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The Golden Year of Cd-rom Technology 

When Marita Liulia, in year 1996, publishes her work Ambitious Bitch in cd-rom format – this new medium having developed from the compact disc for music with increased possibility of interaction – she can enjoy the fact that it is one of the first cd-rom works to gain wider popularity.
 

It is in that year that the language of ”interactive multimedia” is created, an international prose with its own syntax. The work of interface designers, programmers and database developers often brings convergent results, as they strive to optimize intuitive functions and metaphors that enable navigation within a cd-rom.

The aim is to organize hypertext elements into unities understandable to the user. Around 1996, cd-rom technology is not only a new platform enabling transformation into digital format of material that already exists on paper or on tape; neither is it a mere medium for sophisticated linguistic experiments, initiated in the beginning of the 90’s by artists attentive to technical developments. Instead, cd-rom is a new culture bearer that allows the activation of old, unrealized functionalities of analog and sequential media, and, above all, offers a means of expression to a world of contemporary experiences in an up-to-date form.

Consequently, the flow on the market of reasonably-priced cd-roms encourages artists and researchers to use this medium to offer a hypermedial perspective into their own work (collection of images that can be navigated via intersecting linkages, virtual galleries), or to perform linguistic research – often of conceptual or minimalistic nature – within independent productions, or with the help of financial support from research centres. Some of these researches on the language of multimedia also contributed to build a critical knowledge of the widespread use of this new medium. This is apparent in the cd-rom series Artintact, produced by ZKM in Karlsruhe between 1994 and 1999, and a collection titled CDROMagazin interaktiver Kunst. One example dates from 1996, when the Canadian artist George Legrady (born in Budapest) published his work Slippery Traces on cd-rom, where the user is asked to examine hundreds of thematically inter-linked postcards.

During the same period in the Pacific region and at MIT in Boston, some researchers found themselves on the borderline between science and design, creativity and zen culture, art and technology, as they examined the interaction with the computer in creating experiences on the screen that are generated by our movements. Designer John Maeda, born in Seattle, published Flying Letters (on floppy disk, 1996, and thereafter Tap, Type, Write on cd-rom, 1998) for the Japanese publisher Digitalogue
. The basic idea was that written word, the typographical letter, can become dynamic and ”alive” within computer space and be made into a reactive system between user / mouse / screen.
 ”Computer is a multidimensional tissue”, Maeda points out, where signs, forms, colours and sounds float in a time space that totally differs from the one where we have for thousands of years learned to locate the human expression of meaning.

Cd-rom related linguistic research performed around 1996 can also be viewed as a collection of different but interacting experiences: interactive films like Nirvana by Gabriele Salvatores (Nirvana Xrom) and game/story Il tesoro di Venezia by Daniele Panebarco, or web portals like Tamburo by Lorenzo Jovanotti Cherubini, not to mention the powerful multimedia experiments by Laurie Anderson or Peter Gabriel.

Eve and the Ambitious Bitch 

In year 1996 the cd-rom Eve (Evolutionary Virtual Environment) is published, an interactive music cd - game, adventure, philosophical work, a metaphor of existence, music and love, created and produced by Peter Gabriel, the famous English musician and former singer of Genesis, and founder of Real World (record/multimedia company, one of the first to distribute African and Asian music worldwide). Gabriel collaborates with four artists to build a visual interface: Japanese Yakoi Kusama, British Helen Chadwick, Cathy de Monchaux (active within discussions on the masculine/feminine) and Nils-Udo, an artist who has since the 70’s created works in the nature with water, fire and leaves.

In Eve, the user moves around with a divining rod (wondering in emptiness for long periods of time) – immersed in atmospheres of magical realism, landscapes and environments that can be navigated in 360 degrees (enabled by QuickTimeVR technology) – trying to discover the active elements in the interface that are required for him/her to move on. The mechanism is similar to the legendary computer game Myst (also on cd-rom, 1993), but in Eve, music plays a significant role. By solving puzzles the user collects music samples and gets access to Interactive Music Xperience where it is possible to remix Peter Gabriel’s songs. Starting from a landscape of lost paradise, the user must pass through various environments (Mud; The Garden; Profit; Art and Nature), meet different characters and interact with Gabriel’s songs, in order to finally come to the end of the journey after over 50 hours of navigation.

Eve is considered as a masterpiece, but also as a cryptic work, evoking both emotion and irritation, which makes it a work of great artistic courage, as it creates resonance between excellent music and contemporary art. The following year, Eve wins Milia d’Or award at the multimedia festival in Cannes.

Eve, Peter Gabriel’s first woman, is created in the moors of Wiltshire (where Real World is situated). In the same year, from the white nights and long winters of Helsinki in Finland, comes Ambitious Bitch, the nasty lady created by Marita Liulia. Some analogies: also Marita Liulia will soon found a multimedia production house (Medeia, in 1997) where she manages a team of experts; she also is an eclectic artist, designer, photograph, director, writer, with experience from the entertainment industry (theatre, music) and with a philosophical background; she also throws herself into creating a conceptual cd-rom with the intention of expressing her vision of the world; her work also wins several awards and honorable mentions between 1996 and 1997.

