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Abstract: Encounters is a free roaming collective experience in virtual
reality. Participants are engaged in cifferent ways and at different stages
during the production process and the reception of the waerk. Based on
amalysis of this ariginal project, how the complex relationships between
spaces (physical, virtual, scenic, representational, narrative), time real.
narrative) and badies (lived, simulated) detesmine a dynamic, spatialized
and “embuodied” narrative are examined. This invalves questioning the

concept of i mmers

S ot enly in its thearetical presuppositions, but
above allin its practical applications and, thus, in its relation to multiples
issues within artistic creation (technelogical, corporeal, affective, nar-
rative, ete.). Also, it shows that the concept of *harder-contact” Emm
Gestalt Therapy could assist the und Li
experiences.
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From Immersion to Immersions

The metaphor of immersion—that is, ion in a liquid 3 i-
cally used inthe rhetorke of manufac turers who develop new tools of diffusion
(virtual reality headsets, mixed-reality glasses) and in the cultural and
media discourses that accompany the creations concelved for these devices,
as if the technology did not only pred, ine, but also h ize the
receptive experience. The multiple aesthetic potentialities offered by these
artworks, the diversity of the proposed setups, the disparity of the involved
“users-gpectators”—and thus thelr reception—indeed seem to dissolve in
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ity which appears

s an aesthetlc principle of
the artworks and as an *horlzen of expectation” (korizon dattente’)| for the
public. Yet, immersion is difficelt to apprehend as an aesthetic concept, to
say the and probably even more so from an ontological point of view.
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Cam it only be defined or at least ¢ bed? Doesn't the poly af

the term require taking its plural nature into consideration? Not a single
Immersion, therefore—because there could not be a definitive and unique
form of reaching out to the public—, but various fmmersions, whose nature
should be specified each time: psyehological, physical, emotional, sensorial,
perceptual, or even fictional, teehnological, or narrative. For some research-
ers, such as Mathleu Triclot, the very notlon of “immersion” constitutes *an
epistemalogical obstacle to thinking the relation to the images and the
technical devices that generate them,” because by replacing “more ancient
other modes of conceptualization of media forms" the metaphor of Immer-
slon might occlude “the ways of tangible engagement with the apparatus
itself and the making of a specific regime of perception ™ In the field of video
games, Gordon Calleja, relying in particular on the work of Katie Salen and
Eric Zimmerman.’ insists on the double meaning of the term: immersion can
be apprehended as an absarption and as a transportation. Callefa vefers here,
on the one hand, to the fact that the player is involved in the medium, and,
on the other hand, to their sensation of being present in a different space.*
Instead of the am} concept of | lon,” he favours the concept
of “incorporation,” which allows us to consider this double phenomenon:

Incorparation thus aperates on a double axis: the plaver incersporates (in
the sense of i g or assimilating) the game envi into
conseiousness while simultaneously being incorporated L]:mus]: the

avatar inta that envi 1. [.] We can th ve ol

the absarption ofe virtuad enviconment into conseiousness, yielding a sense

ofhabitation, which is supparted by the systematicelly upheld entbodiment
of the player in a single location, as represented by the avatare

Incorporation, in this perspective, dered asan fcation of the
“intermalized” manifesting itself following multiple more or less
imbricated dimensions: kinaesthetie, spatial, shared (in the case of setups
soliciting a collective reception), narrative, aff ook luidd

Hewever, for Callefa, it is the spatial and kinaesthetic dimensions that appear
essential in the experientlal phenomenon of incorporation.

