
Jeffrey Shaw Rolf Sachsse 

The Narrative Landscape 

Photography is the technological space recording device par excellence. In art 
theory since the late 18th century landscape has come to stand as a metaphor 
for autonomous activity. If computer generated art is to be the successor of photo
graphy, which seems very likely — even though a few (hi)stories must be for
gotten in the meantime - then the methods of navigating in the sphere must 
develop fundamental categories for working with these 'picture machines' — 
that is what Cyberspace is all about. The technology for the first computer work 
by Jeffrey Shaw1 was developed by Richard Bolt at MIT. It is called Spatial 
Data Management2 and has meanwhile advanced to become an important tool 
in software design. Richard Bolt described the first results of his program as a 
2 V2 dimensional process, that is the construction of the Spatial Data Manage
ment is made up of several layers of flat presentation levels which (at least 
hypothetically) lie parallel to one another. The user/observer moves first on one 
level (generally the top one), defines his position there and 'digs' his way down 
to further surfaces with smaller extensions, from which he can advance to a 
third level and so on until the complexity of the total structure becomes unman
ageable and mathematically impractical. The user is returned back to the 
first level thus providing him with an understanding of the conceptual material 
within the program - ideally it should be regarded as a world map. 
The introductory image to the Narrative Landscape is in fact a round Landsat 
image: not photography, not a map, but rather, in form and color, a prepared 
radar photographs The result of countless mathematical processes is a seemingly 
photographic, but nevertheless highly abstract object whose representation 
of the globe offers an almost perfect illusion of true or actual reproduction. Still, 
the resulting abstract image does not truly seem to satisfy Jeffrey Shaw: hence 
the map is strewn with cabbalistic drawings reminiscent of alphabets, but which 
have no literary representation. The nine pictures on the next lower level are 
of regional and city maps from different sources which aid the user in this tech
nically amplified, though still humanly recognizable environment. On the 
grounds of their linguistic and iconic concreteness, such plans, though drawn, 
offer a quickly learned spatial reference to the question "Where am I?" and 
"Where do I want to be?" Below these levels lie nine images conveying situations 
involving human action or dialogue which do not require articulation; the 
imagery includes photographed group portraits and depicted situations. These 
nine pictures are based on a human standard. They represent communicative 
acts of minute temporal and spatial range but with a highly symbolic power. It 
follows that the lowest of the four levels consists of nine symbolic signs whose 
contexts have been dissolved and whose meanings may only be found in free 
association with the immediately above. The Narrative Landscape is made 

1 First Installation in Aorta, Amsterdam, 1985, followed lip of 28 pictures On four level planes. 
by a dozen other stations. 

2 Richard A. Bolt: Spatial Data Management, 
Cambridge 1979. 

* Charles Sheffield: Earth Watch: A Survey of the World 
from Space, New York 1981. 
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This construction is significant in terms of this technology: At the time that Bolt 
published his procedure for Spatial Data Management at the end of the 70s, mili
tary computers that were available to him were admittedly capable of high reso
lution, recognition and reproduction, but could not organize spatial depth or diag
onal views. Bv the time Jeffrey Shaw explicitly utilized this process for his first 
PC project around 1983, the CP/M line and Mac line processors still experienced 
great difficulties with comparable representations. This was not the first time in 
the history of art that the inadequacies of imaging techniques stimulated, perhaps 
even brought forward, autonomous design devices.'4 Especially now, at the end 
of the 20th century, difficulties within the technical media appear to be philosoph
ically more interesting than their reproduction mechanism. This did not concern 
Jeffrey Shaw during the conception of his Narrative Landscape. For one the tran
sition between two images on a vertical level must maintain a discrete momen
tum and as such offer the user/viewer a path to understanding. And, secondly, it 
has almost become a hallmark of Shaw's oeuvre that the techniques employed 
in his installations and processes are always to be characterized as state of the art.5 
For him the latter is such a natural assumption that it does not need to be further 
discussed as a category, while the former leads directly back to the original motive. 

Narrative Landscape 
1985, reconstructed for CD-ROM 
presentation 1995 

Courtesy of the artist 

+ Jerzy Olek: "Photo in Opposition znm Abbild," in 

Pannonia 7 (1979). No. 1, pp. 63-64. 

