things made a lot of sense
to me.

My artistic projects there were also a way to test out the new
software systems. They provided motivation for the
computer scientists to develop working software knowing
there was going to be a public presentation of the work. Since
I didn’t just want this work to be shown at technical
conferences or exist only in research papers, I was looking for

Aspen Movie Map (1978) Courtesy of Rebecca Allen



different ways to distribute it.

In 1982, I worked with the choreographer Twyla Tharp on The
Catherine Wheel, a feature length dance film with music by
David Byrne, in which a computer generated character plays
the role of St. Catherine. It was produced by the BBC and was
the first time the public had seen a 3D human model moving
on TV and I love that its first TV appearance was in an
artwork rather than a commercial, where just about
everything else was being done. This model was also the
world’s first 3D computer model of a woman’s body. It was
created in 1972 by Ed Catmull but it wasn’t until 1981 when I
started working with it and we decided to try to get it to move
that it started to come alive in some way.[1] When in the early
1980s MTV and music video stations started to appear, I
thought this was a perfect venue for me to show short
experimental films. In 1983, I created music videos for Island
Records that were big hits on MTV: Adventures in Success and
SMILE. As they were very popular, that gave me an outlet to
have my work shown not just to a bigger audience, but a non-
technical audience, which was exciting.

It was then a dream come true for me to work with
Kraftwerk. We started in 1984 and, finally, in 1986, Musique
Non-Stop came out. They too were pioneers, musical artists
trying to create a new digital form of music as I was trying to
create a digital form of art.[2] With this video, my artistic
goal was to define a digital aesthetic, and my research aim
was to get the face to move, to express and to talk. At that
time, human motion and facial animation were considered
some of the most difficult problems in computer graphics
and animation research so we were taking that on.



KW:KW:KW:KW: Another ground-breaking example of an artwork for
which you had to develop the software in order to create it is
The Bush Soul, a project you were working on from 1997-99.
For The Bush Soul you developed your own game engine and
an artificial life software system, Emergence, in order to build
a simulated world and system that explores interactions,
behaviours and presence in a virtual space. This is before the
ubiquity of Unreal and Unity game engines in the
development of CGI and virtual worlds. Could you tell us
more about the The Bush Soul project, and what it means to
build your own software as an artist in order to realise a
creative vision?

RA:RA:RA:RA: Up until the 1990s, I still had to place myself in research
environments to get access to equipment and software for
my artistic practice. Then in around 1993, the whole video
game industry was having to move from 2D to 3D, in
particular after the release of DOOM.[3] Even though I wasn’t
a game player, I had always been interested in interface and
interaction, and because of my background both at MIT and
NYIT in developing unique interfaces, I joined the video game
company Virgin Games. My title was 3D Visionary, and I was
hired to help develop the thinking around making 3D games
for the newly released platforms (Nintendo 64, Sega Saturn,
Sony Playstation and others). It was a pretty horrible
experience to be a woman working in the games industry in

Rebecca with Kraftwerk model (1984). Courtesy of Rebecca Allen.
Photo by Linda Law.

Kraftwerk Portrait (1986). Courtesy of Rebecca Allen.



the early 1990s. I had foolishly thought I’d come in and add a
new form of art or perspective and not just make first person
shooter games, but forget it, so I left after two years.[4]

I was invited back to UCLA to develop an art department with
a focus on new technologies.[5] At the same time Intel had
asked me to propose ideas to them for funding, and I was
interested in the new possibilities of using fractals, particle
systems and algorithms in an area of A.I. called artificial life
in order to create generative artworks. My interest in motion
was expanding beyond human motion to the simulation of
natural, physics-based motion and complex group
behaviours applied to various abstract forms. To do this we
first had to design and build a type of 3D game engine and
then a whole system to create complex artificial life
behaviour.

I took on the daunting task with mostly undergraduates from
my department and the computer science department to
build this beautiful system called Emergence, which included
a ‘behaviour scripting language’ as an interface that allowed
me to define the personalities and other characteristics of
nature-inspired abstract forms. Then I set them to live where
they go on to do sometimes unpredictable things, because
this is how emergent systems work.

I had previously talked with Virgin Games about artificial life
and persistent character behaviours because I had done some
earlier work with my friend, Craig Reynolds, one of the
inventors of artificial life.[6] It had been too early for them,
but now I could do that research while making my own ‘art
game’ the way I wanted to.

I wanted the resulting artwork, The Bush Soul series, to be
interactive and to keep the body connected to the virtual
environment. I used what is called a force feedback joystick
that could give you various types of vibrations and
movements that would tell you something about this virtual
world through your sense of touch. A big theme of the work is
energy, and special places or special characters have certain
powerful energies, so as you navigate around the world and
get to a special energy site, you start to feel it with a joystick.
That was my way of building a new kind of interface for
interacting in virtual worlds that directly connects to the



body through touch. I also followed my interest in working
with amazing innovative musicians, so the music was created
by Mark Mothersbough from Devo.

KW: KW: KW: KW: In 1994, you said in a roundtable discussion – ‘it’s
mandatory that artists of every discipline get involved and
help mould what’s happening with new media technology’.
Do you still agree with that? How could art institutions
facilitate this type of work?