2 Trielot, "Limmersion nexiste pas.”

3 Salenand Zimmerman, Kules of May.

+ Calfa, e Game: 7179, 15 car b noted thas Richard Gy alsa s the coacept of
“transp he literary field to analyze the exp nar 1ds. See Gerrlg,
Expericucing Narratiee Wirlds.
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On the artists’ side, we note that the notion of *immersion” is alse sub-
Ject to caution., For example, plastician Grégory Chatonsky eriticizes the
aesthetics of the absolute that underlies the concept of Immersion: “What
we is not only the ir Ive sesthetie, it is also the immersive

ontology, an ontology of the absolute that makes us belleve that we could
have access to the real as such, that we could get rid of this inextricable
relation hetween the two, the thing and the abject ... Artist-researcher
Liam Jarvis Insists on the manifest contingency of the immersive experi-
ence: *[Ijmmersion through an aesthetic experience is contingent—we
are alveady ‘in’ a world, much as we are already bound ‘within’ a body. The
specific “in’ of immersion hints at a desive to reach something beyond or
extranormative.” In a general way, to apprehend the immersion starting
fromn the technological dimension of the equipped hody only and feom the
“excplorable” or interactive nature of the virtnal environment proposed via
the head-mounted display occludes the genuine quality of the experience.
What is the real engagement of the physical body? What about the spatiality
of the body and the | ption of space in these devices? Also, what are the
emational and affective implications of the “body-subject” (corps propre), as
this body, according to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, is what reveals and at the
same time supports the subjectivity, and is proved to be the principle of all
perception? If, like Willlam James, we consider that aesthetic emotions are
essentially bodily and if we follow another ref lve of the p
philosophy, John Dewey, in saying that *the scope and content of the relations
measure the significant content of an experience” then it is important to
grasp the artistic experlences that the devices of virtual reality or mixed
reality offer us, according te the relations that they engage between the body
{percelving and lived) and the spaces (real, virtual: corporal, pericorporal,
emotional; and yer, scenic, representational, narrative). It is indeed in this
canfrontation of the bady (in movement) with spaces with multiple dimen-
sions that the possible configurations of a significant immersion are drawn.

Initiated at the end of 2mg, during the Novemibre Numérigue { Digital No-
vember) event of the French Institute and the Universidad de las Americas
[UDLA] in Quito, Encounters was further developed during the summer

Chatansky, "Limmersion e ontalogle ot esthiétique de labsols*
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of zozo at the VRHAM! festival in Hamburg, and during a multi-user
residency in Avignon in the spring of 2oz, A fourth creative residency
was held in October 2022, in Kaohslung, as part of the selection of the
project for the Taiwan XR residency. Part of the elaboration of the project
was thus realized in pubific and with the publtc. The approach during these
vesbdenches was malnly focused on the work of staging, correlated to that of
the user experience. Mathien Pradat and his team proceeded by iterations
from observations that aimed to examine how different audiences adopt
an immersive narrative. The experimental sessions with the public were
recorded and questlonnalires were given to the participants at the end of
the experience. Filmed interviews, allnwing far more open exchangeg,
were also set up. The aim of these sesslons, questionnaires, and interviews
was to use these multiple feedback materials to identify what each person
understaod and felt, and this adapt the project for a better reception. In
this chapter, we will therefore examine the double dynamic of immersion
that Encounters proposes, namely a peleties and aesthetic dynamie, to use
the terminological distinction made by Paul Valéry."

Encounters as a Setup and as an Experience

Encounters 15 a thivey-two-minute virtual veality experience that is still in
a production phase. Four parts of elght minutes follow one another—"The
Crowd,” "Birds,” “Colossus,” and the "Epilogue”—and constitute an ac-
celerated approach to the trajectories of humanity, like a shorteut of the
Anthroy Participants live the exp equipped with stand-alone
wirtual reality headsets with epen-back audio headphones. They roam
freely. barefoot, on a horizontal waterproof platform of ixzm, which can

date up to elght particy . Water that Is smm deep spreads
over the substrate. & sereen with video-mapping, suspended above the poal,
reflects what the participants see in the virtual world. In the virtual universe,
users are visible through avatars that are graphically close to the fictional
characters of this world, inducing a voluntary blurring between the entities
represented. As for the sound environment, four loudspeakers on stands
placed on each corner of the set emit ambient sounds. These sounds come
from recordings made in real time via microph placed in

