My Tamagotchi Won’t Die:

Living in the Artefactual World

       Art – always – requires visible unrealities

                                                     Borges, “Avatars of the Tortoise”

Darren Tofts

Welcome to the jungle, baby, you’re gonna die!

  It took me quite a while to work out that when you’re dead playing Doom you’re not really dead.  By that I don’t mean anything so dopey as thinking that my on screen avatar was somehow me, that reality and representation overlapped so literally – the map and the territory, for the time being anyway, don’t overlap so neatly (although it’s worth remembering that Mrs Presley wept in abject horror when Elvis’ on screen character, Clint Reno, died at the end of Love Me Tender). Something happened when I finally worked out the toggle switch for re-animating myself.  It was frighteningly obvious that the various chimaera I was trying to waste were coded to “re-spawn”, but it was a real buzz to know that I too could come back to life having been vaporized by one of those big ass plasma guns.  But this wasn’t really what took me by surprise.  Something clicked to do with the speed with which it had became second nature to think of life as artificial.  At a time when the esoteric discipline of artificial life had even less of a public profile than it does now (is “to Spielberg” a valid verb of cultural appropriation?), electronic games were tampering with our understanding of what it means to be alive in an age of advanced cybernetic technology.

  Playing Doom all those years ago really made me think about the ways in which the simulated, immersive worlds of hyper-realistic graphics and vivid “point of view” navigation, had started to define the psychopathology of a generation. Since that time artificial life has been liberated from the desktop computer and become more portable in the form of Tamagotchis, Furbies and virtual pets.  Artificial life is only partly to do with cute animals or blobs that that seem life-like, demanding to be fed, changed and medicated on demand.  It is something that we are starting to realize is a parallel form of life in which computer generated entities – and this is the really scary bit – continue to live, learn, remember and evolve, despite out interactions with them. 

  Since first writing extensively on the work of Troy Innocent five years ago, I have been haunted by a roaming techno band of sonic icons, with whom he has some kind of tenuous status as their creator, who call themselves the Shaolin Wooden Men (Ohar, Special Go Man, .  Dinsdale Piranha had his Spiny Norman, I have the Shaolin Wooden Men.  Describing themselves as 25% image, 12% code, 60% digital sound and 3% unknown.  While I have no fear of hedgehogs, I am troubled by that 3%.  I note, with a mixture of alarm and fascination, that Artefact abounds with traces of their ambiguous presence.  Glypha and Synthia observe me knowingly as I move around the space; Mt.ke.it, who I am sure is Special Go Man in ironic robotic disguise, smirks as he struts casually by.  Once again they have found me. Their willfulness, their tenacity for living, disturbs and astonishes me. Devotees of that great fabulist of the otherworldly, Jorge Luis Borges, they tease me with their facility for quotation, to let me know they are here. They think that I will miss, in their lust for artificial life, their solicitation, in the title of a recent drum and bass CD, that wonderful line from “Avatars of the Tortoise”, “the world is a fabrication of the will”.  What I have not missed is their mischievous citation of Andrew Hurley’s controversial translation published in the revised collected fictions of 1998.  What bravado.

Your time starts now

 I can imagine, sometime soon, in the near future, a spate of Unreality TV shows for artificial life forms, the goal of which is to morph into our own world, rather like Homer does at the end of that 3D episode of The Simpsons.  I have no doubt that the first contestants will be the Shaolin Wooden Men. The grafting of the game show paradigm  on to Reality TV has much in common with cyberspace and the evolution of digital life.  Both involve a kind of incept time in which the conditions of life are set in motion. The dynamics of interaction are established within the hermetic world of human characters and digital entities alike, as well as the modes of interaction by which the external audience will engage with them.  The rest is, well, simply a matter of the second law of thermodynamics.  Unless there is constant input, from a variety of channels, the systems will break down.  What began as a space of utopian possibilities declines into an entropic mess.  These were the principles that, perhaps surprisingly, Norbert Wiener drew on in developing his theory of cybernetics in the 1940s.   But he also drew, even more surprisingly, on the game theory of John Von Neumann, who applied the idea of game-play, as a means of forestalling entropy, to his design for the computer.  Game-play is a kind of agon, a strategic battle of wits in which two or more people, or artificial entities, develop strategic approaches to achieving certain ends.  One of the key principles in game-play, a cybernetic principle that proved vital in the development of artificial life, was feedback.

  Jimi Hendrix used a type of sonic feedback for effect, but also as a way of alleviating boredom, the ennui of doing Purple Haze all over again, in the same old way.  In the context of game-play, feedback is a kind of memory system, the retention of information that can facilitate different outcomes when similar conditions are encountered. For example, a Tamagotchi creature is programmed to remember to behave in certain ways when it is fed, when it is played with, etc.  It is coded to do things in such a way that it appears to be responsive.  On the other hand, a reality TV contestant, presumably more alive than a Tamagotchi, may act differently during the course of a day leading up to an eviction, based on the example of someone who was voted off the night before. This is a more dramatic form off feedback, since it involves the regulation of behaviour that is not programmed or based on a menu of expected outcomes.  Rather, it is conditioned by the ability to act independently on information received from the environment and to regulate behaviour on the basis of that information.  It is this type of feedback that computer scientists, such as MIT Media Lab’s Rodney Brooks, and media artists, such as Troy Innocent, are interested in exploring and bringing to our attention.  Under such conditions, artificial life has a will of its own.