RA:RA:RA:RA: What is really disturbing is that after all these decades
new technology is still predominantly being invented by one
type of person, a white male computer scientist or engineer,
which is tragic. Diversity is still so desperately needed in the
invention of technology that is completely changing
humanity. I definitely believe it’s important for creative
thinkers to be involved at that early stage, but I’ve also seen a
number of instances where it hasn’t worked so well. I now
realise that it’s a certain kind of artist who is
interdisciplinary, understands the technology, and knows
how to ask the right kinds of questions. I know that a typical
tech research lab would have a hard time finding the right
kind of artist, so this is where art institutions could definitely
help.

NOTES:NOTES:NOTES:NOTES:

[1] Ed Catmull is the founder of Pixar, who created the first feature length

computer animated feature film, Toy Story, in 1995.

The Bush Soul #3 (1999) Courtesy of Rebecca Allen.



[2] The work can also be seen as part of a collaboration with Nam June Paik

for the piece Fin de Siecle II (1989) which includes animation from Musique

Non-Stop and other works by Rebecca.

[3] DOOM was one of the first 3D networked first person shooter games

that was first released for PC in 1993.

[4] In her time at Virgin, Rebecca was Creative Director for the 1994 game

Demolition Man made for the 3DO, and had been working on a game that

brought contemporary artists including Jim Shaw into the creative process

but left before it was completed.

[5] Rebecca is Founding Chair of the Department of Design Media Arts at

UCLA

[6] In 1986, Craig Reynolds invented Boids, an artificial life system that

simulates the flocking behaviour of birds. Rebecca collaborated with

Reynolds on the 1987 work BEHAVE with music by Peter Gabriel that

examined the role of behaviour in communication. It was the first example

of a computer animation recorded to the early Japanese HDTV (High

Definition Television) format.
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Maitreyi Maheshwari  Could you tell me a 
little bit about Life Without Matter (2018), 
how you came to make that work, and why 
you chose that title?

Rebecca Allen  It’s the third VR work I’ve 
made with this new VR equipment, the 
HTC VIVE in particular. It encourages 
movement of the body, which has always 
been an issue I’ve had with VR: that you’re 
just sitting or lying with a VR headset on. 
I worked on an early form of VR in the late 
90s/early 2000s, but I just didn’t feel it 
was ready then as an artistic tool. I !ind 
that VR truly is one of the most immersive 
experiences you can create as an artist. 
It’s like nothing else. Life Without Matter is 
about questioning our perception and our 
sense of identity, asking what life is going 
to be like without matter.

Futurists say that we’re going to live more 
and more in virtual worlds. We’ll see 
realistic-looking objects but won’t be able 
to touch them. It’s an illusion that I think will 
be a big issue for society as we go forward. 
I also wanted to play with the de!inition 
of the word ‘matter’. In the future, if we’re 
living mostly in a virtual world, what really 
matters then? Will we have no concerns? 
If we merge more with technology, is our 
physical body going to matter? And with 
this piece, as in a lot of my pieces, I’m 
looking for mythologies common to all of 
humanity. I want it to be universal, so it’s 
not about a particular myth or a particular 
place.  
 
I also deal with questions of gender in 
my work. In Life Without Matter you see 
a re!lection of yourself in a mirror, but it 
doesn’t have to be your body; it’s not like a 
physical mirror. As you move, the re!lection 
moves, so you’re not only moving your 
physical body but you’re seeing a female 
re!lection, and a male re!lection, and  
then a hybrid animal–human re!lection.  

In my view, those are all part 
of what we are as humans. 
We’re all female, we’re all 
male, we’re all part animal. 

MM  It’s interesting thinking 
through the psychological 
implications of seeing 
yourself in a di"erent 
body. Does this a"ect your 
behaviour? Did you !ind that 
there were limitations to 

the technology that allowed you to explore 
these things? For example, the controllers, 
the types of movements possible, and  
the coding?

RA  A lot of people may be familiar with 
motion capture. Some labs making VR use 
systems that allow you to track the entire 
body. But when planning a work as an artist, 
it felt like too much technology to bring 

into the production. I also have to 
think practically about VR when 
presenting it in a public place; 
people aren’t used to it. You’re 
holding controllers and you have 
a head-mounted display, with 
sensors, but you can’t track your 
legs or other parts of your body. 
So I designed my characters with 
arms and a head, and the rest 
of the body is invisible. Ideally I 

would track the entire body; maybe it would 
be a bit more powerful, but I tried to work 
with what’s available. 

MM  One of the concerns people have 
voiced about this technology is that it’s 
been largely developed out of the games 
industry and geared towards a certain type 
of use. What’s it like working with these 
‘found’ tools? 

