
[image: cover]



Phantasmal Spaces



[image: cover]




Contents



	Acknowledgements

	Introduction: Phantasmal Spaces

	1      The Road

	1.1    Road phantasms

	1.2    Driving games and driving game interfaces

	1.3    Psychology of driving

	1.4    Transmedia road phantasms

	2      The Ruin

	2.1    Painting decay

	2.2    Digital dust

	2.3    Sigmund Freud’s death drive and the opponents thereof

	2.4    S.T.A.L.K.E.R. and Tarkovsky’s wastelands

	3      The Cave

	3.1    Cave men

	3.2    Boolean subtract

	3.3    Claustrophobia

	3.4    C-movies

	4      The Cloud

	4.1    The beauty of clouds and industrial steam

	4.2    Cloud rendering

	4.3    Head in the clouds: daydreaming

	4.4    Transmedia cloud formations

	5      The Cliff

	5.1    Running and falling

	5.2    Physics engines

	5.3    Psychology of risk taking

	5.4    Leaping from one medium to another

	6      The Forest

	6.1    Nibelungen forests

	6.2    Tree-generators

	6.3    The uncanny

	6.4    Tale of Tale of Tales

	7      The Portal

	7.1    Doors, gateways, passages

	7.2    Warp zones

	7.3    Rites of passage

	7.4    Portals in transmedia spacetelling

	8      The Island

	8.1    You are alone!

	8.2    Chiselling mountains – fetching pretty sunrises

	8.3    Really alone!!!

	8.4    Robinson Crusoes

	Conclusion: Atmospheric Spaces

	Notes

	References

	Ludography

	Index of names

	Index of games






	i

	iii

	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	167

	iv






Acknowledgements

An important part of this book has been written when I had the privilege to be a Senior Fellow of MECS in Lüneburg. MECS is an Institute for Advanced Study on ‘Media Cultures of Computer Simulation’ funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) at Leuphana University Lüneburg. It became apparent during the time of my fellowship that computer simulation and computer games have a lot in common and I owe inspiration about the epistemological basis of large-scale simulations to the MECS directors Claus Pias and Martin Warnke. Together with the other fellows we had ample opportunities to discuss which problems and knowledge constellations can be addressed via computer simulation, which new forms of knowledge it generates and to what extent it represents a historical break.

I also would like to thank my colleagues from the Institute of Culture and Aesthetics of Digital Media (ICAM) for their critical and supportive comments on my ideas. The psychoanalytical section in this book would not have been possible without the intellectual input from the research network ‘Affect- and psychotechnology studies – emergent technologies of (self-) control mechanisms on the affect and emotions level’. Marie-Luise Angerer from the University of Potsdam has been directing this network and was a source of inspiration and support. Markus Rautzenberg helped me from the very beginning of this publication project with his profound knowledge about philosophy and games and his friendly patience in discussing complicated matters. Chris Bateman opened my eyes to many aspects of the games industry and to the history and philosophy of video games. Ernst Strouhal from the University of Applied Arts in Vienna has long since been a mentor and friend whom I learned a lot from: theory of board games, magic tricks, chess and good food.

A heartfelt thank you to my editors and proofreaders at Bloomsbury for working so efficiently and stressfree in the planning and production phases.

Finally, my sons Renzo (11) and Noam (7) showed me games that I would not have looked at on my own. It is due to their enthusiasm about Wii games and smartphone apps like the fabulous Mekorama (2016) that I learned to appreciate ‘unsophisticated’ visuals and saw that gaming joy is not a matter of high-end pseudorealistic graphic engines.



Introduction:
Phantasmal Spaces

Everyone I know has seen the clouds in the sky.

Many people have traversed a forest.

Some have jumped from a cliff.

Most of the people I know have been in a cave.

And almost everyone has been on an island and travelled on a road.


