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In recent years, the development of computer hardware, software and network infrastructure have 
improved digitally based interactions between individuals, separated geographically. Interactions between 
members of virtual communities have included socializing, game playing, sharing information and 
collaborative work. This chapter will introduce Internet based multi-user systems from a theoretical as 
well as a practical perspective, giving some "real-life" examples of the implemented systems Karlskrona2 
and Wolfsburg2. The focus is on urban, local contexts. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF VIRTUAL 3D WORLDS  

Since the development and definition of the Virtual Reality Modelling Language (VRML) format, many 
new possibilities and programmes have been developed, which enable users to meet in computer 
created spaces. It is possible to construct Internet based multi-user systems, where users provided with 
a 3D browser or a plug-in can access virtual spaces. This plug-in is added to traditional 2D browsers like 
Netscape or Internet Explorer. Once "inside" the 3D browser, the users can interact with the set design 
and other users. It is software, which creates a 3D environment and frames the space of 
communication. 
 
Today we find an increasing interest in various distributed conference systems, like Multi-User 
Dungeons or Multi-User Domains (MUDs) due to the many possibilities of connecting people in spite of 
physical distance. It has created a market with vast economical interests involved. These technologies 
are now undergoing an expansion and may, in the near future, become part of our everyday life. Because 
the tools take part in our everyday life and social relations, is it important to take part in the debate 
about these new technologies and actively take part in the development. 
 
Virtual inhabited worlds create new possibilities and design potentials. They can affect the development, 
the co-ordination, the optimization, and the production process in design. The product covers a wide 
field from traditional architecture and industrial design to new relations or types of discussions. The new 
tools also allow decentralized forms of communication and non-hierarchically ways of communicating. 
The design process can be distributed into the hands of different partners, and even include the final 
users of a specific product, by letting them take part in the virtual space and design process or by using 
online user surveys. 
 

FOCUS: MULTI-USER SYSTEMS IN LOCAL, URBAN CONTEXTS  

Experiments with multi-user systems in local contexts have been carried out in collaboration with the 
Danish art group Superflex (http://www.superflex.dk). The projects Karlskrona21 and Wolfsburg22, which will 
be described in greater detail later on, come to mind as examples of distributed workspaces. The work 
with the two cities has been an attempt to use multi-user systems as tools for discussion and 
communicating in a local, urban context. The focus of the projects is the social aspect of the citizen's 
involvement in a cultural, political and architectural discussion about their own relations and physical 
surroundings. 
 
The development of the projects Karlskrona2 and Wolfsburg2 started in January 1999. In the spring 
2000 two beta-versions were developed and have now approximately 1000 users. The aim of the 
projects has been to gather empirical knowledge about self-organising laws, rules and democratic 
processes; virtual design, urban scenarios and discussions relating to the physical world. 
 

MULTI-USER SYSTEMS - FACILITIES AND TOOLS  

The systems and technologies behind multi-user systems like Karlskrona2 and Wolfsburg2 consist of 
Internet servers and client programs updating and maintaining the computer created space through a 
constant exchange of information about the users and their set design. The client programs consist of a 
3D browser, which becomes the user's interface to the space, a window leading to a parallel world of 
                                                      
1 It is possible to visit a PC-version of the beta-version of Karlskrona2, by downloading a 3D browser from 
http://www.superflex.net/tools/supercity/ [It is no longer possible to download nor access Karlskrona2 or Wolfsborg2] 

2 Visit http://www.kollision.dk/wob2 to get an introduction to the project Wolfsburg2. 
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3D graphics. In this window, the users navigate their virtual representation, the avatar3, allowing them to 
express different kinds of body languages and moods, like joy, anger and benevolence, or gestures like 
dancing. In the 3D world the online users are visible to each other, and can choose to look into the 
world from a third person view, or by using a first person view simulate the avatar's point of view. 
 
The 3D browser is equipped with various program facilities defining the possibilities of the user. This 
includes preferences according to the visualization of the virtual workspace and its facilities and utilities 
of communication. It can be tools, enabling constructing and building in 3D, different ways of displaying 
or viewing, or letting the user choose between graphical elements, text and sounds. 
 