RA  That’s part of being an artist working 
in this medium. It’s a very complex tool, and 
the whole area of computer graphics itself 
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Rebecca Allen



was invented by the military, US and British.  
I just have to live with that. In a way, I feel like 
it naturally just went into video games: a lot 
of them are the same as the military, about 
!ighting and killing. It’s been disappointing 

to see that evolve in such 
a speci!ic direction. Part of 
that too is because it’s so 
male-dominated. Unity, one 
of the most popular game 
engines, evolved to be able 
to design blowing things 
up and shooting. With Life 
Without Matter, we built the 
initial interior architectural 
environment, but then I 
wanted to move into a forest. 
Using material online – I 

call it the virtual thrift store – I got some 
trees, took some rocks and some plants, and 
placed them here and there. I intentionally 
mixed nature up to make a forest that has 
plants and other forms that you’d never 
typically !ind in a forest. You build your  
own nature. 

MM  You said right at the beginning that what 
attracted you to VR was its immersiveness. 
What were your main concerns for an 
audience when it came to presenting Life 
Without Matter in a physical space? 

RA  Unlike a screen-based work, you can’t 
look away. It’s an incredible perceptual 
illusion system – it can be both good and 
bad. I want the audience to be made more 
aware of their perceptual system. In a gallery 
the typical thing is, someone stands in line, 
they put the headset on, the rest of the 
people in the gallery aren’t experiencing 
what this person is experiencing. It reminded 
me of the story of Plato’s cave. There are 
prisoners in there, and all they see for their 
whole lives is shadows on a wall – that’s their 
reality. One person goes out and sees there’s 
a di"erent reality, but people don’t want to 
believe it or live in that reality. I thought,  

what we have here is a performance by the 
person with the headset on, and I wanted 
to use the cave metaphor by showing that 

person. Initially [at 
QUAD, Derby] I set 
the system up with a 
screen cut out at one 
side of the room and a 
light, so people outside 
that room could see 
the shadow of the 
person who’s using the 
VR. At Zabludowicz, 
because of the special 

small 360 Room space, I thought it was nice 
to follow the same concept to have a digital 
shadow as a projection outside the room

MM  How did you decide how much control 
or activity people could have within the VR 
environment you designed? 

RA  I haven’t done any VR work where you 
just wear the headset and look around, 
because I know it’s the movement of our 
bodies that can actually bring us further into 
the experience. I don’t want to do a video 
game thing. If you’re really busy hitting a ball 
or shooting a gun or whatever you’re doing, 
or trying to interact with this and this and 
that, you’re not really taking in the space.  
I want people to take in the colours, the 
forms, and really feel the world that I  
created. In Life Without Matter, the only  
time you interact with gestures is with the 
mirror re!lection. 

MM  The imagery in Life Without Matter in 
particular is so lush, perhaps cinematic.  
Can I ask what role sound plays in the work?

RA  Whenever you work with time-based 
art forms, you have to think of sound. It’s 
partly because we’re so used to moving 
images having sound attached. In earlier 
works I really had a strong link with music 
and imagery, but in my latest works I wanted 
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the sound to be more ambient. Cinema 
has a way of treating sound; alongside 
the sound of the environment and voices, 
there’s often a musical background that 
comes in and out. With art, for me, I think 
you don’t put in too much sound. With Life 
Without Matter, I worked with the composer, 
Tomàs Peire Serrate. He was a PhD student 
at UCLA doing his dissertation on sound 
and virtual worlds. We are both learning how 
sound can work in virtual spaces. Thomas 
has composed for !ilms, but I wanted a mix 
of more natural sounds, with some kind of 
tone. For instance, as you go to touch the 
mirror you feel a vibration and hear a sort 
of energy sound that increases as you try to 
touch your re!lection.

MM  Do you think there’s an ethical 
dimension to this as well? If you are able to 
disassociate yourself from your physical self 
so entirely in a virtual environment, it gives 
you certain permissions and freedoms to 
behave in a way that you wouldn’t ordinarily 
behave? 

RA  I !ind that profound. Back in 2015 
the !ilm-maker Chris Milk, and some other 
people, called VR the ‘empathy machine’ 
– because it can make you feel that you’re 
really in, for example, a refugee camp, and 
you’re going to feel so much more strongly 
about a subject you’ve experienced. I think 
that can be very powerful, but of course  
it can be the opposite. It’s just as easy to 
do something very negative. I have worked 
with all kinds of technologies over the years 
and it is a little frightening. As with online 
trolling, you can be anonymous because you 
aren’t face to face with the person you’re 
destroying. You can become somebody you 
wouldn’t be in real life – you can be a better 
person or worse. Too many video games try 
to bring out the worst in us: our violent and 
overly competitive tendencies. VR, because 
it’s more powerful and immersive than a 
screen-based game, can do more than that. 

MM  Do you think artists should distribute 
their works di"erently when they’re made 
in this technology because it helps to draw 
in a di"erent audience, setting a counter-
narrative to the conventional uses of the 
technology? 

RA  Naturally this kind of medium can 
be distributed digitally – you can make 
a million copies of it and you can sell it 
online. That’s something I think about, and 
there are more and more online galleries, 
online, museums and online sales. Online 
distribution does make sense, and there’s 
a whole area of gaming that isn’t about 
commercial games. I guess personally – 
and maybe this is because, when I started 
as an artist, there was no digital anything 
– I still really like the idea, even with VR, of 

showing it in a physical space 
such as a gallery or museum. 
I’d be really sad if those things 
went away, because these 
remaining physical community 
experiences we can have are 
important  – to leave your house, 
leave your screen, go to a place, 
engage with other people in 
other places. Most of the art 
world engaged in VR is following 
a scarcity model of limited 

editions. Even though in some way I know 
that’s not the correct form, and it’s coming 
from an old model, as an artist, I just don’t 
want to be thrown into the Steam store with 
all the video games. 