It becomes internationally acknowledged that Ambitious Bitch marks an episode in the history of cd-rom technology. Above all because the work combines, in an effective and natural way, the different elements of an interactive multimedia product, but also because it is a complete work in all aspects, including the author’s message. And finally, because a contemporary artist, among the manifold of ways to express content, has taken on the challenge to explore the possibility of adapting a new medium (cd-rom) into an exceptional content, and vice versa, a unique content into a new medium.

The result bears all characteristics of a new format, an expressive format that simultaneously holds universal value (recognizable and reproducable) and a distinct style (Marita Liulia’s characteristic design).

To depict the feminine and feminist world that Ambitious Bitch is dedicated to, Liulia places the user before a clear and changing interface, functional, but full of surprises. In difference to many other works of the same period, the user does not immerse in realistic or suggestive environments, nor a metaphorical journey, but is placed before characters and icons that react to us like our partners in real-life discussion situations, similar to a shared (virtual) theatre scene.
 The interface evokes an idea of rewarding the user, who moves through different atmospheres, with unexpected stimuli such as a surprising citation, a page to read, a joke. Also personalized games are included, such as choosing three cards from a deck to learn to know one’s past, present and future. 

Liulia’s  work avoids extremes, both those of lyrical experimentations just concentrated on suggestive images and special effects, and those of didactics: it is situated on solid middle ground, where the most important role is given to the user.
Interaction as a Memetic Quality of the 21st Century 

Let us stay in year 1996 and go back to Ars Electronica festival in Linz, the 15th year of the festival holding the theme Memesis. Future of Evolution. The title refers to the concept of memetics, developed from the idea of biologist Richard Dawkins, signifying the study of incorporeal transference and the Darwinist evolution of ”meme”, the mental and cultural equivalent of physically transferred genes.
 A meme can be a meaning, an invention, a fashion, a religion, an expression - all that spreads around and is strenghtened through each cultural imitation. The Linz festival of that year focused on the technological development related to memesis, with the aim to examine what kind of cultural mutations it was about to give birth to. All that relates to interaction with a digital mechanism is considered to have a key role within culture. Modern technology, generator of modern memes, is spreading and modifying all mental frameworks. This modification happens in a special way in young people and children who, among others, were invited to the festival of 1996.

The concept of interaction is delicate to say the least. As Manovich wisely points out: ”Like the term digital, I try to avoid the term interactive, without first specifying its meaning, because I think the concept of interactivity is far too wide to be usable”.
 This researcher who has collaborated with Finnish artists active within new media, makes the observation of the tautology of talking about interaction in relation to computers. Communication between man and machine evidently cannot exist without having recourse to an interface, involving exhange of commands and feedback. Also, the concept of interaction can be compared to rhetorical language models and figurative representation techniques, as well as certain experiments in contemporary art, carried out by Duchamp and later concept artists.

With awareness of the above it is certainly true that we for the present do talk of interactivity with reference to a number of experiences considered new for all who find themselves before the digital media: finding one’s way among hypertext, winning challenges in real-time, using icons that before were unknown to our shared language, getting used to fragmented points of access in a work consisting of non-linear steps, collecting and laying emphasis on signs, reflecting on the eternal question of whether one already has discovered all hidden elements within a work and not forgotten to activate a functionality.

A large part of the cd-roms produced in the 90’s form kind of a collective working place where all these experiences are developed.

From Making Art Personal to On Demand

Experiences of interactivity are linked with experiences of personal involvement. A mechanism or a digital artwork that remembers the paths the user has travelled during exploration, an interface that evolves as the user passes, a selection of avatars to identify with, a cursor that turns to you “from the other side of the screen”… It is about trying to adapt the new media work to its users. It is about a user-oriented perspective, not only in regard of the actual user situation, but a more subtle question of capturing the user into a role of a reactive discussion partner.

Marita Liulia has widely explored this aspect of digital language by offering menus that change with each session, mixed by a slot machine, or through inventing games that give an impression of active participation. In these features each of us can find support, a challenge, a motive to continue on the two intertwining levels of interface and content.

With what means can a new artistic object, created with digital language, call forth the impression of addressing itself to all of us, like novels, poetry, paintings, photograph and films have done for thousands of years?

Marita Liulia’s investigations hold the germ of an answer to these questions.

If the new media are strongly linked to the so-called “end user”, it is necessary to adapt an artwork to forms and channels that help reach this end user. Here we make a jump from year 1996 to today and Liulia’s Tarot.