5 Jiirgen Glaus: Expansion cler Kunst, Beitrcige zu 
Theorie und Praxis offentlicher Kunst, Reinbek, 1970, 

PP- 37-39-

261 



Narrative Landscape 
1985, reconstructed for CD-ROM 
presentation 1995 

Courtesy of the artist 

A * .  -

V 

N w "' '* A- \ 
r aj# y V 

\ \ * 0 

\ Mem 
V njp 

6 Exhibition catalogue Cartes et Figures de la Terre, 

Paris 1980. 
" Jeffrey Shaw: "The Legible City," in The PrixArs 

Electronica, Internationales Kompendium der 
Computerkiinste, Linz 1990, pp. 184-187. 

The idea for Narrative Landscape arose to Jeffrey Shaw, so he recollects, as the 
result of his combining two distinct visual experiences: Bolts Spatial Data 
Management and his interest in maps, which at that time was prompted by an 
exhibition he had seen in Paris.6 Shaw was less fascinated however by the 
beauty of old engravings and maps than by the complexity of the intrinsically 
mediated conception of the world and especially by the representation of 
the spatial relationships which they convey. That valuable CAD-processes are 
necessary for their evaluation and for the conception of new projection forms 
in cartography, may have been a trivial confirmation for Shaw. The fact that maps 
represent landscape is a platitude which nevertheless must be repeated. Yet 
while a map rarely projects an accurate description of a picturesque landscape, 
this no longer is such an unusual thing for studio pictures and their subjects. 
Jeffrey Shaw simply turns the 'representative' tables. The maps in his installa
tion or his program stand for known, recognizable and imaginable landscapes. 
The ability to gain orientation with maps is a basic motif in Shaw's art. His most 
well-known interactive installation, The Legible Cits', is based on a city map of 
Manhattan.7 

The vertical organization of knowledge follows a different model: spatial depth 
is replaced by progressiv e resolution. When moving from one level to another 
one is confronted with the frustrating yet trivial experience that visual objects 
dissolve virtually up to the bare surface when brought up close. The first of 
the sciences to realize this was astronomy: While maps became more and more 
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precise an awareness of false assumptions, i.e. imperfect notations grew. New 
objectifying methods of representation (such as photography) led to an increase 
of imperfect denotations in reproduction thus becoming a topic for astro-photo
graphers of the 19th as well as for artists of the 20th century. Cosmographies, 
cosmogonies and cosmologies are a constant theme in Jeffrey Shaw's oeuvre.8 

They form, without exception, the backdrop for literal and visual realities which 
are articulated in the works themselves. With the search for deeper surfaces 
in the Narrative Landscape the picture's contents become increasingly concrete, 
which does not make the determination of its meanings any easier. The maps 
on the two top levels are abstract and enable orientation on the surface without 
influencing the user with respect to his next move within the landscape on 
the third level of images. The focussing in on the detail as a point of departure 
where the enlargement of the picture should begin poses a sometimes pain
ful decision: a detail within a scene is selected to the point where it becomes 
unrecognizable. The procedure has become famous world-wide in literature as 
well as in film. Based on a novel by Octavio Paz, Michelangelo Antonioni has 
situated his deja vu of the Blow Up within pop-culture. Prior to this, 'blown ups' 
had been used effectively in the historiography of the Holocaust;9 and through
out Jeffrey Shaw's ceuvre the omni-present cosmography also denotes the ever 
present possibility of Armageddon. The images on the bottom level attest to this, 
where symbols, characters, sculptures, photos and spaces dissolve into each 
other, are superimposed many times, unrealistically colored and often linearly 
composed. The number of interpretations is so great that no single one can be 
grasped completely. To zoom into a specific area would not make sense. Instead 
one would create signs without meaning. The result: complete abstraction as 
a reference to the constructive, or else Constructivistic, a connection to digital 
image creation; philosophically this may also be looked upon as reality. Those 
who have seen enough colors and forms and who no longer find the individual 
signs by themselves to be significant on this level will be luckily washed back 
up on shore, as Odysseus once was: onto the map of the world with its cabbal
istic signs. 
In literary terms, the ellipse described here is closely related to the educational 
novel with its effects on the fine arts in the 18th century. At this time the novel 
had become a sign generating machine, the pictures of which were in need of 
visual representation. In just a short time images became omnipresent; indeed 
the path leading from Bildfahrte10 ('image track') to the Bi/d/iungeru('hunger for 
images') is short. It is precisely this voyage that Jeffrey Shaw offers to those par
ticipating in his installation. Those who are inspired by the installation and the 
initial picture, those who grab the joy-stick and begin navigating themselves 
across the levels and on the surfaces take on the conception of their own voyage 
through the narrative landscape. The landscape narrates in order to become the 
backdrop for an action which is initiated but no longer driven in its entirety and 
reception bv the artist. But, Jeffrey Shaw did not line his offers of interaction 
with ancient maps, cosmographic motifs, earlier works of art and oral literature12 

