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ABSTRACT 

Imagination and fantasy environments created by writers and artists have always drawn 

people into their worlds. Advances in technology have blurred the lines between reality and 

imagination. My interest has always been to question the validity of these worlds and their 

cultures and to transcend the evolving virtual dimension by fusing it with what we perceive to be 

reality.  
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INTRODUCTION  

What makes us connect to a piece of art? What makes us understand it? The artist can tell 

us his or her intentions and others can analyze them, but why not live inside their work as if it 

were real? Imagine if one could experience and explore a Picasso from the inside. What if Van 

Gogh had a blog read by millions? How would this have affected their work and how we 

perceive it? These are just a few of the questions I ask myself as a cybercitizen.  

Every piece of art is an experience, a glimpse into the mind and world of the artist - his 

dimension, his life, his culture. Virtual media has made it more possible than ever to connect an 

artist to the viewer on a massive scale and to a diverse audience. Our physical experience with 

art is no longer limited to simply visiting a museum or having to find a book. An image can be 

transmitted all over the world in seconds or a performance broadcast live via web feeds and be 

available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. An entire culture is evolving over the web 

and not just one but many different cultures and subcultures emerging from a plethora of 

interests. It is inevitable for new types of artists to emerge from this new society. As always, they 

will use the tools available to them in their world and in their language. They will create new 

ways to express themselves, reflect their traditions, and make statements about their current 

condition. Evolving technology begets an evolution in art.  
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BACKGROUND  

My exposure to the virtual environment began in high school where online chat rooms 

exposed me to simming, a text based role-playing game. Having had very little experience with 

video games or computers prior to that, the foundation of my interest for web-based socialization 

and gaming began there. I was a member of a Star Trek online simming group for four years. I 

had my own circle of online friends whom I had never met physically and whose real names I 

did not know. To my surprise, in a lot of ways, I felt closer to them and found them easier to talk 

to than people I knew in real life.  

 While in college, I pursued a Bachelorôs degree in Digital Media and Animation, and I 

was introduced to the world of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPG). 

Dark Age of Camelot was my first attempt at engaging in this type of three-dimensional role-

playing universe. As a video game novice, the mechanics of this medieval fantasy-based game 

were hard for me to completely grasp. I did not play very long, but the experience lingered in my 

mind and had a dramatic effect on me. 

 Star Wars Galaxies was released in June of 2003 and drew me back into the MMORPG 

world. As an avid Star Wars fan, relating to this world was easier than Dark Age of Camelot. The 

story and world from the movies came to life, and I was free to explore it via my computer in a 

very personal way. I started playing from beta and as full of bugs and imperfections as it was, I 

instantly fell into with the world it offered. Already having an established interest in the 

storyline, I came to understand how the mechanics of this type of game worked. There was so 

much to do, and I soon became obsessed with acquiring game experience to advance my virtual 

alter ego. When role-playing my way through my Star Trek simming days, there was an intense 

connection with my characters in that world, but this adventure was different; she was an 
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extension of me. I had a visual of the fantasy environment I lived in and could customize the 

experience by involving myself as much or as little as I wanted. 

 Star Wars Galaxiesô character customization options allowed me to personalize my 

online avatar to make it feel like my own. Nothing satisfied me more than hopping onto my 

speeder-bike in-game and roaming around to explore the virtual world I lived in, a world that 

only cost me $14.99 a month, much cheaper than real-life traveling. As a student feeling 

confined to the university with financial limitations, this was very appealing. My first character 

was an entertainer class, which allowed me to get to know people in the game who played other 

class types and helped me to understand how the MMORPG world worked. My time playing 

Dark Age of Camelot did not offer that dimension the way Star Wars Galaxies did. 

 Although the roots of my gaming interest originally began with socializing in a fantasy 

world, it turned into an opportunity to experience things that real life limited. The environments 

themselves turned into an inspiration for worlds I hoped to one day create with my developing 

animation skills. As a result, my standards were set high for the games in which I wanted to 

become involved in. Beauty, customization, and realism of the world and characters became as 

important to me as the content and communication systems within the game.  