To become a user, you have to login and identify yourself by using a name, an email address and a 
password. Hereby the user access the 3D world with a unique name and citizen's number used for 
maintaining and identifying the rights of the user. The users "speak" to each other by chat. All the 
messages and contributions are listed, typically placed in an area underneath the 3D window. The chat 
can also be listed on top of the user's avatar, like in a speech bubble, displaying the typed words. Users 
can also whisper to each other, and hereby communicate in private. Some multi-user systems even 
enable text to voice or the use of microphones, thereby adding an auditory personality to the avatar. 
 
The virtual citizens can store and list their circle of acquaintances in a user gallery and are thus always 
informed about who is online. The user gallery allows citizens to teleport to another contact person, 
meaning to jump from one position to another. The avatars are also allowed to store and activate 
teleporters from a list, letting the user bookmark locations. In addition to this, the system may be 
supplied with a map, giving the user an understanding of the position in a context and making it possible 
to overview a greater scale. Furthermore, the map can facilitate graphical teleporters or hyperlinks. 
 

A WORLD OF SINGLE OBJECTS  

The 3D worlds consist of combinations of single objects, grouped into more or less abstract buildings 
and constructions, which create the space. In some systems, the user can copy, place and rotate every 
individual object and thereby construct their own virtual space. In this process the citizen number is 
registered in the properties of the objects, and only the citizen in question is allowed to delete or 
modify the objects; unless these rights are distributed to other users allowing them to modify the same 
objects as well. 
 
As a starting point, the existing building materials determine the constructions in the virtual distributed 
space. The variety of the space is dependent on the different ways of combining objects and the fact that 
the user can define the surface colour of the building block geometry. Some objects have more 
advanced properties, like the possibility of displaying text or images. This information is either stored on 
the server running the particular world or by creating a hyperlink to an external website, which hosts 
the images. In addition, the user can specify commands to the properties of the objects, like playing a 
sound, teleporting, or linking to external URLs.  
 
The examples described are part of some of the recently developed tools framing new types of 
communication. These tools make it possible to communicate in a distributed space, where users can 
shape abstract and concrete models, from visual or auditory scenarios to discussions of social, political 
or architectural aspects. Today, the tools are used for connecting distributed research teams, for 
teaching across geographical borders, and especially for 3D chats inhabited by all different kinds of 
cultures and backgrounds.  
 
 
 
                                                      
3 An avatar is a virtual body representing the user of the client program. The word ‘avatar’ comes from Sanskrit where avatãra 
indicates the god’s descent and embodiment in a human form – the god’s incarnation on earth. 
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Examples of virtual worlds can be found in the American company Active Worlds Inc. 
(http://www.activeworlds.com) or the international Blaxxun (http://www.blaxxun.com). Both are selling software 
products, which are being used for 3D chat rooms, experiments with virtual set design and online 
teaching all over the world. 
 

DIGITAL BRIDGING - SPACE AS A METAPHOR  

What is the reason for our need for copying our own world and using it as a metaphor in a digital space 
without limitations? 
 
Part of the answer might be that construction of spatiality in a computer uses our own spatial 
experiences from our physical surroundings (Løssing 2000). Consciousness is formed through our bodily 
experiences of the world. We try to organize the computer by transferring real life situations and 
metaphors, because we live in and learn about the world with our body, its scale and interaction with its 
surroundings. Scale and metaphors become recognizable fix points in a space with many possibilities, 
created by adding and inscribing signs and iconographical quantity. 
 
Except for the feeling of being (in), given by space, it also allows a feeling of belonging (to). By adding 
recognizable signs and figures from Karlskrona, Karlskrona2 becomes an understandable metaphor, to 
the ones who know Karlskrona. When moving in the virtual world, the user experiences volumes and 
relations with the meaning of Karlskrona2. This creates a tension between the virtual and physical space, 
where the intention of the project is to work with the meeting of the two worlds and their possibility of 
influencing on one another.  
 
It is not a wish for working with a "digital realism", but the spectre of the possibilities of the computer 
model, letting users add or reconstruct abstract symbols or more direct and recognizable spatiality. This 
means that Karlskrona2 is not subjugated by Karlskrona, but uses the city as a metaphor and vocabulary 
in an urban discussion. 
 

THE EVER-CHANGING SPACE  

Virtual spaces can be analysed by using different theoretical viewpoints and angles, dividing them into 
different categories and models. In the following section, I will try to differentiate the notion of space in 
order to introduce the point of view, used in the projects Karlskrona2 and Wolfsburg2. 
 