1 Valdry, "D toegris 1 desth e science
e Fare”
12 Hewever, there is o detail that distinguishes them: caly virtual entities wear a hat.
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directly threatened by rising water levels (for example in Camargue, a veghon
Incated in the south of France). The experiment is a fiction but, kn add itlen to
the sound recordings produced in these fragile places, it relies on two other
documentary materials: the real-time positioning data of planes, container
ships, and satellites in the China Sea, off the coast of Shanghal, in "Colossus",
and the movements and voices of the participants of the experiment in "The
Epilogue.” It should be noted that the volce of the participants is subject to
a singular treatment, which makes it unintelligible during the first three
chapters, thus hindering communication before “The Epllogue”

From a nareative standpoint, the different parts of the narration are
Interspersed with an interlude of raln (seen in the virtual space), which refers
as much to the birth of life on earth as to the imminent and inescapably
destructive rise of the waters. In the first chapter, *“The Crowd " characters
spring from each of the participants as ifthey were their doubles. Seemingly
refusing any form of exchange, these humanoid entities quickly turn away
and gather among themselves. In “Blrds.” small, sublime birds are transformed
by the actions of the public into greedy fowls that grow, burp, and fare. They
end up p Ives in a pantagruelic atmosphere. In the third
chapr.er. (‘nlo::us. users in tur become Immense, without immediately
realizing this change in scale. It is the landscape and the objects that surround
them that allow them to apprehend their new size. 12,000m tall, they move
above an abstract and infinite scean where tiny contalner ships sail. In the
sky, alrliners, at eye level, are percelved as mere buzzing mosquitoes. Planes,
boats, and satellites are diverted one towards the other by the users' actions
and they end up expl.odlns thrmgll the bedy envelopes of thelr virtual
awatars. Allth fthe p lead in the end to a saturation,
in visual and sonic terms, of the different worlds discovered successively
i the chapters. This phenomenon aims to implicicly show that each of our
actions constantly builds and rebuilds the world around us and has a real
impact. Finally, “The Epilogue” constitutes a mement of hope during which
each participant sees a virtual character trylng to enter into relationship
with them by a kind of childish mimicry. The participants are invited to
fiellow the movements of the characters and to respond to them. They then
understand that they can leave an imprint of thelr passage in the warld of
Encounters and thus call out to other participants from a distance in time.

i, hi a1

From the point of view of interact ivity, a ds
to the presence of users. A blue envelope draws the volumetric cnnmurs
of all the characters, animals, and objects (the avatars of the participants,
the humanoid entities, the birds, the ships, etc.). The aspect of the envelope
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Figure 5.5 The blue envelope s a function of the distance. The oo
La prairie peocctions an

tice is dynamic and dual
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varles according to the position of the users, which ks caleulated by a tracking
system. The level of detall inere
the chara
Moreover,

s the participants move closer to

sters amd objects and decreases

i they move away from them

ach entity comprises an inner materlal made of white particles.

his materfal reacts to the level of movement. Conversely, aftes a few seconds
of immobility,

he inmer matter of the characters or of the user's avatar fades.

The visual perception of the environment thus depends on the position of
the users in the space and on their level of movement in time. The public

evolves br

dynamic, vibrant, and reactive universe which transforms itself

from them, and in real time, throughout the experience.

The Immersive Log
and Contact

s of Encounters: Formativity, Performance,

The double lnvolvement of the spe

ators-users in the work, at the mo-

ment of its conception and at the moment of its reception, is a distinetive

feature of En

CEREETS.

he public fully participates in the “instauration” of

the project, to take up the notion developed by René Passeron following
Etbenne Souriau,'* but more generally in its *formativity.” We refer here to
the ‘operative” conception of the form as a proce