 After playing Star Wars Galaxies for a couple of years, I moved on to sample other 

MMORPGs as they were released. None took my interest again until EverQuest2. Released in 

2005, it lured in players who longed for the days of Dark Age of Camelot, were unsatisfied by 

the beta of World of Warcraft, and players of the first EverQuest who desired better graphics or 

something new. The original EverQuest set the standard for todayôs MMORPGs. Having been 

inspired by text based games called Multi User Dungeons or MUD, it provided a visual to the 

worlds created with the MUD software that were similar to the Choose Your Own Adventure 
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books from the 1980s and early 1990s. In MUD games, players would type in slash commands to 

interact with each other in a completely text-based format. MMORPGs have made this format 

obsolete, and user interfaces paired with simple keyboard commands have become the primary 

way to interact within these worlds. These slash command systems are still a passive element in 

current MMORPGs but are not necessary to play. Currently, most people are only familiar with a 

few social commands, such as ñ/waveò or ñ/bow,ò because this queues a social animation from 

your character for role-playing purposes. 

 The new world of EverQuest2 was not as vast as Star Wars Galaxies, but cloth and hair 

animation had improved significantly, such as moving when the character did. Environments 

were also littered with particle effects and bump mapped textures that gave the illusion of depth. 

Male and female figures had more gender distinguishing characteristics. Female characters 

particularly had a more curvaceous figure rather than simply being an androgynous shape with 

breasts.  

 When I had advanced as far as regular content could take me, I decided for the first time 

in my short gaming life that participating in hardcore end-game content with a guild of players 

who could kill the most difficult mobs in the game would take me to the next stage. I applied to 

and joined the top guild on my server. This experience altered my view of the game by seeing 

how serious these players were about their guild, characters, and play styles. There were many 

aspects of this culture that I quickly embraced. Logging into the game became an important part 

of my day. This was more than something people did just for fun. 
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EVOLUTION OF WORK  

Space Culture 

Having a strong interest in space culture, I used my 3D animation skills to produce a few 

environments with the aim of challenging the viewers to second guess themselves as to whether 

an image was real or a virtual illusion.  

 

Figure 1: Space Culture Series, The Blockhouse, 2006 

 

The environments created were ones that only existed in the past, and the only references 

I had were old images and blueprints. Using these resources, I created The Blockhouse from the 

1960s blockhouse used in the Mercury space missions with John Glenn. This was part of a 

project that extended from my undergraduate work on a joint venture called Shadows of 
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Canaveral. The real blockhouse had been gutted and only the run-down exterior remained. Using 

blueprints and old photos, it was brought to life again in 3D. The end result was a very pristine-

looking, almost alien environment - it seemed too perfect. Others who looked at the rendered 

images of it questioned whether the image was a real photo or a 3D environment. Instead of 

ñdirtyingò the space to make it look used and more realistic, I concluded that this was the 

reaction I wanted. In an attempt to make it more challenging to tell the difference, I paired my 

work with real-world images of space culture to reinforce the virtual. I wanted to challenge 

people to think about how they thought and looked at reality. Some of the images were ones I 

had photographed at Kennedy Space Center; others were ones appropriated from copyright-free 

NASA photos. 

 

Figure 2: Space Culture Series, KSC-89PC-1338, reprinted  2006 

(NASA copyright-free)  
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Figure 3: Space Culture Series: Engines, 2006 

 

 

Figure 4: Space Culture Series, Tables, 2006 
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Figure 5: Space Culture Series, KSC-92PC-2023, reprinted 2006 

(NASA copyright-free) 

 

 

Figure 6: Space Culture Series, KSC-89P-850, reprinted 2006  

(NASA copyright -free) 
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 The second environment in this series was a 1950s photography darkroom also built from 

a few photos and my imagination, using similar methods of presentation by pairing them with 

real images. Although this series was interesting to create and the ideas formed from it heavily 

influence my current work, the content was not something I was truly passionate about. It was 

for this reason this would be the last part of the series. 

 

 

Figure 7: Space Culture Series, Dark Room 2, 2007 
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Peruvian Culture and Fantasy Environments 

My tendency to get caught up in technical aspects, obsessive planning, and seeking 

perfection held me back from being creative and inhibited my production in the space culture 

series. Needing to use a more spontaneous medium to get clearer results, I settled on using a 

camera and sought an out-of-the-ordinary subject or environment. Looking inward for 

inspiration, I decided to travel to my country of birth, Peru. Not having been there in seventeen 

years, it seemed like the best place to learn more about myself. 

