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Nonnatus Korhonen / Andrew Burrell

Above a complex structure of semi-transparent boxes an unresponsive avatar gazes at 
two steely pod-like objects suspended in space. Every so often, one of these pods begins 
to glow and a tentacled, fleshy creature is born. The creature begins the long, tumbling 
descent over the cubes, coming to rest in one of four tanks at the base of the structure. If 
the tank is white, it will remain here, twitching, perhaps to be joined by one or more 
siblings or descendants. If the tank is red, it will die, triggering a new wave of spawning 
from the pods. Across the whole space, disembodied phrases float free in the air ...”I 
cannot remember” ... “this time I am not alone, this time I will not leave” .... “it is happening 
again” ... the phrases seem to be from some sort of journal written in an ancient hand. 
Around the base of the structure, near the tanks, are four large, red buttons. Pressing a 
button changes the tank from red to white and back again. I have power over the lives of 
these poor, twitching creatures.

uncharted pages from a voyage of the beagle: Second Life installation



I am in Second Life, at the opening of Nonnatus Korhonen's mixed reality installation: 
uncharted pages from a voyage of the beagle1 . Far away, in Neutral Ground gallery in 
Canada, another audience has a window onto the installation through the eyes of the silent 
avatar at the top of the structure:  Lamarck Zapatero. This other, flesh-world audience also 
has a set of buttons housed in a small, victorian wooden box, and so also has power over 
the tanks which determine life or death for the creatures. “the viewer in the gallery and the 
viewer in SL sort of have to compete or find a 'neutral ground' of their own if they want to 
really influence the system” Nonnatus explains to the audiences. The relationship between 
the real-world buttons' function and the SL buttons' function is left deliberately obscure.

uncharted pages from a voyage of the beagle: gallery installation. images by Jason Thiry 

Nonnatus, who in real life is Sydney-based artist Andrew Burrell, goes on to explain that 
“the creatures that are falling (and quite balloon like now) are slowly mutating. In reality 
they are made up of a series of values, that are represented visually by the SL engine. In 
many ways this project is about complex systems that arise from simple elements, as well 
as interaction. It is also about redundant, or surpassed ways of looking at things. The 
'evolution' in this system is very Lamarckian...”

Nonnatus Korhonen with the evolving creatures



Jean-Baptiste Lamarck was a French naturalist whose theory of evolution predates that of 
Darwin by about 40 years. Lamarck postulated that adaptations acquired during an 
organism's lifespan could be inherited by its offspring, a little like Kipling's “Just-So” 
stories2. “[the creatures] are sort of lamarckian in that what happens to them in their life 
feeds directly back into their inheritable traits, rather than what happens to their inheritable 
traits”, Nonnatus explains when I catch up with him later to talk further about his work3. “i.e. 
the change in a creature's appearance changes their genes, rather than the other way 
round. Not exactly Lamarckian, but also not Darwinian either - a sort of metaverse in 
between evolutionary models”

The technology driving the interface between Second Life and the gallery in Canada 
consists of an Arduino board, Max/MSP and php scripting and a small database holding 
the button states. “it is sort of a hack that it all works really (combining so many 
technologies) and having to go through a web server to pass messages in and out of SL 
means I had to debug across a variety of systems. I am currently working with 
libOpenMetaverse to try and interface directly between RL and SL - using an Arduino 
communicating directly with a custom SL client.” 

libOpenMetaverse is the open-sourced client code library which allows developers to build 
their own functionality into the Second Life viewer. Currently developed applications 
include text-only viewers for communicating in Second Life without the heavy graphical 
overheads, viewers which focus on improved performance and bug-fixing and viewers 
designed to enhance the experience of certain types of role-play4.