as developed by Luigi
n the making more th,

Pareyson In the 19508.'" Seeking to focus

non
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the contemplating,” the philosapher considers the artistic experience as
a complex dynamic which exceeds the cleavages between invention and
produetion, between form and content, between finished work and work
in becoming, and between creator and spectator, to propose “an aesthetics
of the formativity” where the form is rather apprehended as “a result, or
better the success of a process of formation,” and the artwork like a *formed
form” and a “forming form."5 Altheugh the use of this theery can seem
anachronistic, considering the contemporary technological context, it
nevertheless seems enlightening to us when examining the experiences of
virtual reality, as long as one integrates the spectators-users as stakehold-
ers of the dynamic process of formation of the work, and thus heve, of
its actualization. The immersion that Encounters proposes should not
only be considered as a simple reception modality, but also as a formative
operation, while constituting a performative experience. Experimentally
involved in the conception, then sensorially and corporally incorporated
into the setup, and cognitively immersed into the fiction, the participants
are indeed “lmmersants” in the sense that Liam Jarvis, following the artist
Char Davies, uses this term; that s to say, they are subjects who percelve,
experiment, and perform—and we could add: subjects whe, at the same
time, “form."* Immersion in the project Encounters is therefore a setting
in gpace, a setting in motion, and a setting in action. It implies a practice
i which *the practitioner sets up in the sense of action: they do not only
operate an apparatus forelgn to them, they hecome apparatus™ And
the practitioner also becomes an interface, via their body. They are thus
as much an “incorporated interface,” a “body-operator,” as a body-living
and a body-perceived in a multidimensional space where real and vintual
Intermingle.*

“As soom as we artive, the first characters we see [in the VR headset] are

the ones that ave supposed to rep our sowe hi

‘mer and peseeiver, and i et The lmmsersed
spectatar is audience o themsel hin thets umrehearsed 7 explaing
Liam Jasvis. Jasvis, uneersive Embodiment: 77 Char Davies colned the term in the 19505 and
theorized it in several papers, susch as Davies, "Virual Space”

17 Muahd, "Les pratiqueurs® 125 jcaul'hnlkmr d 5 1 Bianchini have previously
d *pracrition e o d " it x

and Bianching, Médias praticabdes.” Th sculuely adapied h

and the rale ofthe participants in th F¥rec-Roaming Virtual Reality, i beiilar

hecause it convukes the idea of agency.
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each other” explains Baya, a young participant in an experimentation
session during the creatbon residency in Avignon ™ She continues: *[T]hen,
others are added, s0 we no longer know who is who" The blurring of the
borders voluntarily established between the space of the representation
and the physical space, notably by the fact that the representation of the
androlds and of the avatars embodying the participants is graphically
similar, and the fact that water is present beth virtually and in reality,
imply, as the testimonies clearly show, that the body, although destabilized,
appears to be an essential reference point for situating oneself in this unigue
environment. It is important to situate one's *own body” or “body-subject,”
according to Merleau-Ponty's concept, but also to situate the bodies of
others in order to apprehend space. Jade, another participant, explains: °1
didn't dare go too far into the dark or get too close because 1 didn't know
from which distance | was going to touch the person.™ In Encounters,
we experience the phenomenological affiwmation that the perception of
space s in and through our bodbes. “The bady is our general medium for
having a world,” as Mauriee Merleau-Ponty reminds us** In Encounters,
the body becomes this *storm center” constitutive of our relationship to
the environment, as Willlam James describes it: *The world experienced
comes at all times with our body as its centre, centre of vision, centre of
action, centre of interest.”

The body invalved in the project is also a machinie body, because it is
technologically equipped. It is not, however, reduced to the head-mounted
display alone. Through its complex device that makes water a decisive pa-
rameter of perception, Encounters seeks to distingulsh lself from a majority
afvirtual reality projects that grant vision a central place. Falling within the
enactive perspective of art, Encounters Is not only about seelng, but above
all about deing and feeling in order to see.* This is why it was concelved
asacollective ki hetle and sensory experi Ifthe water felt by the
participants with their bare feet, the sounds heard in their headphones,
the images seen on the screen on thelr head-mounted display, and the
touch of the other participants felt on their bodies constitute exteroceptive

i Lapea 4 e e dais blic" Th,
and the follswing ones came from the recardings nsade during the creatian residoney of 303,
ar Le Grenier b Sel in Avignon.