MM  I’m interested in how the 3D animation 
world could be more inclusive in terms 
of the people it represents. Are we still 
de!ining ourselves based on existing 
presumptions? 

RA  It’s a question I think about a lot.  
In 2016 I made a VR work called Inside.  
In it I wanted a generic female to walk up 
to the participant. There’s actually a lot 
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of motion-capture data that you can !ind 
online, but I couldn’t !ind a female who had 
a regular walk, because in games women 
always have super-sexy walks. In the virtual 
world, there’s incredible bias. I had to use 
a male walking cycle and attach that to my 
female form.

MM  You’re still unusual, as a woman who 
has been working in the industry as an 
artist and has been heavily involved in the 
development of this technology. Is there 

hope? Are there more women 
programmers coming up?

RA  I hope so. I am happy to 
see rising awareness of these 
issues. You mentioned human 
form 3D models. I am one of the 
pioneers in this area. In the very 
early days, there were probably 
!ive or six of us working on 
computer models of humans. 
Technically there are a lot of 
problems involved to get them 
to move naturally, and then you 

get what they call the ‘uncanny valley’.  
If it’s too real but not exactly real, it seems 
creepy. In 1980, when I started, there were 
probably only two to three human models 
in the world. I worked with the !irst ever 
3D female body model, developed by Ed 
Catmull who went on to found Pixar, and I 
was determined to get her to move, to bring 
her to life. I was lucky to actually work with 
the inventors of software to do this, and 
fortunately the one human model we had 
was a female. I was like, ‘YES!’ 

MM  It seems that a lot of your early works 
were based on collaboration. Does this still 
form an integral part of your VR work? 

RA  Working in a research lab, you had to 
be collaborative. I worked with the people 
who invented the software. There have 
been some cases over the years where 

I’ve worked completely on my own, but 
I have found that I actually like working 
with people. It’s like I can’t fully think by 
myself. I get my ideas by talking to people 
and throwing things out there and having 
conversations. I’ve done collaborations with 
dance performers, choreographers and 
musicians that have been what I consider 
true collaboration: they’re doing parts of 
it, I’m doing other parts of it. But usually 
it’s structured as me as the artist, it’s work 
for hire, and I have a small team. If I had a 
budget, I would get a bigger team. 

MM  Final question. Will you continue to 
work with VR, and what projects are you 
working on in the future? 

RA  Boy, I go back and forth. With the latest 
work that I’m showing at FACT, Liverpool 
[The Observer, 1999#2019], it could be a 
VR piece, but it exists as a projection. The 
immersion comes from a physically large 
scale, and is something that more than one 
person at a time can experience. It’s a piece 
I’ve wanted to do since the 90s. I was calling 
it a moving painting and now there are many 
examples of artists doing similar things. 
Thanks to projector technology, I can get a 
quality of colour and form that I couldn’t get 
in the past. Ironically, the piece uses the old 
Emergence game engine that we developed 
back in the 90s. I also just received an 
award from Google’s Artists and Machine 
Intelligence programme for a proposal 
called ReEmergence that will explore 
new forms of AI (arti!icial intelligence) to 
make new art works. But, just to make my 
life complicated, I also want to work with 
technologies like 3D printing – the idea that 
you can take a virtual form and, without too 
much work, make it into a physical form I 
think is really intriguing, and I want to be 
able to bring the virtual and actual physical 
stu" together more.
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Pg 466/67
... 
Hearing the finished album, I had no illusions: we hadn’t managed to create a great work of art. 

Still, the show must go on. The computer models from Rebecca’s video formed the basis for the 
album artwork. The close-ups of the polygonal surfaces of our faces give the front cover its unique 
aesthetic. 
...

As we now know, ‘Musique Non-Stop’ wasn’t a huge hit. And yet Rebecca’s video, which she and her 
team worked on for two years, is regarded as a milestone in 3D computer graphics. It won a number 
of awards and was shown on the music channels up until the mid-nineties. The ad campaign for the 
album was also based entirely on Rebecca’s work. 
...

Electric Cafe was released in October 1986. The record got to number 23 in the German album 
charts and fell out again in January 1987, after ten weeks. Rebecca’s ‘Musique Non-Stop’ video was 
shown on the country’s then most important music show Formel 1 to coincide with the launch. Five 
weeks later, the track made the leap to the German singles charts. It stayed there for twelve weeks, 
making it to number 13. 

Pg 521
...
 The aesthetic of Rebecca Allen’s computer animation became a ‘new lens’ through which we saw 
the project as a whole. We turned into avatars as Rebecca’s video beamed us into virtual space. 
Once we got there, though, we didn’t know what to do. 