 I spent five weeks traveling the country and experienced it from both the perspective of a 

tourist and a foreign native. Even though I grew up in the United States, there were traditions in 

my family that were clearly Peruvian, yet there was an extreme contrast between my cultural 

heritage and the American one to which I was accustomed. Recognizing that multiple cultures can 

simultaneously exist in one person made me think about the formation of a personal culture. I did not 

have to constrain myself to a single cultural label, helping me realize and accept a lot of things about 

myself. 

 Peruvians are a proud people with a rich history. They are extremely superstitious and 

heavily influenced by Catholicism and their Andean ancestors. In the United States, Native 

Americans and their culture were nearly eradicated, but in Peru, indigenous traditions are still 

deeply integrated into every aspect of life. Although the influence of Spain is very evident, the 

internal and external conflict continues between the Western and Andean world, existing most 

strongly in religion, politics, economics, and cultural prejudices. This made me wonder how two 

seemingly integrated cultures could appear so much in conflict with one another and how this 

might inhibit a country's progression. 

 After my trip, the feeling of being torn between two worlds was very strong. There was a 
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strong desire to learn more about my country, but sadness lingered within me regarding its 

condition. Several images I took in Peru reflected that and had a similar theme as my space 

culture series - connecting past culture with current culture. This correlation strengthened my 

thoughts about what was real versus illusion. Compared to the United States, the world I 

experienced in Peru seemed so distant and foreign, often harboring a powerful sense of realism 

even though the environments there were outside of my comfort zone. What made the harshness 

of human life there more real than the comforts of my American culture? The feelings of duality 

were very intense within me. 

 

Figure 8: Peru, Rojo y Blanco, 2007  
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Figure 9: Peru, Oro y Cajamarca, 2007 
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Figure 10: Peru, Chiclayo, 2007 
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Figure 11: Peru, Islas Uros, 2007 
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 When I returned home, my initial intention was to build in 3D some of the fantastic 

architecture I saw in Peru, such as the Chan-Chan ruins. However, I began getting caught up in 

the images themselves by making mental comparisons to environments I had been exposed to in 

video games. For example, the sand dunes in Huacachina reminded me of the Sinking Sands in 

EverQuest2 and Tatooine in Star Wars Galaxies. This made me strongly consider the purpose of 

creating online environments when similar ones already existed. Experiencing these natural and 

architectural wonders in the physical dimension made me appreciate them much more, but in 

some ways the virtual felt like an alternative to travel. It was as though I had already been to 

Huacachina, because in some ways, I had already played in very similar virtual environments. 

Even though the environments in a game are an illusion, they still tend to reflect the attributes of 

real places, or at least echo the qualities of different cultures. The more I thought about this, the 

more it dawned on me that I was also part of a third culture: the Internet.  
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Figure 12: Study comparison.  

Above: photo of Huacachina sand dunes and an oasis in Peru  

Below: EverQuest2 in-game screenshot of an oasis in Sinking Sands zone.  
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Screenshotting and Photography 

I began documenting my MMORPG experience when playing Star Wars Galaxies using 

screen captures of the game, more commonly called screenshots. This is an already established 

in-game tool. By pushing one button, the software automatically saves a still image to a 

designated folder. This gave me the ability to revisit the places I had traveled to in-game and not 

have to actually be in the game. New levels or accomplishments, taking pictures of other players, 

and having a visual record of something unique and interesting were all among the reasons for 

me to screenshot.  

 When I moved on to EverQuest2, I began to document my experiences again, using the 

same ñsnapshot" approach as in Star Wars Galaxies. My first character had over 2,000 

screenshots taken in under four months. At the time, I worked at a photo lab and made a habit of 

saving these images to CD and printing them out just as anyone would do for their regular 

photos. The similarities of the real-world photos to the screenshot ones were becoming more 

evident to me. Screenshots became like my own brand of photography, but the association with 

fine art had not occurred to me yet, and so I explored other ways to express myself before it 

would evolve into that. 

  



18 

 

 

Figure 13: Star Wars Galaxies, Screenshot 0093, 2003 
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Figure 14: Star Wars Galaxies, Screenshot 0108, 2003  

  