20 Laprairie productions, “Reweo mtves—rde it d'ane crdation avee et en public”

2 Laprairie productions, Rensantres—rkeit dane erdation avee ot en public”

2z Merleay- 1t a7
25
24

¥. 7
Jaunses, Exseed dempivisne radical: 1g7-135
See on these notises, Noi, *Experience and Experiment in A and Nod, Art as Enastion.
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stimulations, the setting in movement of the “practitioners,” for whom
the water incites a certain slowness, situates them in a proprioceptive
pion, which ponds to their e ptive perception, thus
placln,g them in a real wandering, redoubled—or “translated”—via thelr
avatar in the virtual environment. The process of performative corporeality
induced by this “technaesthesic experience™ thus implies a plurality of
hodies. Following Don Thde, we could consider, for example, a *body one.”
the “phenomenalogical body” engaged in “microperception” and a “body
twe, ™" culturally constructed and engaged in “macroperception.”T But
it seems difficult to distinguish them strictly in Encounters, because we
are more bn a logle of reciprocal interactions, where each body ultimately
turns out to be the product of technological mediations. What we must
also remember is that the mediation of touch is essential here: T was trying
to toiich to see if she [Baya| was there” Amine said after the immersive
experience, *and it was another person .. When Philenson touched me,
1 had a little jolt .. It was welrd ... We were really in there* Philemon,
another pemclpanl. added: "You are under the impression of being in the
e not the same Lons as usual, in particular
hecause we walk barefoot in the water.* To touch is to “come into contact
with semeone or something,™ and one of the lssues of Encounters, in
terms of its narrative and staging, is precisely to work on the notion of
*contact” as a link, an edge, and a border. In this perspective, water is an
essenthal element.

According to Gestalt Therapy—which is inspired by the great philosophi-
cal currents of the twentieth century, such as phenomenalogy, pragmatism,
and existentlal psychology consists in observing “what happens at
the border-cantact between the individual and th i 9 Frederick
S. Perls indeed considers that: *[i]t is here, at the boundary between the
two-limit that psychelogical phenomena happen. Our thoughts, actions,
behaviour, emations are our way of interacting with and experiencing
these horderline events.™

5 el s expressh :Amond Conchot. See Conchat, fages, and Lo feinatagie
s lart

26 Uhde, Bodies in Tecknotagy: 6 and fullowing,

7 ldhe, Tecknofogy aed the Lifewerid: 2 and following,

5 La pralee poductions, “Rencentres —récit dune création svec ot en pablic”
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“Toucher”
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It seems frultful to us to Import the concept of “horder-contact” into
the artistic field in order to apprehend more finely the immersive logics at
work in Encounters3® In this context, the notion has a rich polysemy: the
“contact-border” farst refers to the link between the real and the virtual
ereated through the familiar sensation of water on the skin, which summons
the memory of the “practitiones” inside the virtual experience. It then refers
to the correspondence between real and virtual, which s created through
the real sensory restitution of the virtual representation seen inside the
headset, that s to say the same shallow water that they really go through.
Finally, it evokes the frontier between the material and the spiritual to
which wallking on water, commonly known as a miraculous journey on
liquid mat ter, refers. Beyond the question of immersion, the sensoriality of
water on the skin gives the “practitioners” an anchorage. It even amplifies
their perception of the *border-contact” by giving it a materiality. Water
thus offers a concrete suppaort to their engagement in the environment of
the experience: it simultaneously crosses the real, virtual, and imaginary
dimensions of the relations they maintain with the multiple spaces of
the i Physicality thus gives v to the fietional world
ofmcnmiem malclng the immediately felt physlca] sensations interact
with the technologically remedied sensations of the experience. In the
“theory of contact,” Gestalt Therapy distinguishes between the notions
of *pre-contact,” “eontact” (or “making contact”), *full contace” and “post-
contact.®* To schematize, the first refers to the phase of emergence of
the need; the second to the encounter with the object; the third to the
actual experience; and the last to the assimilation of the experience. We
could then interpret these different phases in the light of the experience
proposed in Encounters. The pre-contact phase would be the discovery of
the apparatus: the poel envisaged from its perimeter, the public looking
not enly at the participants already in immersion, but also at the screen
above the pool, giving access from the outside to a vision of the virtual
waorld. The contact phase, envisaged as a transition phase, could be both
the vision of the virtual world through the screen and the preparation to
the experience, with the various related thresholds: the removal of the
shoes, the washing of the feet, the Installation of the headset. The full