The fact that the virtual space Karlskrona2 is inhabited and created by its users is significant to the 
space. The space include more than the set design and the interacting users. In addition to the users, a 
parallel presence of meaning and relations exists. The users become part of each others space and 
common rituals, and therefore laws and rules agreed upon are taking part of the social construction. It is 
the acting and reacting of the users that shape space and its meaning. There is an ever-changing 
variability caused by the use of space. The virtual environment gets its own life through the life and acts 
of the users. It is not just intended to be a transforming movement of objects and positions, but also in 
the sense of changing relations, both collective and individual to the users. 
 
This irreversibility is important to the way space is used. The perception and navigation in space 
demands continuous dynamic decisions in an ever-changing world. It is a self-organizing entity, which, 
together with the ongoing update between server and client programmes, urges the user to take a 
stand. If the user has not visited the space for some time or has been off-line for a while, the space will 
have changed in the meantime. New constructions and buildings as well as new private and collective 
spheres have appeared. The inscribed rituals have transformed and changed their character, see e.g. 
(Barbatsis, Fegan & Hansen 1999), and the user has to update the perception of space and its 
dimensions. The world has been modified, just like our physical surroundings changes in time. 
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The irreversibility requires that users of the system return to the virtual world to reassure their 
participation. If one wants to participate in a sudden development, or even use the system as a platform 
for decisions and choices, one has to take part in the changes. This makes the system a useful tool for 
discussing local contexts.  
 
In the following, I will describe the aims of the project Karlskrona2 and some of the challenges of 
working with computer mediated space in relation to local urban structures. The project has become a 
case study exemplifying the tension between virtual and physical space.  
 

KARLSKRONA2 - BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  

Karlskrona2 is an ongoing project in co-operation with the artist group Superflex. It was developed in a 
dialogue with the Modern Institute, a group of Scottish curators and artists, The Municipality of 
Karlskrona, Sweden, and the local historical museum. The project has kept expanding with new 
collaborators joining up4. Karlskrona2 started as a project at the end of 1998, when Superflex was 
invited to do a public project in Karlskrona. 
 
Superflex is a Danish art group and firm, who work as a co-ordinating link between art, business and 
different kinds of research. Superflex projects range from Biogas, a biogas system constructed and 
implemented in Tanzania, in corporation with Danish and African engineers; Superchannel, an interactive 
Internet channel, in corporation with an American software programmer; to the project Karlskrona2. 
Superflex considers their apparently very different projects to be tools rather than products. Tools for 
dialog with the users why Superflex works intensively with the implicit communication between their 
product, the users and the context. 
 
 

 

Figure 1. A rendering showing the centre of Karlskrona2 seen from above, from where it is possible to see the characteristic 
renaissance city planning in Karlskrona, structured by infrastructures laid out in strict axes and one of north Europe's biggest 
squares.5 

The idea of the project is to create a virtual copy of the Swedish town Karlskrona, a communication 
tool called Karlskrona2 (see Figure 1). The citizens of Karlskrona have access to Karlskrona2 through 
the Internet. Here they can meet, communicate and conduct social experiments by changing and 
developing the virtual space. In Karlskrona2, things like buildings, social hierarchies, laws and rules can 
                                                      
4 In example: Troels Degn Johansson, http://www.dkds.dk/forskning/troels_degn_johansson/troels_degn_johansson_da.htm (Last 
visited 12.08.2006) 

5 The rendering is a screenshot from an animation sketching and explains the idea of Karlskrona2. The animation can be found on 
http://www.superchannel.org (Last visited 12.08.2006)  
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be redefined. It has been approached by working with the local and the present, with identity and the 
bodily relation. The intention is to focus on the social aspects of the virtual space, trying to define a 
frame, where various types of professional input and knowledge can be exchanged with one another.  
 
Karlskrona is an old naval town in the south-eastern part of Sweden, founded in 1680 on several islands 
and peninsulas. The town was originally a strategically placed naval base, established to defend the Baltic 
Sea. A large part of the Swedish fleet was built and set afloat in Karlskrona. The town was built 
according to the ideals of that time; with monumental buildings, strictly laid out in squares alongside a 
long axis, that characterizes the town to this very day.  
 