Excerpts from the publication: 

“From Technological to Virtual Art” by Frank Popper, MIT Press, (2006)

For over thirty years Rebecca Allen has investigated a variety of technological forms of expression 
including 3D computer animation, large-scale performance works, music videos, video games, artifi-
cial life, multisensory interfaces, interactive installations, and virtual reality. Allen is not interested in 
technology for its own sake, however. Rather, she is interested in a technoculture which humanizes 
technology even while maintaining a critical stance towards it. Or perhaps one can even say that it is 
her critical approach towards technology that helps humanize it. 

Allen demonstrates this critical approach with her concern with artistic quality and the conceptual 
integrity of her work – a conceptual integrity that stresses the effect on the mind of the viewer. In-
deed her main concern appears to be the investigation of the perceptual and cognitive processes of 
the viewer. Her approach is based on a belief in technology, but technology as a means of expanding 
human potential by provoking people to become smarter. Not just intellectually smarter, but smarter 
about their own emotional reactions to technology. Thus she approaches technology from an al-
most expressionistic angle, where human feeling and emotional reaction predominate the art. 

Such an approach is taken in an attempt to help people today live with the overload of information 
which we are exposed to on a regular basis. Her work strives to demonstrate how the technologi-
cal landscape (which we cannot escape) can be paradoxically dominated by human needs. By the 
viewer/participant experiencing a space where digital and physical realities merge and by interacting 
with her intricate digital characters, Allen exposes her audiences to experiences where our carnal 
bodies and virtual data bodies coexist and interact comfortably. This is Allen’s long-standing vision; 
a vision which acknowledges that we cannot escape the realm of the technological, but we need to 
take control of it, adjusting it to our needs as humans. By exploring advanced electronic tools Allen 
helps us understand where technology is most active in our lives.

Allen began her exploration of the relationship between art and technology as an art student at 
Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) in the early 1970's where Allen’s prime influences were the art 
and technology movements of the early twentieth century: the Bauhaus, the Futurists and the Con-
structivists, primarily. Using a state of the art computer system called Vector General, and an early 
program that could interpolate 2D drawings, Allen realized her first computer animation in 1974.



The Art of Rebecca Allen: Inserting Human Presence into the Machine. Erkki Huhtamo, 

(based on interviews with Rebecca Allen, conducted in Los Angeles between 2000-2003.)

“Very early on, when the computer still seemed such a foreign thing, I had an interest in inserting 

human presence into the computer — human motion, human behavior — so that the computer 

would have a human face and form.” This recent statement sums up the long and prolific career of 

Rebecca Allen, a visionary artist who has been pushing the limits of artistic creativity by tirelessly 

exploring the unknown territories of new audiovisual technology. During a career that already spans 

three decades, Allen has tried her hand on a wide variety of forms: 3-D computer graphics and 

animation, music videos, logos for television, video games, large-scale performance works, artificial 

life systems, multi sensory interfaces, interactive installations, virtual reality and mixed reality.

Allen describes her relationship with innovative technology as “passionate”: where there is 

something new, most likely there is Allen as well. In spite of her excitement with the newest of the 

new, she never falls for a certain technology just for its own sake. Yet it would be hard to deny that 

her classic works have helped to give technoculture “a face”, becoming icons of postmodernity. 

However, far from being a “nerd” (a typical product of the 20th century’s romance with technology), 

Allen’s attitude towards new technology is critical. She is highly concerned about the artistic quality 

and the conceptual integrity of her creations. Although exploring cutting edge technologies is 

essential to her art, in the finished works technology itself is not the main focus. It has an auxiliary 

role, providing an impetus for the perceptual and cognitive processes happening in the viewer’s / 

interactor’s mind.

Allen is highly concerned about the role of the human in the turmoil of contemporary reality. “At 

this time, my primary interest is not in making computers smarter or emotional. I am interested in 

the ways that technology can make us smarter or more capable of understanding our emotions, 

to help us deal with the onslaught of information and to expand our human potential”, she recently 

said. Whether creating complex digital characters, or setting up situations where digital realms and 

physical realities merge, or exposing audiences to experiences where carnal “meat bodies” and 

virtual “data bodies” co-exist and interact, Allen has been true to her vision. We cannot (and should 

not) escape the realm of the technological, but we need to take control of it, adjusting it to our needs 

as humans. 



Allen has never been content with following already trodden paths. When things have become too 

familiar or obvious, she has repeatedly broken herself loose to face new challenges. Born in Detroit, 

she began to explore the relationship between art and technology as an art student at Rhode 

Island School of Design (RISD) in the early 1970’s. She was influenced by the art and technology 

movements of the early twentieth century, the Bauhaus, the Futurists and the Constructivists. By 

exploring advanced electronic tools, she wanted to help society understand where technology was 

heading. She quickly realized that computers were in the process of becoming an important part of 

society. They were tools for artists as well. Allen was especially interested in exploring movement. 

She saw the computer as a tool that would allow her to do the entire animation process on her own 

without having to follow the industrial structure that had been established for animation. Using a 

state of the art computer system called Vector General and an early program that could interpolate 

2D drawings, she realized her first computer animation in 1974.