without reason — all of them constitute memories. The landscape narrates in 
remembering. Remembering is the psychological basis for all medial mediation;1* 
as a personal strategy of action it has replaced the rite to a great extent. Images 
taken from history no longer are sacrosanct and therefore removed from time and 
space,'4 but instead refer to an individual's pain and irreversible progression 
towards death. By providing a specific (numerically limited but diverse and often 

Text of Narrative Landscape 
by Dirk Groeneveld 

8 Perhaps most conclusively realized in the installation 
The Heaven's Gate (1989). 

9 Lucy S. Dawidowicz: The War Against the Jews 
1933-1945, New York 1975, pp. 

10 Theo Reucher/Holger van den Boom: Von der Logik 
des Sinns zum Sinn der Kunst, St. Augustin 1981, pp. 

133-H7-
11 Thomas Kleinspehn: Der fliichtige Blick, Sehen und 

Identitat in der Kultur der Neuzeit, Reinbek 1989, 
pp. 296-320. 

12 Text: Dirk Groeneveld 
-? Siegfried J. Schmidt (ed.): Cedachtnis. Prohleme und 

Perspektiven der intemationalen Cedachtnisforschung, 

Frankfurt 1991. 
-4 Hans Belting: Bild und Kult, Eine Geschichte des 

Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, Miichen 1990; 
Rudolf zur Lippe: "Das Heilige und der Raum," in 
Dietmar Kamper/Christoph Wulf (eds.): Das Heilige. 
Seine Spur in der Modeme, Frankfurt 1987, pp. 
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superimposed) selection of pictures from cabbalism and art history, Jeffrey Shaw 
hints at the secular expression Et in Arcadio Ego, with its implied meaning 
as it is established in the Anglo-Saxon language.1* His voyage, like the Narrative 
Landscape, is itself a finite one; from each dream, with the exception of the 
last, there is an awakening. 
But Jcffiey Shaw s goals aie not that dramatic; symbols are carriers of messages 
and meanings, not more. The movement itself remains minimal and follows the 
intellectual impulses of Duchamp's Infra-Mince16 which increasingly comes to 
the fore in Jeffrey Shaw's most recent works, and is also given a linguistic form.'7 

I hose who narratively traverse the picture landscapes on the screen - with the 
mouse or joy-stick or via the floor projection - are presented with a voyage which 
releases moments from memory beyond all that is symbolic: Combinations are 
brought about by free association, but not without evaluation through resolution 
and new creation. With that, the observer returns to the installation as the sub
ject, whereas the way into the picture remains blocked once and for all. An artist 
like Jeffrey Shaw offers a selection of possible modes of aesthetic communica
tion which, in comparison to a painting or a sculpture, increases the complexity 
of that which is offered exponentially. And: What may seem arbitrary to one 
user may constitute a striking moment for another; a moment which may cause 
him to remember this installation for the rest of his life. This is precisely what 
the narrative landscape is all about. 

Translation: Libby Fink 

Envin Panofsky: "Et in Arcado Ego: Poussin and the 
Elegiac Tradition" (orig. 1936), in Meaning in the 
Visual Arts, Harmondsworth 1970, pp. 340-367. 
As to minimal movement in Duchamps symbol-
canon cf. Wilfried W.M. Dorstel: Augenhlick 
Lichtquelle Scheidewand, Die symbolische Form im 
Werk Marcel Duchamps, Diss.phil., Bonn 1983, 
Cologne 1989, pp. 174-201. 
Jeffrey Shaw: "The Golden Calf," in Ars Elecronica, 
lntelligente Ambiente, Vol.2, Linz 1994, pp. 84-86. 
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