On the 2nd of December 1998, Karlskrona was given the status of a cultural heritage site. A distinction, 
which can be given by UNESCO's committee to cultural and natural historic environments, which are 
considered worth preserving for mankind. A status witnessing about the well preserved cultural, 
historic, and architectural values of Karlskrona.  
 
Today, Karlskrona is a town of 60 000 inhabitants, and it forms part of a technological development 
zone in Sweden. This gives the citizens of Karlskrona access to broadband data transfer through the 
Internet. The town's university and large corporations, like Ericsson, also give the area a dynamic and 
high level of IT implementation.  
 
There are more parameters, which forms the Karlskrona2 project. There is a conflict between the 
town's demands of modernity and the cultural heritage, which links Karlskrona to the past. At the same 
time the town's confinement to islands and peninsulas limits its physical expansion. The platform 
Karlskrona2 can be used as a tool to discuss the future of Karlskrona.  
 

FRAMING A LOCAL NEIGHBOURHOOD  

It is the intention that the same citizens who live in the "real" town will inhabit Karlskrona2. In order to 
gain access to Karlskrona2, one has to live in or visit Karlskrona. This gives the virtual citizens a shared 
experience about Karlskrona. The virtual town will be alive and present by virtue of the real town. In 
this way the project will use the Internet, as a local network more than a global communication tool and 
the aim is to create a better and more life-like form of communication in the virtual environment. 
Karlskrona2 brings virtual reality into the citizen's lives as a new pattern of relationships. The users of 
the virtual space are represented by avatars and have the experience of moving around in a computer 
created space. Hereby the user, the individual citizen, mirrors his or her experiences and relationships, 
as well as a character, in virtual space.  
 
Karlskrona2 is a "free space", which is not subject to the established political, economic or social rules 
of Karlskrona. The users have the opportunity to build, pull down and redefine the function of buildings 
existing in virtual space. One can work individually or collectively and there can be discussions of the 
one Karlskrona inside the other. This kind of interactivity and communication gives the development of 
the users’ tools a great significance. The tools decide what possibilities are accessible, and therefore the 
tools need to be in a constant development, ideally by letting the developers be in a continuous dialogue 
with the users of the project and thereby aware of their wishes.  
 

BIG SCREEN AS A LINK  

It is the intention to let the virtual Karlskrona be visible to the "real" town on a big screen, placed in the 
large renaissance square of the town. The screen will also be represented in Karlskrona2 and will work 
as a message board. Here it should be possible to show texts and pictures, read other citizen’s opinions 
and be heard; as a kind of parallel to Speakers Corner, in London. Karlskrona2 will be a mouthpiece, 
which does not distinguish between the teenager, the local politician or the fanatic, and therefore it 
raises the matter of censorship, participation and decision-making processes in Karlskrona2.  
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The messages on the screen can be read from both versions of Karlskrona, but can only be accessed 
from Karlskrona2, so the user has to enter the virtual city in order to take part in the ongoing 
discussion. There will be an important element of voting and other democratic activities, which can arise 
in Karlskrona2. At the big screen in Karlskrona (see Figure 2), it should be possible to let the citizens 
meet in "real space" in order to follow the activities of their avatars. Here they will experience the 
divergence between Karlskrona and Karlskrona2. The big screen will connect the two worlds as a 
physical link and will at the same time be a window to the virtual town. How will the two worlds, the 
computer created and the real one, influence each other?  
 

 

Figure 2. The intended big screen located at the renaissance square in Karlskrona. (Photo by Superflex, collage by Rune Nielsen). 

KARLSKRONA2 - A WORLD IS DEFINED  

"To begin with, this place, the virtual city I mean, was just one big chat alley, a kind of city-wide singles 
bar. That wasn't how it was meant to be, it wasn't meant to be anyone thing, just a place you could go 
and talk mostly, but it took a while for anyone to figure out how to do something useful with it. After 
the blip in the birth rate came the software pirates, then the advertisers and the architects - online 
product demonstrations, virtual walk-thru tours of ideal homes for the rich and tasteless, that kind of 
thing. Then it started to get a little more interesting, with a strange combination of bad music and local 
politics flashing up on the telescreens in the real city, mother-and-baby groups versus bedroom techno 
impresarios all trying to get their point across. And after that it all happened very fast". (Bradley, 1999)  
 