After graduating with BFA honors, Allen worked for a while as a graphic designer for a furniture 

design company, but did not find it stimulating. She wanted to explore technology further, and was 

eventually accepted as a special student to MIT. She attended a course by Nicholas Negroponte, 

one of the only classes on computer graphics. In 1978 Allen became a graduate student at 

MIT, beginning to work with the famous Architecture Machine Group. She participated in the 

realization of a number of projects that have become classics, above all the Aspen Movie Map and 

Personalized Movies, also known as Movie Manuals. In spite of this early immersion into interactive 

media that opened her eyes to the possibilities of new technology, Allen however decided at first to 

pursue a career in computer animation. As a visual artist she wanted to achieve a quality of color, 

detail and resolution that interactive images could not yet provide.

Next, Allen moved to the Computer Graphics Laboratory at New York Institute of Technology. 

Under the patronage of Alexander Shure, the lab at NYIT had become one of the leading centers 

for advanced 3-D computer graphics by the late 1970s. The NYIT Computer Graphics Lab provided 

extraordinary opportunities - it was superbly equipped, and the researchers had no absolute 

agendas. There were no requirements to create software packages for the market - the focus was 

on the free exploration of computer graphics and animation. At NYIT, Allen created some acclaimed 

commercial work, including her EMMY award winning opening sequence for CBS’s Walter Cronkite 



Universe. She also began to create her own computer animated artworks, including Steps (1982), 

which was inspired by Oscar Schlemmer and the Bauhaus theater. Allen also realized a computer-

animated figure of St. Catherine for the film version of Twyla Tharp’s performance piece The 

Catherine Wheel (1983), the first computer generated human to appear on television. For Allen this 

unprecedented task made sense: a saint was somewhere between human and superhuman - Allen 

felt that computers were often feared to be superhuman.

During her time at NYIT Allen also realized the works for which she is perhaps still best remembered 

in the popular memory - her music videos that have since become classics of the genre. Adventures 

in Success (1983) and Smile (1983) for Will Powers at Island Records and Musique Non Stop for 

Kraftwerk (1986) all contained innovative, laborious computer animation sequences, especially 

rotating 3-D faces and subtle facial expressions that became Allen’s “trademark”. Particularly the 

Kraftwerk video is now considered one of the icons of technoculture. Its imagery has been quoted 

in countless contexts, from flyers to techno raves to Nam June Paik’s video installations. This 

appropriation has often taken place without permission from the artist, which in a way proves the 

cultural power of Allen’s images - they have begun to live a life of their own. While working on these 

pieces Allen had a feeling that Music Television, founded in 1981, might become a new venue for 

artists working with the latest technologies. However, like a number of other experimental artists, 

she was disappointed, noticing that MTV was becoming more a marketing tool for the music 

industry than a ground for experimentation. It left little room for independent artists to realize 

their visions. Still, collaboration with musicians like Kraftwerk, Peter Gabriel, John Paul Jones (Led 

Zeppelin), Mark Mothersbough (Devo), Thomas Dolby, Peter Bauman (Private Music, formerly 

Tangerine Dream), David Byrne, Carter Burwell, etc. has remained one of the guiding lines of her 

career.

In the mid 80s Allen decided to leave New York and move to Los Angeles, accepting a teaching 

position at University of California Los Angeles (UCLA). Having grown up in Detroit, Los Angeles 

felt like a good choice; a big city with lots of cars. Of course, L.A. also offered interesting production 

possibilities for advanced computer graphics because of the presence of the film industry. 

Allen soon began to receive commissions, including one to create an HDTV piece. Working in 

collaboration with high profile companies like Symbolics Computer and Rebo High Definition Studio, 

Allen made BEHAVE (1987), an innovative piece that utilized flocking algorithms created by Craig 



Reynolds, Allen’s former colleague from MIT. Beside providing an entry into the field of high definition 

graphics, BEHAVE also introduced Allen to the (then brand new) theme of artificial life, which 

became one of her main concerns some years later.

In the late 80s and early 90s, partly thanks to an invitation by the Art Futura festival (Barcelona), 

Allen came to realize several projects in Spain. These included installation works, computer 

animations for the World Expo in Seville, the Olympics in Barcelona and the TV series El Arte del 

Video and performance projects with the legendary Spanish performance group La Fura dels Baus. 

The primary result of the collaboration with La Fura was Mugra, in which Allen and the group tried 

to find a way to merge technology and media with a very raw and corporeal industrial age style of 

performing. Partly as an homage to Allen, the all male group dedicated the theme of this work to 

women. In the performance, Allen distributed seventy video monitors throughout the space, hanging 

just above the audience’s heads, and utilized a unique system of LED displays. Her ephemeral, 

cerebral imagery provided a counterpoint to the aggressive, physical performance. 