terra.mellifera: the Second Life ecosystem which will support the mellifera bees

Burrell's Arduino-compatible viewer will be used as the real-life interface for his 
forthcoming collaborative work, mellifera5 – a mixed-reality exhibition featuring virtual bees 
in a Second Life ecosystem. Mellifera is a year-long research collaboration with 
arts/science practitioner Trish Adams (Nuerone Schizm in Second Life). Adams has been 
following Professor Srinivasan's research into cognition and visual processing in honey 



bees at the Queensland Brain Institute. “The scientific data combined with our in-depth 
observations of honey bee experiments at QBI will be reinterpreted from an artistic 
perspective. The aim is to develop a human/computer interface system in both on-line and 
real-time participatory environments that reference the sophisticated communication 
systems and behaviours of honey bee communities.”6

The mellifera project is housed on the Caerleon Isle artists' community sim in Second Life7, 
where the ecosystem supporting the virtual bees is already taking shape: “most of the flora 
has found a balance within the system. the flora is vital to the existence of the mellifera 
themselves as it will provide them with several key items that they rely upon to continue 
their own processes.”8

I asked Burrell what attracted him to Second Life as a medium/space for his work: “The 
immediacy of the environment and the audience ... and also a long time interest in 'virtual 
reality' and its potential (as speculated both by sci-fi and traditional science). Obviously the 
possibilities of the high-end games engines are far more sophisticated graphically and in 
audio, but they also don't have the notion of a perpetual world, that is there whether you 
are logged on or not. The idea of the perpetual world (my creatures exist and continue to 
evolve regardless of if any one is looking) is very important to me. SL is by no means a 
utopia, and has many problems, but it is what we have at the moment.”

uncharted pages from a voyage of the beagle: the creatures' evolution  

While Trish Adam's focus in mellifera is on cognitive processing and an analytical 
fascination with the way things work, Burrell adds a poetic layer to the work by 
investigating “notions of identity / self and memory traces in both real and virtual 
environments”9. This poetic sensibility is evident in much of his previous real life work 
which, together with uncharted pages from a voyage of the beagle, explores the 
construction of narrative and the Self from fragmented memories and clues. In uncharted 
pages ..., the texts hanging in the air are “fragments of the future journal of the explorer of 
an as yet undiscovered site ... this incomplete narrative can only become whole through 
the creative imagination, and speculative mind of the persistent viewer.”10 Similarly, in his 
real world installation notes in preparation for the end of time, a series of boxes containing 
texts, tableaux and objects combine with a fragmented audio track and the viewer's own 
journey through the darkened gallery space to produce a unique constructed narrative. In 



untitled installation (reprise), Burrell presents the viewer with a series of illuminated hand-
written texts in a dark space. When the viewer approaches the work, a bright flash 
momentarily lights up the gallery before plunging the whole space into blackness. The 
installation uses motion sensors to trigger this interaction, so with patience, the viewer can 
learn to stand still and wait for the texts to light up again in order to  piece together an 
elusive story11.

Among Burrell's own inspirations are Sophie Calle, whose work often involves constructed 
narratives about people she has never met, David Lynch and Peter Greenaway, whose 
films eschew traditional narrative structure in favour of non-linearity and fragmented 
surrealist imagery and Georges Perec, whose book, Life: a User's Manual structures a 
series of stories around the layout and inhabitants of a Parisian apartment block12.

Burrell's other Second Life works to date include oracle, which invites the viewer to ask a 
question which “is then passed through a series of nodes in a network as individual words 
which are re-ordered (depending on the current state of the network) and then subjected to 
web searches for further insight. the viewer will then be offered a text, spoken directly to 
them by the oracles mouth piece, which they can take away and interpret in their own time 
and way”13. He also produced the bird-like creatures in The Garden of NPIRL Delights14 – 
a four-island installation by Rezzable Productions and the Not Possible In Real Life 
(NPIRL) group, inspired by Hieronymus Bosch's Garden of Earthly Delights triptych. Two 
of these birds are still available for viewing in Burrell's Second Life installation like the fall  
never happened. Their scripted interaction is simple: they follow avatars around, but if an 
avatar moves towards them they retreat, always remaining just out of reach. What is 
impressive about them is how much character Burrell has managed to imbue them with, 
simply modelled as they are – it is very difficult not to project a sense of agency onto them. 
They just follow you and stare ... what do they want?