Will Bradley draws a picture of the birth of a virtual city, quite similar to the development of 
Karlskrona2 that is described in the following: 
 
Karlskrona2 started as a beta-version in the spring 2000. Beta in the sense that it uses existing software, 
provided by Active Worlds instead of software, specifically developed for the case. Active Worlds 
products do not support all original intentions and ideas of the project, but allow the user to construct a 
virtual world with chat and building functions (see Figure 3). Some major problems with the existing 
software are that you are not allowed to define local properties, only global ones, which is why the 
whole space Karlskrona2 is governed by the same rules. The beta- version of Karlskrona2 was made 
possible by financial support from a Swedish tele-communication company.  
 
The centre of Karlskrona was built as a rough model consisting of the city centre and its landmark 
buildings. At the beginning of the project, the centre of the town was surrounded by white empty 
potential space. Two avatars, a male and a female, were chosen and a virtual building block market was 
created, with specially fabricated objects serving as a construction vocabulary to the virtual citizens. 
Because of economic considerations, the project was launched without the big screen, but still equipped 
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with the virtual one, placed at the square of Karlskrona2. The screen is located where new users log in, 
ground zero. The screen operates as a message board by linking to an external web page, which enables 
a question and answer structure.  
 

 

Figure 3. The first virtual citizens enter. The screen dump shows the default location of entering Karlskrona2, right in front of the 
virtual big screen. 

THE FIRST CITIZENS INHABIT KARLSKRONA2  

Karlskrona2 went public by being announced in Swedish newspapers, so a lot of curious new users 
wanted to visit the project during the following days. The project was and still is open to all potential 
users. Even though the original idea was to let in only the citizens of Karlskrona, everyone was given 
access, because as a starting point it was important to let in as many users as possible in order to fill out 
Karlskrona2 with discussions. 
  
 

 

Figure 4. Chaos arrives. A screen dump of some of the first attempts of constructing in Karlskrona2; a huge area of posters and 
signs trying to define private zones and sites. 
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All new users wanted to experiment in the space of Karlskrona2. Uncritically, they moved around in the 
rough model of the centre of the town. They chatted with each other and a lot of energy was put into 
constructing the open landscape of the system. The centre was closed from the start, and thus 
prohibiting the users from building in this area. But when the periphery of Karlskrona2 was entered, a 
landscape of chaotic "wilderness" appeared (see Figure 4). Constructing engrossed all the new users: 
everybody built self-contained constructions, which collided very quickly with the objects of other users. 
There was a frequent use of signs and poster objects, on which the users wrote graffiti-like tags and 
messages to define territories and private zones. The buildings kept on getting more and more chaotic 
and condensed, now consisting of thousands of building blocks with no planning. 
 

STRUCTURE ARRIVES  

The unstructured "wilderness" created dissatisfaction among returning users, and therefore, a small 
ginger group established a council, Karlskrona2 Council. It became a self-appointed council operating as 
a decision-taking council, in control of a large area of Karlskrona2. The council still operates and meets 
once a month. All decisions go through the council and it has become the political structure of 
Karlskrona2. The members of the council all agreed that Karlskrona2 had more potential than just being 
an anarchistic playground. Therefore, they planned a new area, Eastvillage, in an empty part of 
Karlskrona2 (see Figure 5). With the newly proclaimed mayor of Eastvillage in charge of the council, 
large areas were structured by designing main axes and infrastructures, together with defined areas and 
sites for building. A gate was designed to create an independent entity, and the virtual citizens of 
Eastvillage defined a basic constitution, which was hung up next to the gate, similar to a border post.  
 
Eastvillage developed rapidly during the next months, and a lot of effort was put into building the 
Eastvillage community. In this case, a virtual community has to be understood as a digital neighbourhood 
with a spirit of collaboration between users sharing common interests. The citizens built tower 
structures of information, huge sport arenas, and infrastructure above and below the ground, harbour 
areas and beaches, ships and even submarine constructions. Very quickly more than one religion was 
represented and the virtual citizens both planned and built a church and a mosque. The council even 
erected a skyscraper, where meetings could take place.  
 