33 Durieg the peoject’s development phase, Mathiea Prada »mdm.t whether it was possibie
tn use th fGestalt Therapy, ariginally d perspective, to
imagine anantistle experience such s Ereounters. |n this seetion, we |m\pum ta retrace this
questinning and expand it

34 Sen Masquelier-Savarker, Lo Gestalt efrpie: G146,
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contact phase eould correspond to the experiment run, and in particular
to the phases of with the cf ters. The post-contact phase,
finally, could find an echo in the project’s fourth chapter, which has a
reflective dimension. In this chapter, we meet another self, similar to us,
and we are led to reflect on the effect of our actions on the world. The goal
here s indeed to assimilate the experience. The exit from the experiment,
with the removal of the headset, the putting on of one's shoes, and the
leaving of the place after possibly wandering around the basin, could alse
he apprehended as a phase of *post-contact.”

From the narrative standpoint, these concepts also seem relevant. The
first chapter thus presents a situation of pre-contact with a perceptoal
exploration at a di fram the ch before the P are
allowed to instigate a first relation with them. The phase of making contact is
found when the users try to face the characters, while they evade and seem to
flee alittle further. We can note that these two sequences of pre-contact and
making-contact take place ata di are sy of a gha-deg)
space, where an action Is being prepared and in which they have not yet
taken part, or where an action is taking place while they momentarily
remain simple witnesses. The full contact phase ks the nareative moment
when users carry out an action, a gesture, or proneunce a word. It s the
moment of action, beyond the perceprual and spatial exploration that the
experlence implies. The graphic treatment of the experiment gives lagibility
to these phases of pre-contact and making contact, in particular. This is
particularly the case with the blue envelope of the fictional characters,
which densifies little by little, at a short distance, when the full contact
phase is about to oceur. On the contrary, the white particles, which are like
avisual sounding board of the movements of the characters, inform us of
the phases of pre-contact and making contact as well as of the post-contact
phase. Generally speaking, we note that immersive experiences possess a
singularity in thelr succession of exploration and action or, in other words,
in the alternation between phases of pre-contact/contact and phases of full
contact/post-contact.

Asecond eoncept orkginating from Gestalt Therapy also seems enlighten-
I for our praject, both for its development and for (2 analysis: that of *field,”
which led to the founding idea of * ism fenvironment Feld” According
to Perls, we are part of a field and our behaviour s always the result of a
global field including ourselves and our environment 5 Kurt Lewin, one of
the major contributors to *field theory,” defines it as “the totality of coexisting

15 Perlsgg
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facts which are concelved of as mutually interdependent"** The field is
therefore not given once and for all, but because it is part of a dynamic
co-evolutionary process, it appears as a potentiality that is actualized.
Moreover, the field does not exist by itself, it always proves to be Ln relation
with semething. Jean-Marke Robine explains:

T install an “organism/envi feld” is phasize that there is
anarticulation between the erganism and it environment, indicated by
the slash. The place of this experience between the two poles of the feld
is called the "contact-hosder” sinee i is the locus of the movements of
differentiation and integration that animate the field, at the same time
unilying it into a totality and limiving it by tracing its own contours ¥

Thanks to the “field theory” of Gestalt Therapy, we realize that the virtual
cannot be detached from the real. Working on the association of the two
terms, on their synergy, was precisely one of the creative tracks for the
Encounters project. Impaorting these concepts from Gestalt Therapy to the
fredd of virtual reality allows to conskder that users, by ntegrating the feld of
the virtual during an experlence, see that their behaviour is really affected.
They respond to audiovisual stimuli via their head-mounted display by
acting on the virmal envirenment. But the simulation only produces the
expected real effect if the user can act on this virtual environment. It is
on this principle that virtual reality therapies are used, for example, in the
treatment of vertigo or arachnophobia * We are reminded that:

Druring bek Itherapy, the I
technigue in the treatment of anxiety disorders, exposure, must be
progressive, hierarchical, and long enough 1o be therapeutic and to al-
low anxiety to be reduced by hall, thus leading o the phenomenon of
habituation with extinction of the fear response. Traditionally, exposure
is carried out either in reality (in viv) or in imagination {in imagino) ?®

VR technologies seem an interesting alternative for conventional thera-
phes, because they operate with presence: beyond exposition, there ks an

Sochal Seicmoe: 240.

