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Please visit our new site!

Essay

Found in space

The MINDful Play Environment is born

Dene Grigar & Steve Gibson 28 October 2007 www.lablit.com/article/317

he MINDful Play Environment (MPE), an

acronym for Motion-tracking, Interactive
Deliberation, is a virtual learning environment
created as a performance-installation piece, driven
by motion-tracking technology, in which three
people interact with one another and media
elements like video, animation, music, lights, and
spoken word. The artists and programmers involved
in this project — Dene Grigar, Steve Gibson, Justin
Love, and Jeannette Altman — have produced this
educational environment so that it does not look or
feel educational but rather game-like in a way that is
both playful and mindful. Here, we provide an
overview of the project, talk about the Phase I stage
just completed, and describe the future steps
planned for its development and use.

Playing around: a new platform for learning in
Project Overview the sci/art/humanities sphere

This project was born out previous projects that we

worked on both separately and together. Credit for Students no longer

creating the concept goes to Steve, who has been experience optimal
pioneering motion tracking performance and learning when they are
installations for close to a decade. His music and only expected to sit, listen
light piece, Virtual DJ, is the foundation upon which and converse

MPE is built. After having met in Nottingham, UK at

trAce’s Incubation conference in 2004, we began

experimenting with narrative structure and motion tracking technology, expanding the media
elements from music and light to include video, still images, animation and spoken word. When
Ghosts Will Die was the piece that came out of this collaboration.

Both Virtual DJ and Ghosts were made with gaming in mind. In a performance of Virtual DJ, for
example, we, or just one of us, play the game. As an installation, the audience joins in play. In
terms of game qualities, both works offer levels of play that grow increasingly more challenging as
users gain expertise. Virtual DJ offers five game levels in which the user moves from playing a few
notes of music to a full-on musical composition. Both Virtual DJ and Ghosts are immersive
environments that require, as Jesper Juul says, users to “engage in pretense play” and “map the
[user] into the game world” that we created (Juul, 2004).

Ghosts forces the user to confront the decision to drop bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki by
taking the user through the steps of the development of nuclear proliferation and ending with
bodies of the dead projected directly onto the user’s body. Both works also require user agency in
that users “influence the game state” (Juul, 2004) every step of the way. In each work, if the user
does not move in the space, absolutely nothing happens in the game. And finally, both works offer
highly interactive experiences where the users’ kinesthetic involvement plays a significant role and
enactment emerges as what Simon Penny describes as a “powerful technique” for having some
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Fig. 1. Networked performance of Virtual DJ

effect on the actions of observer (Penny,
2004). Essentially, it is this last quality
that we wanted to focus on the most in the
development of MPE since one of the main
successes of Virtual DJ and Ghosts lay in
their connection to mindful yet highly
physical activity. To put it simply, both
works are aerobic in nature — Virtual DJ
inspires dancing and Ghosts, moving
briskly around a rather large space — and
this movement results in “literal”
outcomes that impact intellectual and
emotion  engagement. Ghosts, in
particular, asks users to seriously consider
their actions leading up to the
dissemination of the atomic bomb. Those
who have experienced the work have
attested to a shift in consciousness about
and mindful contemplation of the

repercussions of the use of atomic weapons to resolve conflicts.

The combination of physical movement
and mindful contemplation lies at the
heart of MPE. The project goal is to
investigate if media-rich, interactive
environments that encourage kinesthesia
can be utilized effectively for learning,
particularly high-level math and science
and language skills — and we are trying
to accomplish this task by not making
MPE an educational space and more a
game space, much like Dance Dance
Revolution and Wii. In terms of math
and science

www.lablit.com/article/317

Fig. 2. Gibson performing When Ghosts Will Die
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