All these people share an experience of space that is strongly anchored in the spatial disposition of a venue, a passage or a site and embraced by the poetics of these spaces. As much as the venues are topological containers for an individual to be situated within, they are also poetic machines that could be viewed with the eyes of a psychologist, a psychoanalyst, a philosopher or an artist. This book is written with the intention to obtain alternating points of view. Gaston Bachelard found a fitting notion for such a diversity of methods, when it comes to an analysis of space. He suggested that the ‘radiation’ of the poetic images that surround spatial archetypes should undergo some form of ‘topo-analysis’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: xxiv). Obviously alluding to psycho analysis Bachelard’s topo-analysis is more than a Freudian view on a topos. Bachelard acknowledges the relevance of the psychologist’s viewpoint and the psychoanalyst’s method, but he suggests that phenomenology introduces a new quality of resonating with the investigated spatial object. This resonance leads to a form of understanding that goes beyond knowledge. ‘Knowing must be accompanied by an equal capacity to forget knowing. Non-knowing is not a form of ignorance but a difficult transcendence of knowledge’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: xxviii–xxix). For Bachelard topo-analysis is the method of his choice to step from knowledge about the space to a form of intimacy with space. The philosopher states that he would not describe objectively geometrical and physical problems and that he would even go beyond the limitations of memory. ‘My research,’ he states, ‘is devoted to the domain of intimacy, to the domain in which psychic weight is dominant’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: 12).

The intention of this book is to deconstruct some of the clichés we have much too willingly accepted when dealing with archetypical spaces. I do not want to get rid of knowledge about spatial archetypes or to disconnect from the history of poetic, scientific or technological reasoning about space. On the contrary, I intend to relate observations from art history with innovations for computer games technology and to create cross-references between findings from psychology and psychoanalysis with claims from media studies. The network of references suggested here is supposed to install a precise view on crucial details of the whole. With no attempt to cover the totality of spatial archetypes the method of a topo-analysis that is based upon a multimodal approach hopes to provide a glimpse or even a close view on spaces of intimacy. ‘All the spaces of intimacy are designated by an attraction. Their being is well-being. In these conditions, topoanalysis bears the stamp of a topophilia, and shelters and rooms will be studied in the sense of this valorization’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: 12). A topophile project like this book is certainly subjective and the reason for selecting spatial archetypes like the ruin, the cave, the forest and the road amongst others can hardly be defended other than by stating bluntly: I detect a particular radiation that these spaces emit that is intense, lasting and rich in connotations. Other authors might have selected different spaces and actually this book could be substantially extended by adding further spatial archetypes, e.g. the ocean, the moon, the desert or many more. I hope, however, that many readers will sense a sonority that they have experienced as private and remote voices. The book shall also help in discovering that many of the private voices and ‘radiations’ are not as private as we think they are. There are certainly spatial dispositives that are related to ‘archetypes’ that C. G. Jung wants to trace back to what he calls ‘collective subconscious’. Bachelard warns from subscribing to the psychologist’s obsession of getting lost ‘in the inextricable chaos of psychological antecedents’ and uses C. G. Jung’s own words here (Bachelard [1957] 1964: xxviii) but he differs from Jung, when he states that we ‘must go beyond the problem of description – whether this description be objective or subjective, that is, whether it gives facts or impressions’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: 4). The psychoanalyst’s method of making the unconscious conscious diverts the observer from seizing the specific reality of a spatial arrangement. Bachelard admits that the approach of the psychologist, the psychoanalyst and the phenomenologist all contribute to an understanding of the object of inquiry, but it is the ‘under’ in ‘understanding’ that he is suspicious of. For the psychoanalyst ‘sublimation … is nothing but a vertical compensation, a flight upwards, exactly in the same way that compensation is a lateral flight. And right away, the psychoanalyst will abandon ontological investigation of the image to dig into the past of man’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: xxvi). In other words, the psychoanalyst cannot appreciate what is, but needs to see what lies underneath. Bob Dylan phrased the attempt to free one’s mind from what lies underneath immediate sensory perception in his song ‘Gates of Eden’ when he says:


At dawn my lover comes to me and tells me of her dreams

With no attempts to shovel the glimpse into the ditch of what each one means

DYLAN 1965


For both Dylan and Bachelard the reserve against depth of analysis does not keep them from acknowledging that there is something ‘in the ditch’. Bachelard concedes that ‘we encounter a co-operation between psychoanalysis and phenomenology which must be stressed if we are to dominate the human phenomenon. As a matter of fact, the image has to be understood phenomenologically in order to give it psychoanalytical efficacy. The phenomenologist, in this case, will accept the psychoanalyst’s image in a spirit of shared trepidation’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: 19). Yet, both the psychoanalyst and the phenomenologist cannot stop at that point. ‘The psychoanalyst cannot cling to the superficiality of metaphors and comparisons, and the phenomenologist has to pursue every image to the very end.’ In a surprising thought experiment Bachelard finally sees the psychoanalyst and the phenomenologist reading Poe’s Tales (c. 1832–45) together and imagines them understanding what each of them can achieve from the co-operation.

Edgar Allan Poe is indeed a key reference for what I will call Phantasmal Spaces. Poe’s tales of mystery create spaces that are imaginative and owe much more to the power of imagination than to the persuasiveness of similarity to what we consider to be real. A phantasm can turn a hut into a palace, but this does not mean that a palace has been created for real. Bachelard phrases this with the words: ‘It would be quite superfluous for such images to be true. They exist’ (Bachelard [1957] 1964: 178). The images are mental images and such mental images constitute phantasms when combined with ideas. Fox Harrell suggests a very wide definition of what a phantasm is, when he states: ‘A phantasm is the result of human imaginative cognition’ (Harrell 2013: 3). Being aware of the relevance of material and immaterial determinants and of respective mediatic transformations Harrell insists that phantasms cannot be reduced to neurobiological processes only, but rather are ‘a combination of imagery (mental or sensory) and ideas’ (Harrell 2013: 4). This is to say that it would be reductionist and idealistic to speak of phantasms as creatures of the mind. Phantasms have a significant real-world impact and in this regard they differ from daydreams. The way phantasms are articulated, is based on worldviews that contribute to an epistemic domain. Depending on the worldview the observer subscribes to, the images that are combined with the ideas can be quite different.

Let us again take the example of the hut and the palace. A citizen of the Democratic Republic of Germany who views the world from a socialist perspective might consult images of the Palace of the Republic at Berlin’s former Marx-Engels-Platz to match those with his concept of working-class palaces. A captive fan of Tolkien’s fiction will grab different images to come to terms with his phantasm of palaces. Visitors of the Royal Palace in Final Fantasy XII’s Rabanastre will again refer to another set of sensory images that they encounter when walking through the halls of the palace which is decorated in a voluptuous, orientalistic computer game style. It seems that worldviews overlap in the case of phantasmal spaces. Is the underlying worldview of the Rabanastre Palace inspired by orientalism, computer game design or some Hollywood costume drama staged in the Middle Ages (as one would assume from the music and game character voices)? Obviously we have a mix of worldviews here: a few of the audio-visual elements are coloured by romantic European ideas of the East, others by concepts of how a computer game should look like and still others by costume movies of the Kirk Douglas type. Fox Harrell calls mixed worldview phantasms ‘revealed phantasms’ and I will argue that phantasmal spaces are usually built upon more than just one single worldview.

