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THE SECRET GARDEN  

: A project to experiment with the new format of digital performance through the notion of Empathy 

that applicable to contemporary interactive art to derive motivated and strong participation from 

spectators 

 
 

ABSTRACT 

The Secret Garden is a narrative potential of space, which aims to be a hidden area of rest in urban 

space. It is a site to interrogate and reflect on the human experience. A digital image of a tree with its 

‘will’ to grow stands in the space where the spectator’s secret feed this holographic tree. The Secret 

Garden is a cross-art form, where applying the principle of performance and the notion of Empathy 

to derive motivated and strong participation from spectators. It also uses sound, light and 

visualisation to describe a ‘secret’ with poetic and abstract expression. With contemporary computer 

technology and artistic content, this potential space will provide an experience for someone to have a 

Secret Garden.  

 

EMPATHY 

 

Today, there is a widespread view that technology-based interactive art [1] is superficial. 

This is due to the masses of interactive art, which use high technology and focus on showing 

the technological skills to the spectator. Ultimately, they have failed to leave an impression 

on the spectator’s memory. This essay will attempt to address the above issue, as I think that 

technology-based interactive art could retreat a step to where it gives more space for 

‘empathy’.  Einfühlung, the German word for Empathy, literally means “in feeling”. In the 



19th century, Theodore Lipps, a German psychologist, used the notion of Einfühlung to 

explain not only how people experience inanimate objects, but also how they understand the 

mental states of other people. He asserted that the aesthetic psychology, our own feeling 

states, is the sensuous aesthetic object itself, which we contemplate from a suitable 

“aesthetic distance” or with the characteristically aesthetic “disinterest”. In other words, our 

own feeling states are not the object of aesthetic experience, but merely the ground of their 

possibility. [2] Unlike the period when the notion of Empathy is regarded as an aesthetic 

experience through the relation between observer and static art object, recently the notion of 

participation and of interactivity is more focused on the relation between observer and 

technology-based interactive art. I consider the notion of empathy as not only applicable to 

classical arts, but also to contemporary interactive art to derive motivated and active 

participation from the spectator rather than just an unconscious reaction.  

 

Technology-based interactive art installations take the focus off the aspect of art and rather 

present the innovation of technology. This makes it difficult for the artist to truly illustrate 

the ideas they want to communicate because the audience becomes more fascinated with 

technology than the art itself. The meaning of the art becomes lost in the process of 

interaction between the installation and the spectator. I understand that as my installation is 

also an interactive piece, such limitations may occur. However, in order to compensate for 

this potential problem, I have also used the vocal narration of an ancient myth (The King has 

Donkey Ears), with the intention of  automatically evoking empathy from the spectator 

where the story will inspire them to embark on a sensual journey into their own secrets. 

Thereby, empathy is already achieved before the spectator even interacts with the 

installation. 

 



CONTENT: The ancient myths and the psychology of a secret 

 

 ‘The King has Donkey Ears’ is a famous story in South Korea; whereas ‘The Secret 

Garden’ written by Frances Burnett is more popular in the West. The themes of both stories 

are similar, one of which is the transformation of the inner mind. I deliberately entitled my 

exhibition as “The Secret Garden” so that it triggered any recollection of the story that some 

spectators may have, and therefore allowing them to expect an experience of transformation 

of their inner mind like the theme in both stories.  

 

By way of summary, “The King has Donkey Ears” is a tale about a king who tried to 

conceal his donkey ears. There was also a crown maker who was forced to keep the secret 

by the king. The crown maker was getting sick of hiding the secret and one day, his doctor 

suggested that he expose the secret in his own way. The crown maker decided to follow the 

guidance of the doctor and thus the crown maker went to a deserted forest where only 

bamboo trees could be heard rustling in the wind. He dug a hole in the ground with a shovel 

just wide and deep enough to place his head in, then he bent down and shouted, "The king 

has donkey ears!" over and over again. Time passed, and the crown maker died, but the 

secret was spread around the world and the king had realised how foolish he was being. He 

solves his problem by revealing to the public that he has donkey ears. [3] 

 

Ideas in this myth provided me with significant inspiration for The Secret Garden project. 

The above ancient myth is the story of a man whose freedom of expression was repressed by 

authority. But such a situation is not uncommon in the lives we live. The Crown Maker’s 

frustration and anxiety in keeping the king’s secret can be compared to the average person in 

our modern society who often refrains from expressing their emotions due to circumstances 



within their lives or from the context in which they live their lives. Such variables may 

include, among others, upbringing, traditions, and the political nature of the country that 

they live in. 

 

In a democratic society, there is no suppression by force. Although I think that there are 

underlying constraints on self-expression, which can exist through various social positions, 

jobs, status, and reputation. Therefore, I began to research the psychology of secrets and 

whether the act of exposing one’s secret has positive or negative benefits.  

 

The etymological origin of the word ‘secret’ is from the Latin word ‘secretus’, which is also 

from a word ‘secerno’ which means to ‘take apart, separate’.  