 

Figure 5. To the left: The gate and entrance leading to Eastvillage, seen from the inside of the community. In the middle: Rules, 
signs displaying the constitution of Eastvillage, proclaiming how to behave and act entering the area. 
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DETACHING FROM THE CENTRE  

After a while, Eastvillage got its own web-based newspaper, Eastnews. Eastnews has become the voice 
of Karlskrona2 Council that uses the digital newspaper to publicize minutes from their meetings. In that 
sense, Eastnews has become a guarantor of law and order to the citizens, and the citizens can use the 
archives of Eastnews to pinpoint their common rights and decisions. An example of the discussions in 
Karlskrona2 was a huge debate about commercials and whether economic interests should be allowed 
in the free space of Karlskrona2. An experimental period was decided, and the next day a virtual 
McDonald’s arrived in Eastvillage (see Figure 6). 
 

 

Figure 6. Virtual McDonald’s. The first attempt to introduce mercantile signs and mechanisms. Built by one of the virtual citizens as 
an input to the discussion of what should be allowed in Eastvillage. 

Eastvillage turned very fast into a powerful community and was increasingly removed from the original 
idea. As a consequence of detaching themselves from the centre of Karlskrona2, the citizens of 
Eastvillage wanted more decentralized rights. There were episodes, when new users had terrorized the 
areas of Eastvillage. Violating the constitution, they had vandalized buildings by constructing on restricted 
properties or hanging up posters and signs with pornographic and other offensive material. Concerned 
by this, the council wanted to be able to demolish objects, which were not in accordance with the rules 
and laws. At a meeting held in the council's skyscraper, the mayor was given the authority to tear down 
these objects. The mayor has ever since been operating as a protector to assure a peaceful Eastvillage. 
 

REAL-LIFE RELATIONS AND POTENTIAL  

The virtual citizens of Eastvillage have adopted the city as a metaphor in a very direct way and have 
transformed many values and iconographical recognizable signs by copying our physical world. Eastvillage 
has mirrored symbols from Karlskrona and other towns. Probably, the common "language" has been 
part of the reason that Eastvillage is such a strong community today.  
 
During the past months, more experiments and abstract areas have been created which are more or 
less removed from known metaphors. For example, huge sites for the study of colours have been 
planned and built. A giant area displaying the colour spectrum was investigated thoroughly; surface-by-
surface thousands of colours were constructed creating an enormous gradient. On top of this surface, 
half-spheres with the complimentary colour was created to investigate the possibility of adding colours 
to building blocks. 
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In addition, other fantastic and even floating constructions have been created, like levels, which can only 
be reached by teleporting up in the "air", with walls displaying web cameras. This has created storytelling 
buildings showing the inverse idea of the big screen, by monitoring the "real" Karlskrona inside the 
virtual one (see Figure 7). These constructions have in that sense become "inhabited" and have been 
given "behaviours", instead of being just images and icons of another world, they have started to get 
their own life on their own terms. 
 

 

Figure 7. Info Tower. One of the more abstract constructions in Eastvillage. The tower is both an introduction to the "owner" 
who built it and a structure allowing the visitors to look into the "real" Karlskrona by using web cameras displayed on some of the 
walls. 

DEVELOPMENT AND STATUS  

Today Karlskrona2 is a well functioning community, with a lot of different users involved: users with an 
interest in computers, a few politicians, and users with a research or teaching perspective. Most of the 
project's energy comes from Eastvillage. The development of Karlskrona2 has increasingly moved away 
from the original idea. Presumably, because the development of Karlskrona2 has had to do without the 
big screen in the town of Karlskrona. Such a public manifestation would have had an enormous 
potential; not only in the public space of Karlskrona, but also as a magnet of initiative and energy "inside" 
Karlskrona2 (see Figure 8). A big screen linking the two worlds will automatically become a powerful 
focus point. The possibility of expressing oneself in a public space will probably move the ongoing 
activities towards Karlskrona2 related topics. 
 
Among the ideas of increasing relations between the two towns, it has been discussed how to use 
Karlskrona2 as a platform for displaying a new city plan of Karlskrona, drawn up by the municipality. 
That could put the project to a serious test. The distinction between being anonymous and being a 
public person would be made visible and accentuated. The mayor of Karlskrona, who is represented in 
the virtual square of Karlskrona2 by letting a speech bubble object link to an external video interview6, 
would probably use the space as a political scene and as a public person. He could then use the system 
as a broadcasting media to the citizens of Karlskrona. In contrast, one could imagine that a teenager, 
who is not used to being taken seriously in the political discussion, would use the space and the linking 
screen facility for expressing himself anonymously and thereby take part in the discussion.  
 
