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The Legible City fuses the experience of the city with the experience of 
reading. The viewer sits on a stationary bicycle, using the handlebar and 
pedals to "ride" through the scale simulation of a city that appears on a 
large projection screen. The city's "buildings" are computer-generated letters, 
which form words and sentences lining the city's streets. The handlebar and 
pedals of the bicycle are connected to a Silicon Graphics workstation that 
calculates the viewer's position within the simulated city, allows the viewer 
to control the route and speed of his or her tour, and modifies the projected 
image in real time, according to the viewer's movements. An additional 
small monitor in front of the bicycle displays a map of the city, where a 
cursor indicates the current location of the cyclist. 

Shaw has created three different versions of The Legible City. 
Each is based on a real-life cityscape, the downtown areas of Karlsruhe, 
Amsterdam, and New York serving as his models. With each version, Shaw 
used texts that relate directly to the history of that city. In the Manhattan 
version (created in 1988-89), which represents the area between Thirty-
fourth and Sixty-sixth streets and Park and Eleventh avenues, the viewer 
can follow eight independent narratives: fictional monologues by Ed Koch, 
Frank Lloyd Wright, Donald Trump, Noah Webster, a tourist, a con man, an 
ambassador, and a cab driver, all written by Shaw's collaborator Dirk 
Groeneveld. Each text appears in a different color, so the cyclist can easily 
choose a certain story line and follow it through the streets. 

The historical texts in the Amsterdam version (1990) were selected 
by Groeneveld from fifteenth- to nineteenth-century sources, and they 
appear, in the simulated city, at the very place where the events they 
describe actually occurred. The texts in the Karlsruhe version (1991), too, 
are largely based on historical incidents. They include references to notable 
former inhabitants of the city, such as Karl von Drais, the inventor of the 
Laufrad, a precursor of the bicycle. Tourist information published by the 
municipal administration is also quoted. 

Whiie the immediate experience of The Legible City— being able to 
move freely through an artificial world —is compelling, the complex 
metaphorical possibilities that arise from the work are equally startling. 
There is a sensual contrast between the real bicycle and the virtual space. 
The cyclist can pedal hard enough to run out of breath, but will always 
remain physically in the same place, while at the same time he or she 
traverses the virtual city bodiless, perhaps even cutting through the 
buildings' walls. 

The piece also involves the superimposition of subjective memory 
onto the objective reality of city architecture. Only those visitors to the 
simulated cities who are familiar with their factual counterparts will be able 
to uncover all the work's treasures; they will experience the familiar in an 

unfamiliar guise, and this breach provides a measure of our perceptual 
limitations. 

Beyond these two aspects of The Legible City, the phenomena of 
language and writing add other layers of meaning to the work. If the viewer 
could do nothing more than ride aimlessly through the cities, The Legible 
City would be no more than a kind of video game. And if the objective were 
simply to alter the appearance of a given city, why would an artist create a 
real-time simulation? Only the presence of writing makes it clear that a city 
is not only a geographical agglomeration of architecture, but also an 
immaterial pattern of experiences. The content of the texts, which can be 
perceived only when the viewer performs the activities of cycling and 
reading, reveals that the inhabitants' history plays an important role in 
shaping the identity of a place. The effort it takes the viewer to synthesize 
the slowly approaching, extremely foreshortened letters into phrases while 
cycling gives evidence of the fact that, in spite of the immateriality of the 
virtual city, a new reality is being formed in the viewer's mind. 

When writing literally becomes architecture, as it does in this 
installation, it somehow transcends its own linearity. As a network of 
"streets," the text of The Legible City puts in visual form the hypertext links 
that thread their way through the Internet. And as a "city," the work is a 
materialized metaphor, a model of the process of perception. 

Oliver Seifert 
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