To draw from one of the examples that I will talk about later, the phantasmal space of the ruin is built upon different worldviews like ancient Greek mysticism, German romanticism, Hollywood action movies, the apocalyptic prophecies from the Book of Daniel, and many more. When I talk about Phantasmal Spaces, I also assume that these conceptual constructs are constituted from a multitude of spatial images that are rooted in different worldviews. It has to be noted here that the notion of phantasmal spaces differs from Harrell’s ‘phantasm space’ (Harrell 2013: 11) that he uses synonymous to ‘phantasm’. In a first attempt to define what phantasmal spaces are, I suggest to think of them as topological archetypes that combine mental and sensory images with ideas that stem from different worldviews – and not a combination of ideas and images that are embedded within one single worldview. It is difficult, if not impossible, to dissect the conglomerate of systems of reference that we unconsciously rely upon when making sense of something. We refer to a concept of Viennese cuisine when talking about a certain type of food and discover that most of the ingredients of this cuisine are Bohemian, Hungarian, Polish, Jewish, French or Italian. But even if we were to separate the dishes that have strong Hungarian kitchen-historical influences like the goulash from others that we call ‘typical Austrian’, like the Bohemian dumplings that have been introduced by female cooks from the neighbouring Northern country in the nineteenth century, we cannot assign the ‘Hungarian’ dishes to one frame of reference. We have to acknowledge that goulash is called Pörkölt in Hungary and that the Szekler-goulash that most Austrians consider a national dish has not gotten its name from the Székelys, (also referred to as Szeklers, a Hungarian minority now living in Romania). We need to understand that a registrar with the name József Székely ordered a combination of Pörkölt and sauerkraut in his favourite restaurant in Budapest in 1846. What he called ‘Kraut à la Székely’ thereafter became well known as Szegedinergulasch in Austria. I am not trying to teach Viennese cooking here, but I want to point out how systems of reference are inextricably interwoven and often hard to dissect.

Fox Harrell uses another example to show how irevealed phantasms can be ‘immediately understood and uncontroversial in meaning in their native cultural settings’ (Harrell 2013: 10). It sounds convincing when he points out that the sensory images for the notion of ‘woman’ differ in the cultural contexts of Western countries, India and Oman. Harrell explains that three different worldviews tend to connect images of a stylized figure of a woman when indicating that a room is a ladies’ room. Obviously the iconic signs showing a black and white figure wearing a skirt is clearly different to the figure wearing a sari and the latter can with little effort be differentiated from the figure with Muslim-style clothes. Harrell is also right in stating that the worldviews that generated the images can be traced back – or be ‘revealed’ as he likes to call it. The fact that the process of inscribing meaning and detecting the cultural backgrounds of meaning making in each of the three particular cases is immediate and uncontroversial is, however, due to the fact that the images are iconic, prototypical and unequivocal. That’s just what icons are. If Harrell had extended the range of visual objects from being black and white to coloured, or from being graphic symbols to photographs, Harrell would have had to admit that signification is not always unambiguous. A photograph of a Scotsman in traditional kilt displays the shape of a person with a garment of trapezoidal shape, but it does not necessarily denote womanhood. The phantasm connected to such an image could as well be the phantasm of the Scottish Highlands. It could also be, depending on the kilt’s pattern, the phantasm of London-based fashion in the stylistic registers of Burberry or Vivienne Westwood’s autumn/winter collection from 1993/4. The kilt obviously goes with worldviews as disparate as those of traditional Scotsmanship, Punk or the fashion industry. My first objection against Harrell’s understanding of phantasms is therefore that phantasms can never be ‘immediately understood and uncontroversial in meaning’, as he states on page 10 of his brilliant book Phantasmal Media (2013). Harrell has to be credited for acknowledging that the sari–skirt differentiation is not as simple as it looks at first sight when he observes that: ‘many women in other countries such as Bangladesh, Mauritius and the United States also wear saris’ (Harrell 2013: 8).

My second objection is that the interpreting community is never as homogenous as Harrell thinks it could be. The phantasms that he hopes to be able to detect in ‘their native cultural settings’ (Harrell 2013: 8) are set in cultural, historic and political contexts that are far from being stable and that are heterogeneous to a high degree for most modern societies. If revealing a phantasm means ‘making conscious the awareness of the cultural worldview from which the phantasm is drawn’, then I am afraid that revealing a phantasm is an impossible task. The worldview is not a shared belief of a group of sign-makers and of meaning-makers. One could attempt to argue that a phantasm that is created by an individual via a novel, a musical composition or painting has a single native source, but the collective creation of phantasms that this book is about are not based on one single worldview or one single person’s worldview, but rather on a conglomerate of different worldviews. The fragments of viewing the world are sometimes melded together into what looks like a common spirit, an overarching programme or a conceptual framework, but when looked at in detail, the fragments disassemble quickly. Is the West Coast lifestyle somebody’s native cultural setting? Or is it the spirit of tolerance in the melting pot of New York? Or would we rather have to look at the pieces that make up
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