                                                      
6 The interview with the mayor can be found on http://www.superchanne1.org  
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Figure 8. The image shows a screen dump from a meeting in Eastvillage. The users are communicating through a web camera, 
allowing the virtual citizens to look into the private space of the displayed person. 

KARLSKRONA2 MEETS WOLFSBURG  

Karlskrona2 has been exhibited on "Cities on the move" at Louisiana, Museum of Modern Art in 
Humlebæk, Denmark and moved on to London and Helsinki; at the exhibition centre Casco in Utrecht, 
Holland; and at the exhibitions "Tools" and "Unhomely Home" at Kunstverein Wolfsburg, Germany. The 
two curators Barbara Steiner and Doris Berger arranged the exhibitions in Wolfsburg and held a public 
meeting to debate the project Karlskrona2 and its possible relations to Wolfsburg. Both interested 
citizens from Wolfsburg and employees from the planning and developing department at the municipality 
took part in these discussions. The debate turned into a common wish of doing a similar project in 
Wolfsburg and working with the city of Wolfsburg as a case study of an implanted Internet based multi-
user system.  
 
In the following section, the development of Wolfsburg2, the sister project of Karlskrona2, will be 
described; as well as the ideas and aims of developing the existing software and linking it to a physical 
environment.  
 

WOLFSBURG - INDUSTRIAL URBANISM  

The city of Wolfsburg is a completely different urban structure than Karlskrona2. First of all, it is not a 
homogenous city, neither in its architectural expression nor in its inhabitants. Wolfsburg is the home of 
Volkswagen, which has a big influence on the urban as well as the social structure of the city. More than 
60% of the 125 000 inhabitants work for Volkswagen; therefore the city can be seen more as a machine 
producing cars than a traditional town. As a product of Volkswagen's domination, city planning has been 
controlled by the economic fluctuations of Volkswagen. A good economy has lead to the construction 
of new urban districts, as increasing numbers of new citizens came to Wolfsburg during these periods.  
 
Due to an early "green strategy", Wolfsburg is the "greenest" town in Germany. Green fields and forest 
both surround the city as well as divide it into many small districts. It is the intention of the project 
Wolfsburg2 to break down some of these barriers as well as the social barriers existing in Wolfsburg.  
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BETA-VERSION 

Today's Wolfsburg2 is a discussion space with the same technical premises as Karlskrona2. That means 
a beta-version based on Active World Inc. software, which has allowed a fully operational model of 
most of the aims of the project. The intention of the project is to let the citizens of Wolfsburg work in a 
collaborative space, where it is possible to discuss the development of Wolfsburg. It is the hope that the 
project is able to create new "real-life" relations across the internal borders of the city and focus on 
some of Wolfsburg social problems arising from its history and development.  
 
The beta-version has been used in workshops and teaching sessions in Wolfsburg, where students from 
the age of 14 to 18 have worked together in Wolfsburg2. The students showed great interest in being 
part of the discussion of Wolfsburg and were very eager in participating in developing both Wolfsburg 
and Wolfsburg2.  
 
The beta-version of Wolfsburg2 is at the moment at a very different level than Karlskrona2. There is 
still not such a strong community as in the Swedish project why the project still needs a lot of activity 
from the outside.  
 

VISIONS AND POSSIBILITIES  

The different and complex character of Wolfsburg has created new wishes in terms of being able to 
visualize its more complex identity. Therefore, concrete developing the existing system have become 
part of the ongoing discussion of Wolfsburg2. The further development of the project focuses on a 
newly built part of Wolfsburg Westhagen, a district, which has very little communication with the centre 
of the town. Westhagen has a high level of crime and social problems. It has become a leftover space, 
functioning as a kind of transit area for newcomers to Wolfsburg. In some buildings, more than 50% of 
the apartments are vacant.  
 
There are plans from the city planners and developers in Wolfsburg to reconfigure the district of 
Westhagen. It is seen as a potential place of development, having a very young population and a good 
infrastructure. Wolfsburg2 is not only a tool for working with the problems and amplifying the qualities 
of Wolfsburg; it is also a sign to the citizens of Westhagen that they are being taken seriously and given 
the chance to take part in the discussion of the future of Westhagen.  
 