Allen’s “Spanish Period” was highly productive, but it came to a sudden end, when cultural funding 

was dramatically cut after the Expo and the Olympics. Allen then made another surprising move 

and joined Virgin Interactive Entertainment, a video game company, as Creative Director, Executive 

Producer and 3-D Visionary. Although she had little experience with game playing herself, she was 

very interested in the idea of creating real-time high resolution 3-D virtual worlds. For Allen, the game 

industry was the place to learn more about them, yet it also aligned with her long-term interest in 

popular culture. Allen hoped that working with games could help her understand the interactive 

language of games and help her once again to push the boundaries of digital art. Allen worked 

on a number of games, including Demolition Man for 3DO. However, she eventually began to feel 

that the game industry did not fulfill her expectations, after all. She grew tired of the commercial 

imperatives that restricted her creativity and could not identify with the focus on violence. So when 

an opportunity came to get a head a new department of Design | Media Arts at UCLA, she decided it 

was time to return to the university and pursue new directions in art and research. 

Soon after returning to UCLA Allen received a grant from Intel Corporation. It allowed her to 

put together a team of computer science and design students. Using PC computers the group 

developed a kind of game engine, a system called Emergence, profiting from Allen’s two year 



experience in the game industry. Yet this time the goal was not to create games but new art 

by applying artificial life technology. Allen used the engine her group had created to envision a 

complex virtual world inhabited by mysterious creatures with unexpected behaviors. The work 

became known as The Bush Soul; this was an umbrella term for a series of three related, but always 

slightly different installations. In this work a person’s “soul”, represented as a sphere of pulsing 

energy, enters a virtual world (a virtual bush) that is alive and responsive. The world’s inhabitants 

are brought to life through programs that define their behaviors and desires. A character can 

be endowed with “feelings” towards any object in the world. These feelings drive a character’s 

movements and affect its reactions.

The title is based on a West African belief that a person has more than one soul and that there is 

a type of soul, called the “bush soul” that dwells within a wild animal of the bush. As you explore 

the environment your soul may inhabit the body of certain artificial life forms, and you may also be 

expelled from a creature’s body if the creature so desires or through the push of a button. The basic 

modalities of the experience were obviously influenced by game structures. Yet unlike games, Bush 

Soul contains no ending or closure. Allen also tried to create a more artistic approach by merging 

a synthetic and a natural kind of look. She intentionally created landscapes and forms that were 

“organic” and curvy while colors were not natural, but synthetic and painterly. 

To create the creatures’ complex behaviors Allen used a custom-made behavior scripting language. 

Her artistic research proceeded by setting up behaviors and then observing how the characters 

reacted with each other. She tried things out, changing parameters, physics and attractions. By 

setting her characters to life, she discovered how changing just a few things would make the 

behaviors very different. The overall theme of Bush Soul is energy in its different manifestations. 

Influenced by Allen’s readings of philosophy, parapsychology and cultural anthropology, the piece 

was influenced by the idea of sacred places that are believed to have a special energy. In the world 

of Bush Soul, the user discovers concentrations of energy, embodied in areas of the landscape 

and in the creatures and their behaviors. The user experiences all this as a physical sensation by 

means of a force-feedback joystick. Although haptic interfaces are frequently used in gaming, Allen’s 

application was unique in that it was thematically intertwined with the work. In the spirited world of 

Bush Soul a soul can be pulled into the body of an artificial life creature. If the virtual body the user 

is “inhabiting” gets close to a creature it has an affinity with the user feels vibration. This informs the 



user about the creatures and their relationships in a way that clearly differs from just watching them 

visually. 

Allen used the Emergence “game engine” developed for The Bush Soul also to create another work 

titled Coexistence. It was motivated by her interest in mobility and wearable computing, yet it also 

tied in to a bigger idea that is very current: the desire to live in simultaneous realities, as exemplified 

by cell phone communication and online virtual worlds. Having been observing cell phone usage, 

Allen concluded that many people today live parallel lives, talking on the phone while engaged in 

other activities, or being addicted to online games and living in both on-screen worlds and in their 

daily realities. Such observations inspired Allen to research the technology of mixed reality. Its basic 

idea is superimposing the physical world and the virtual world, so that they merge with each other. 

In Coexistence, two people are sitting facing each other at some distance, wearing head-mounted 

displays with video cameras attached to them. They see the surrounding physical environment 

and each other mediated by the cameras. The head-mounted displays also contain trackers, so it 

is possible to know to which direction one’s head is looking. Because of this it becomes possible to 

combine virtual images with the perceived camera images, and to create a mixed reality.

To enable communication between the two participants, Allen designed a special hand-held haptic 

“gamepad” with a small microphone. The idea was to breathe into the microphone - the breath 

would be visualized as a stream of computer generated virtual particles. This was used to affect 

virtual objects by blowing towards them. Every time a user would blow, the person across from him/

her would feel the breath through haptic feedback and also see it visualized. One sequence showed 

an animated “wall” that was obscuring the users’ views of the real world. As they started blowing on 

the elements of the wall these would change color and eventually be blown away. Both participants 

could simultaneously take part in the action. Metaphorically the idea was to break down the wall 

separating the participants through a collaborative effort. In order to fully realize her idea Allen is 

waiting for the head-mounted displays to have higher resolution and to become more comfortable 

and lighter, like a pair of glasses. Tactility continues to be a key issue, connected with her long-time 

interest in the relationship between the body and new technology.

To date, Allen’s most recent work is The Brain Stripped Bare, her return to multimedia performance. 