The concept of the work is to bring to the present the images and interpretations of this ancient fortune-telling system based on 78 symbolic cards. Liulia has created the cards with symbolic imagery, accompanied with a manual containing the interpretations, as well as a cd-rom and a website where the user can consult the Tarot cards. The user also enters a community of other card users. But this is not all. She is also orienting toward – aware of the ongoing technical revolution – the most ”personal” communication channel on the present market: the mobile phone. One version of Tarot already exists for mobile phones, as text (SMS messages), and with images (for multimedia phones), visualized on the screen as an answer to the user’s question.

It is a convergence of artistic systems: Tarot cards, with their ancient tradition, and Marita Liulia’s new interpretation thereof. It is a communication system: mobile phone is described as a new business cycle, a new interface for all kinds of applications (and financial investments), from creation to development.

Marita Liulia offers her own artwork for all mobile phone users, who on their part come in contact with the part of the work that by accident or fate concerns them. She thus creates a short circuit between creation, personal involvement and service on demand, other significant elements of the era of digital language.
The strongly innovative aspect of this experience is that while it presents an integrated artwork that can be displayed in modules on different platforms, transferred via various channels, and even transformed into a service, it simultaneously manages to hold its aura and originality intact. A true user-oriented approach to new technologies signifies avoiding conflicts between these technologies and art, because the truly unique in interactive digital multimedia does not lie in the original but in a personal contact with each and every one of us.

� It has been thanks to Valerio Eletti, then director of the multimedia editions of Edizioni La Repubblica, that Marita Liulia’s first cd-roms arrived in Italy. Liulia and Eletti met one another at Milia 1997 in Cannes: he suggested to publish Ambitious Bitch for the Italian market due to its high quality in mixing linguistic innovation and deep content. Even if the publication has not (yet) taken place, Liulia’s works began to circulate among Italian multimedia explorers, preparing the field for the first Italian exhibition of the artist.





� Among the most significant art related cd-roms from 1996 are: the digital version of the Encyclopedia of Diderot and D’Alembert (Geographical Institute De Agostini Novara, Altair 4); Galleria Borghese (Enel, Infobye); Cd’Art series dedicated to major artists (Giunti Multimedia, La Repubblica); Musée d’Orsay (Montparnasse Multimedia, Réunion des Musées Nationaux); Picasso (Grolier Interactive). Among those published in previous years, the most innovative ones stand out: Moi, Cezanne (Index+, Réunion des Musées Nationaux, 1995), and Marita Liulia’s Maire, dedicated to Maire Gullichsen, a prominent figure in Finnish art scene in the 20th century (Painatuskeskus Oy, Finland, 1994).


� The curators at ZKM have – aware of the problem of new media works “degenerating” – assembled the cd-rom series Artintact on dvd-rom.


For an interesting selection of artists’ cd-roms, see M.A. Schroth’s essay ”Artist’s cd-rom. Cd-rom as Artwork” in the exhibition catalogue for ”La coscienza luccicante. Dalla video arte all’arte interattiva”, Palazzo delle Esposizioni, Rome, 1998, p. 161–173.


� See collection in John Maeda, Reactive Books, Tokyo, 1998.


� For research within this field on the net, see especially Yuogo Nakamura: �HYPERLINK "http://www.yugop.com/"��www.yugop.com�.


� See de Kerckhove, Brainframes, 1991.


� Both artists had already experimented with the possibilities of new media: Laurie Anderson with Puppet Motel and Peter Gabriel with Xplora, 1993. Between 1993 and 1994 also Jovanotti had published a cd-rom Il Ballerino, followed by Tamburo 1996, defined as cd-net. During these pioneer years, Jovanotti founded a multimedia production house, Soleluna: www.soleluna.com.


� In addition to the artist’s home page at �HYPERLINK "http://www.medeia.com/"��www.medeia.com�, see monograph by Stella Bottai, Marita Liulia, Rome, 2003.


� About the theatrical element of interfaces, see B. Laurel, Computers as Theater, 1991, followed by several analyses on interactive dramaturgy of digital culture.


� R. Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, Oxford, 1976 and S. Blackmore, The Meme Machine, Oxford, 1999.


� Memesis, September 2–6, 1996, Ars Electronica Center, Linz, curated by G. Stocker, C. Schöpf, Wien, with Dawkin’s influence: Mind Viruses. Additional information on the festival see home page at �HYPERLINK "http://www.aec.at/"��www.aec.at�, displaying also a video Ars Electronica. 20 Jahre Festival für Kunst, Technologie und Gesellschaft, ed. Orf, AEC, a retrospektiv of the Linz festival from 1979 to 1999, with films on artworks, workshops and interviews with participants (including Dawkins among others).


� L. Manovich, The Language of the New Media, Cambridge, 2001.


� V.M. Rush, New Media in Late 20th-Century Art, London, 1999; Söke Dinkla, ”From Participation to Interaction: Toward the Origins of Interactive Art”, (in exhibition catalogue) curated by Hershman Leeson, Clicking In: Hot Links to a Digital Culture, Seattle, 1996, Manovich cited.


� One of the themes at Milia in Cannes (New Format is on the Air, March 2003) has been mobile entertainment, see www.milia.com.





