Playing in virtual

four-lane traf

a tad unnerving

New York artist's new media piece
gives viewers a cathartic scare
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Don Ritter wants you to
playin traffic.

Well, not so much traffic
as four lanes of virtual traf-
ficthe New York-based new
media artist recreates in a
sound installation called In-
tersection. During the
Works, Ritter’s complicated
interactive project occupies
a darkened room on the
second floor of Scotia Place.

It features eight huge
speakers, 800 metres of ca-
ble and a complicated array
of computer-controlled in-
frared sensors.

Asvisitors work their way
across a room illuminated
only by a dim pair of exit
signs, they can’t help but
break the invisible beams
that crisscross the space,
setting off a complex chain
reaction of traffic noises.
Carefully orchestrated to

 duplicate the Doppler effect
(the sudden drop in the
pitch of a car engine’s roar
as the vehicle passes by a
stationarylistener), the din
of the cars that tear by and
seemingly recede into the
distance unnerves visitors.

If they stand in one of the
four “rafficlanes” toolong,
the computerized installa-
tion creates the sound of a
car grinding to a halt and
then, if the hapless visitors

stand still a bit longer, they
hear the clamour of sever-
al chain-reaction crashes.
Aiming to create a new
generation of interactive,
installation art, Ritter be-
lieves that new media
should engage the whole
body and “not just the index
finger” moving a mouse on
old-school virtual reality
computer-bound projects.
“My beliefis that new me-
dia should ... be as unen-
cumbered as possible, with
no gloves and no helmets,
and be multi-user,” says Rit-
ter, who was raised in
Camrose. He now teaches

atthe Pratt Institute in New
York but started off his ca-
reer as ahigh-level research
engineer for Nortel.

“I was one of the human
interface designers who
helped design the surpris-
ingly complicated credit
card interface on pay-
phones.”

Intersection was first de-
signed in the mid-'"90s and
has proven to be his most
popular and best-travelled
show, having been mount-
ed 12 times in seven coun-
tries. Ritter says the showis
particularly popular in Ger-
many, where they treat new
media artists “like princes”
inlarge part because of a to-
tally different attitude to-
wards technology.

“Where we see technolo-
gy mainly as a medium for
industry, they see technol-
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New York audio artist Don Ritter, who makes art from
traffic noise, is featured at the Works Art and