The basic spatial structure for this work is formed by five screens in a large circle (about 10.5 

meters in diameter) that surrounds the audience. On the screens Allen projected a 360 degree 



panoramic video, shot with a new technology developed at the University of Southern California. 

On the video the audience sees two shaved, nude, androgynous performers (a group called osseus 

labyrint) performing extreme raw physical movements. As the performance continues, the same 

performers enter the audience space, challenging the spectators’ safe vantage point. Actually, Allen 

had already questioned established viewing conditions by the panoramic video, which forces the 

audience to move around to witness the circular image in its entirety. Allen wanted to contrast the 

extreme physicality of the performers’ movements with the technology and the projected image. 

The work metaphorically speculates on the disappearance of the body in cyberspace. If it really 

happens, what would be left? Only our brain, our consciousness, exposed and stripped bare. The 

Brain Stripped Bare was a metaphor Allen formulated as a wordplay to pay homage to Marcel 

Duchamp, the most cerebral of artists, and particularly his masterpiece The Bride Stripped Bare by 

Her Bachelors, Even.

Beside the 360 degree video, Allen used another cutting edge technology, the audio spotlight 

developed at MIT Media Lab by Ph.D. student Joseph Pompei. While typical speakers are omni-

directional, Pompei’s invention makes it possible to project a narrow beam of audio over a long 

distance. Allen used this technology to beam whispered words to the ears of unsuspecting 

audience members. She had a person hidden above the screens looking down on the audience 

and holding the audio spotlight. At one point the performers were hanging from the ceiling, doing 

their moves. With the audio spotlight sounds of their breathing could be focused at various people 

in the audience. Because of this, audience members would hear the performers breathing very 

intimately. For Allen this was related to the idea of remote presence. The audio spotlight was also 

used for different purposes. In another sequence the female performer walks through the audience. 

She comes very close to individual audience members and looks directly at them. As she stares 

at someone whispered phrases are projected into that person’s ear. This gives the impression that 

one is reading the performer’s mind. Again, the brain is stripped bare, the mind exposed. For Allen 

this evokes the notion of surveillance. “It appears that the last private space is our thoughts. As 

long as I don’t verbalize or write down my thoughts, no one will know what I am thinking. But what if 

we can start reading minds with technology? That would strip away our last sense of privacy”, she 

speculated in a recent interview.

The Brain Stripped Bare is the first work in which Allen did not use computer graphics at all, only 

digital video. Still, she does not see it as a radical change of direction. It feels to her more like an 



interlude. After working intensively with scientists and technicians for decades, she wanted to do 

something “simple” (which it hardly is by general standards), to take distance from technological 

experimentation. On the other hand, Allen also analyzes her career by referring to it as a pendulum 

that swings between more emphatically artistic and metaphorical works (like those realized in 

Spain) and those that foreground her technological explorations. The pendulum may next swing to 

the other extreme. Allen is currently very interested in biosensors and their possible application to 

art. Another issue that continues to occupy her mind is tactility - the creation of new interfaces for 

haptic and remote bodily communication at a distance. Partly inspired by her experiences with the 

audio spotlight and Coexistence, Allen is also researching things that have to do with whispering 

and breathing, the development of subtle quiet technologies. This stems from Allen’s frustration with 

the amount of noise in contemporary society brought on by digital technology.

Although her artistic explorations have taken her far and wide in the territories of technoculture, 

Allen has not lost her original passion for computer animation. However, instead of linear animation, 

she is now more interested in the possibilities of real-time 3-D graphics. A field that has not been 

particularly suited yet to her goals as a media artist is the Internet. Although much of her research 

and development takes place in front of the computer, Allen is reluctant to reiterate the same 

situation in her finished artworks. Instead of making the participants just sit and stare at a screen, 

she wants to invent more varied and flexible ways of interfacing bodies and machines. Her interest 

in bodily multi-sensory interaction is one reason why she has created installations for public places 

and experimented with ideas like wearable displays. “The Internet is definitely of great interest to 

me, but instead of using it in the customary way, I would like to envision new situations in which the 

users would be connected to the Internet while moving around in the physical world. They would 

be interacting with other people that are physically present, but still be plugged into a network. This 

would make the interaction more complex and challenging”, Allen explains.

“I have always been intrigued with the feeling that the computer is a partner of mine.” This statement 

gets to the core of Allen’s creative career, that has from the beginning coincided with the emergence 

of the computer as a tool and a medium. Allen is one of those pioneering artists who noticed the 

potential of the computer early on and have ever since helped to unleash its potential for creativity. 

Yet, in spite of her long and intimate relationship with it, Allen’s attitude towards digital technology 

is not uncritical. The computer can be a wonderful possibility for creativity and for the efforts to 

improve the quality of life on earth. Yet it may also be a pitfall. “Digital technology has potential for 



causing a lot of damage in the wrong hands. We humans should really decide if we just want to 

keep on adding more gadgets to our lives. I think we should use the wonderful technology we have 

as an impetus for thinking about complexity and emergent systems, rather than just as mindless 

pastime. Our gadgets can do so much more than just provide a momentary escape - they can teach 

us the way the world, and also the human mind, works.” 
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