A is for artefact

  The various environments that constitute Artefact are interconnected and intertextual, inviting different modes of response and interaction, that develop out of a familiarity with a community of entities and language of icons that filter throughout the gallery space. Mixed Reality is at once a space of reference for all of Innocent’s work as well as an emblem of the activated environments that he has constructed in previous works (such as Iconica, 1999).  It also cross-references, in sumptuous plastic and wood sculptures, the icons and entities in the game-space, Semiomorph. Semiomorph draws on familiar modes of digital interactivity – joystick, fixed point of view of a mobile environment – to immerse the visitor in a simulated space within the physical space of the gallery, the virtual space of the game-world projected on to the wall.  Unlike Iconica, Artefact is not an intelligent environment.  However it cites and represents the cognitive behaviours associated with the former work.  It cannily draws attention to our assumptions about artificial life, to the degrees of activity or inactivity that our involvement in an artificial world precipitate in digital entities.  It is part of our second nature to know that if we are sluggish and just going along for the ride, the entities will respond likewise.  The more engaged we are, the more likely the entities are able to learn, grow and evolve.  In this Innocent’s work strays into very contemporary thinking about the nature of complex systems.  His work gestures to the idea of an emergent universe, to use a term from chaos theory; a connected, networked space that becomes more and more complex over time. Artefact represents the kind of thinking about complex systems that you’ve probably snorted at; you know, the idea that a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil will affect a hurricane in Hawaii.  Now before you right this idea off, just take a moment to reflect on those times when you have unwittingly pondered on chaos, on the theory that the observer affects the observed phenomenon. For example, when your team gets thrashed at the football, would things have been different if you had been there, would the outcome have been different? On a more menacing level, you might want to spare a thought, next time you are stuck in an elevator, that chiding your Tamagotchi, for its persistent beeping, was probably not a good idea (you may say that this is simply techno-paranoia, but pushed to its extreme, artificial life has some dramatic implications: it’s a weird and somewhat unsettling experience to hear a petulant child telling a Tamagotchi to shut up).

  This is a constructed world, an artefact, without question, one that display Innocent’s remarkable visual, sonic and architectural trademarks as a designer of virtual realms.  An artefact, by definition, is something that is not found in nature.  But is also something that, while not naturally occurring, can manifest itself within an environment.  In the context of game-play, artefacts are subversive strategies, deliberate attempts to gain advantage or defeat an opponent. But they are also “accentuated errors”, incorrect, prompted behaviours manifested by entities in the game-world in response to our attempts to confuse and overwhelm them.  Within the competitive interaction of game-play, unexpected, surprising forms of behaviour are artefacts, in a similar way to objects found at an archaeological dig.  They require us to review what understanding we have formed of the space we are inhabiting and the culture we are getting to know.  As we start this process of reflection, we realise that our thinking about the world in question, and the kinds of life within it, has changed.  We start to think that this digital realm, this artificial reality, is an ecology, pixelated by living, responsive entities.  What started out as a game has morphed into the discovery of a new world, an artefactual world.

More human than humantm

  In the film Blade Runner the uber-replicant, Roy Batty, confronts the man who made him.  The meeting is sublime, overwhelming, as Roy whispers, as a man meeting his God, “It’s not an easy thing, to meet your maker”.  I can’t help but wondering what the artificial life forms in Artefact would think of their maker.  Replicants, in the world of Philip K. Dick’s fiction, are tortured by a profound regret, an elegaic knowledge that their lives are very short and that it is only a matter of time before they die. The first principles of their lives are very simple: incept dates, morphology, longevity. Replicants are not avatars or artefacts.  When they die, they die for good and in this they are more human than machine. They want more life, but are denied it by their creator (in my revenant state playing Doom, I have an immortality that Roy Batty would kill for). 

  The question that artificial life irresistibly invites is akin to that mind-boggling zen conundrum – how do you know the light goes off when you close the fridge door?  What happens to artefacts such as Glypha or Mt.ke.it when the computer is turned off?  Where do they go?  What happens if we ignore them and fail to interact with them?  Moreover, why do we continue to privilege ourselves as the interactors, engaging with avatars like so many monkeys in a cage?  How do we know that we, too, are not being observed, interacted with?  How do we know that we remain unaffected by our visit to the gallery, that as the observed, we have not been touched in some profound way by acts of observation we don’t even know are taking place?

  This stuff is really messing with my mind.  In fact I still feel like I am being watched.  Just what do you think you are doing, Ohar?

  My mind is going.  I can feel it. 
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