LAYERS OF REALITY  

The development of Wolfsburg2 wants to create a place, where many layers of "reality" are available. 
Some as information layers describing the city structure and others as "free spaces", known from 
Karlskrona2, which allow the citizens to add to and subtract from their own virtual city. 
 
Two of the layers of Wolfsburg2 are planned to be rough replicas of the city (see Figure 9). One of the 
layers will be continually updated with the real town by the municipality. The other layer is editable to 
the citizens of Wolfsburg. A layer where the virtual citizens can discuss and construct in 3D space. 
 
The layers of Wolfsburg2 can represent different kinds of information from the real town: Building 
volumes like in Karlskrona2: different kinds of maps and aerial photos; layers of discussions that have 
taken place in space, left as located speech bubbles; the possibility of showing the virtual as well the 
"real" history by adding layers of sections in time describing space at a particular state; infrastructures 
and flows, visualizing both physical connections like roads but also logistical data. Most layers of abstract 
or concrete data or activities are intended to be updated automatically by translating and transforming 
GIS (Geographical Information System) data into the system. 
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Figure 9. Layers of Wolfsburg2. A collage of some of the intended layers in the redeveloped 3D browser. Left column from the 
top: Infrastructures; empty apartments; and Building volumes. Right column from the top: Icons linking to information from the 
municipality to the citizens of Wolfsburg; the citizen's layer; and an example of a map. 

It will be possible to turn the layers of Wolfsburg2 on and off from each locally connected computer. 
This will give the users the opportunity to select what they want to see, where and when. It could be of 
interest to switch off some information to focus on a specific subject or maybe to turn on other 
information to see the connection between the different structures of the city (see Figure 10). 
 
The layers can be used as arguments in the ongoing discussion and design process in Wolfsburg2, and 
they allow the users to get a new view of their town. A possible scenario could be to turn off the 
building layer and then turn on the vacant apartments of Westhagen (see Figure 11). This can give an 
impression of the density of inhabitants; which can lead to a reconstruction of an area or maybe 
demolition, if it is thought suitable. The citizens can see all layers but only edit the "Citizens layer': The 
city planners and developers are allowed to edit the "Planning layer", and the municipality can edit the 
different GIS and historical "Data layers". 
 

 

Figure 10. Transparent city. Views from a prototype illustrating a new 3D browser sketched in the game developer software, 
Virtools http://www.virtools.com (Last visited 12.08.2006). The screen dumps simulates that a user has made the building volumes 
transparent, and turned on the layer with the empty apartments, to get an overview of the situation of inhabitation in a specific 
area of Westhagen. 

An Internet based multi-user system like Wolfsburg2 opens up a lot of possibilities, which are limited 
only by the rules of the developers and the technology. This requires that architects and designers, 
politicians, researchers and the users take part in the development of such communication tools. 
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“MUDs are living laboratories for studying the first-level impacts of virtual communities -the impacts on 
our psyches -on our thoughts and feelings as individuals. And our attempts to analyze the second-level 
impacts of phenomena like MUDs on our real-life relationships and communities lead to fundamental 
questions about social values in a time, when so many of our human relationships are mediated by 
communications technology” (Rheingold, 1993, p. 146). 

 

Figure 11. Scale and perception. Views from the prototype illustrating the potentials of a new 3D browser that shows how it is 
possible for the user of Wolfsburg2 to dynamically perceive the virtual city from different distances and angles. 

The multi-user systems allow us to work with parallel worlds and discussions, not detached from our 
everyday life, but as integrated tools and platforms for discussions and development of our nearby 
context as well as global relations. It is possible to inhabit our media with game playing, information 
sharing and collaborative work, and even create social spheres and neighbourhoods that allow us to 
build abstract as well as concrete models of data. We can use the distributed space to communicate our 
wishes and ideas and thus be given the possibility to see ourselves from the "outside". The multi-user 
space can gather many kinds of input and creativity, forming laboratories of possibilities, where we can 
study "real-life" topics and even create new ways of living. 
 
The perspectives are many and demand individual initiatives, changing the user from an observer to a 
participant. 
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