Nonnatus Korhonen: like the fall never happened

The art scene in Second Life is vast and varied. A large proportion consists of simple 
uploaded paintings and  photographs, but there is also a thriving “indigenous”15 SL art 
scene incorporating everything from in-world photography and machinima, through 



sculpture - often kinetic and incorporating light and sound, to performance art and 
immersive, interactive installations and environments. Burrell's work is innovative within 
the context of SL art because of its distinctive use of two-way communication between real 
life and Second Life. The majority of mixed-reality arts events have involved a simple 
mirroring of the real life and Second Life spaces, or have used streamed media – audio or 
video, often very simply and effectively. 

Second Front performance at The Gate

A good example of this is The Gate16 – a two-way window between the Odyssey sim in 
Second Life and a gallery in Brussels. Opening with a performance by Second Front, an 
avatar performance art group, The Gate provided performance space for any avatars or 
humans who wished to participate – each becoming the audience for the other.

Streamed media, however, isn't really “part of” Second Life and requires no more 
communication with the SL servers than to set a URL for sound or video to be played on a 
particular land parcel. The media, although accessible in-world, plays directly from the 
URL. There are very few examples of artists using real-world or web data to directly 
influence events in-world, or to allow avatars to have an effect on real world events. 

Babelswarm: images by Bettina Tizzy (left) and the Lismore Gallery, Australia



One notable example is Babelswarm17 by Adam Nash (Adam Ramona in SL): “All chat in 
the sim is monitored and stored to an online database. Voice triggers in the Real Life 
gallery, or interaction within the Second Life sim, trigger the sky to rain down phrases from 
the database. These phrases fall apart upon spawning, and the individual letters are 
programmed to try to reform the word they came from. Unfortunately for them, all they 
know is their original position in their word. They don't know what the word is or what 
letters they are. An emergent tower of letters forms, constantly recombining upon 
interaction with avatars and other letterforms. It is an emergent audiovisual interactive 
sculpture constructed dynamically by the users themselves.”18 

Remote: images by Usman Haque 

Even more technologically impressive is Remote19, by Neill Donaldson, Usman Haque, Ai 
Hasegawa, Georg Tremmel : “Communication between the two halves of this extended 
environment is a complex choreography coupling the environmental phenomena of 
humidity, temperature, light, speech, mist, wind, sound and proximity across the two. The 
object in Boston appears to be a seat; but, experientially, the Second Life space appears 
to be inside the seat. A similar alteration of scale occurs in the other direction. Visitors to 
the Boston space and the Second Life space must negotiate to achieve goals: e.g. by 
sitting down, breathing, touching, knocking, colliding.” Real time data was sent back and 
forth between worlds via an XML interface. This data was made publicly available during 
the event so that others could use it for their own interactive devices and spaces in both 
worlds.

There are several reasons why I chose to focus on Andrew Burrell / Nonnatus Korhonen in 
this paper. For my project I aim to make a mixed-reality installation housing an ecosystem 
of evolving creatures. I want to use data from a real world environment to affect my 
Second Life ecosystem, and perhaps send data the other way, allowing my creatures and 
their SL visitors to affect the real world ecosystem. The technical similarities with Burrell's 
recent Second Life projects with my own intended work are, I hope, self-evident: the use of 
native SL scripting (LSL) to produce evolving virtual creatures and the development of a 
Second Life / Real Life interface. In addition to these technical considerations, I chose to 
write about Burrell's work because he is first and foremost an artist, with an artist's 
sensibilities. I admire his skill in allowing the technological aspects of the work to fade into 
the background so that we may more successfully suspend our disbelief in these creatures 
living, reproducing and slowly evolving in their immersive world. 
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