37 Hobine, “Le fand dis champ: 155,

38 See Bouchard et al, *Efficackid d'un dexy en eial lle pour le
traltensest de Narachnaphobic ches lenfant”

a9 Levy, Rautusean, and Jouvest, "La thérapie par 1o séalivé viruelle dans la peise oo charge
s croubiles anxleus”. 66z
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embadied setion. Thus, the virtual reality experlence ultimately remains
anchored in reality. In other words, the i imagine works at the same time
as the i v,

The virtual world could therefore be described, following the definition
of Gestalt Therapy, as a world where potentialities constantly cease to be
potentialities, only to be actualized in an accelerated time, a time distinet
from the temporal unfolding of the non-virtwal world, in which potentialities
very often remain latent. Here, we find the Deleuzian distinction between
virtual and actual, and between real and possible, later renewed by Plerre
Léwvy, who explains that the virtual is net opposed to the real:

The word “virtual® is derived from the Medieval Latin wirtwalis, itsell
derived frof wrtus, meaning strength or power. In schalastie philosophy
the virtual is that whicl has p 1 rather tham actwal axi The
virtwal fencls toward sctualization, without undergoing any form of el
feetive o formal concretization. The tree is virteally present in the seed.
Strictly speaking, the virtual should not be compared with the real but

tar the actual, for virtuality and actuality are merely two different ways
of heing.*

In the virtual world, the characters around us engage us more than in the
real world, and space is constantly changing. Walls can come down to afford
a change of view. This is the case in Benjam in Nuel's fuie of the Dead (2m8),
where we go from a mundane apartment to the open sea n a matter of
seconds, of in Jennifer Brea and Amaury La Burthe's Uiirest VR [2017), where
a patlent’s room turns into a lush forest. The constitutive immateriality of
the space induces a change of its status. The potentialities induced in the
environment are in fact actualized in the virtual, accelerating the slow,
uncertain chronology of the real in order to give place to a vibrant world
where space as field is no longer simply a decor, a secondary element for
the narrative action and the characters_ It rather constitutes a character of
the narrative in its own right, evolving according to a dramatic course and
a dynamic component of the experience, revealing it, through work on the
thythms, the allusions, the ellipses, which one could bring closer to the work
of editing in cinema. Placing users in the field of the virtual is equivalent
to positioning them in a warld where the potentialities of the real, by being
accomplished in the virtual, are based on an increased possibility of actions.
They thus experience condensation of amalgamated realities.

40 Pierre Livy, Becaming Virtual £y
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Virtual reality does not hack the brain. It hacks perception. It tries
to immerse the perceptive organs in a different sensory *bath.” but the
Immersion is never complete because the brain keeps its reference points
and remalns anchored in the real. Therefore, it does not lead to a switch
from one state to anothey, or to an effective cut-off Feom reality, but rather
to a cohabitation of two perceptual states that play precisely on their
artbculation. If this coexistence of states, or better, this redoubling, is
percebved as a limit, it seems to us, on the contrary to, that it constitutes a
richness. It s in this sense that we can apprehend the virtual experi
thanks to Gestalt Theory, a5 an edge or a surface of contact which offers the
t kabile possibility to he fiere and elsewhere at the same time. Becaise
the singularity of the virtual resides in this constitutive duality, the term
“immersion” thus seems to characterize less the virtual experlence itself
than the general phenomenon of virtualization at work in our digital
soclethes.

By working on this dual relationship between the real and the virtual,
Encounters ultimately seeks to be faithful to the promise suggested in its
title, namely to amplify the quantity of our meaningful actions in relation
to the world, A true “encounter” dees indeed change the way we see and
act. This is undoubtedly an underlying desire in any encounter, but it is
even more so in the context of a project that s an ecological fable, with
which the author wishes to show, through simulation, that another future
Is possible and that it s up to us to make it happen.
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