 The origin of ‘cerno’ from the word ‘secerno’ has not only the meaning of distinguishing 

between the good and bad, but also of ‘excretion and secretion.’ The duality of the word 

‘secret’ is by definition, opposing or combining the two notions of maintaining the positive 

secret and exposing the negative secret. [4]  

 

Unlike the myth that emphasises that exposing one’s secret has benefits,   

Pierre Lévy-Soussan, in his book ‘Eloge du secret’, highlights the significant importance of 

distinguishing between positive and negative secrets, as explained in the paragraph above. 

However, he favoured the importance of keeping secrets more, as described in this quote:  

 

‘The more one has secrets, the more one has illusions about reality. And it provides 

more possibilities for creativity. … abandoning secrets have the same meaning as a 

backward step from the real world or the fear of the real world, which always contain 

mystery and newness.’[5] According to Pierre Lévy-Soussan, the secret also has the 



power to develop mature thinking as it provides sufficient time to reflect. People 

could develop the ability of self-centred thinking while they keep a secret. When we 

keep a secret consciously and wilfully, we can create an inner space to protect our 

self-awareness, self-absorption, and self-communion from preoccupation, judgement 

and blame of others. [6]  

 

Therefore, the question that this raise is whether holding a secret carries any positive benefit. 

I decided that in my installation piece, I should leave the choice of discerning the separation 

of secrets to the conscious decision of the spectator, as it may be that keeping secrets may 

have its benefit as set out by Pierre Lévy-Soussan.  

 

MOTIVATION of the Secret Garden project:  The potential secret space  

 

Nowadays, we tend to think that a secret space is more likely to be an invisible space, such 

as a virtual space online. Nevertheless, I intended to create installation arts in spaces that are 

actually hidden and coexist with us as a psychological secret space.  

The 1st Movement of the Secret Garden was created in three different types of space using 

3D computer simulations. This project was mainly inspired by my own personal secret 

garden in my hometown of Seoul, South Korea. When I was nine years old, I constructed a 

‘secret garden’ with my friends. I lived in an area that was surrounded by high-buildings and 

apartments, so we found an urban private space hidden by trees behind the apartment. Our 

secret place was blocked from the outside at the entrance by fine trees providing us with 

calm, fun and a somewhat fantasy world. Kelly Mallan explains this idea as ‘when children 

inhabit their “secret” spaces, the physical place is transformed into a dynamic, socially 

interactive space filled with sounds and movement; a personalized domain with its own 



signature rhythms and temporal dimensions. The significance of sounds and actions in the 

construction of space is aligned with the ways of oral and bodily communication to 

construct identity.’ [7] 

  

In 2009, I lived in Canary Wharf, London, in a property that was situated between the 

underground station and an office building. One day as I sat on the bench and watched the 

masses of business people pass by, I could not help but notice the look of anxiety and stress 

on their faces. This experience inspired the main ideas for The 2nd Movement of the Secret 

Garden. Whilst The 1st Movement of the Secret Garden is based on the reminiscence of my 

childhood, in this particular project, I wanted to offer a medium of relief in the form of a 

holographic tree, which grows through the exposure of secrets in a potential secret space. 

Then spectators, like those city workers in Canary Wharf could release their stress and 

anxiety into the technology-based art piece, just as the crown maker did in the forest.   

 

Experimentation and Interactions between Technology-based art and Performance 

 

During my research for the potential secret space in the previous part, I found new formats 

of performance that have comparable aspects to the Secret Garden project in terms of 

regarding the spectator as a protagonist in non-theatre spaces. One of example can be 

Deborah Warner’s Tower Project, 1999, which invites spectators to look at London from the 

top of Euston Tower and observe what they see, how they feel and think at the turn of the 

century. The solo spectator’s journey through London’s Euston Tower raises questions 

about what the text is, who is the performer, and the shifting roles of spectator as both 

performer and writer. In this project, the building of Euston Tower becomes the site of the 

performance, created and chosen by Warner to elicit a certain response from the spectator. 



Furthermore, this place is the performance area where the narrative is played out, but quite 

what the narrative is, is left for the ‘spectator-protagonist’ to decide. [8] 

 

In a different way of exploring how theatre can make a crossover with applied digital 

technologies, The Living Image (2004) could be the other of example. The creation of virtual 

reality installation is described as exploring, “a technotic approach to art.” This is illustrated 

in the performance, which explores the concept of urban London through both memories 

and fantasies of city life. A fifteen-minute ‘silent’ journey experience for the single audience 

member viewed through 3-D spectacles and the use of a remote handset, which, “blurs 

distinctions between what is real and what is computer generated.” This collaborated project 

is by Theatre Designer Roma Patel, Installation and New Media artist Graham Nicholls and 

Site-Specific artist Trudi Entwistle. [9] 

 

There is a sense of autographical journeying; whether it is performed at the non-theatre place 

in the Tower Project, or playing with technology in the multi-sensory interactive virtual 

space of the Living Image, with the solo spectator wearing stereoscopic glasses and 

manoeuvring the remote control. [10] In reference to secrets and the new art form of 

performances as mentioned in the first part of this essay, I think that the process of exposing 

and keeping secrets is connected to exploring self-identity through such autobiographic 

experiences.  

 

Furthermore, these performances are comparable with the notion of ‘Behaviourist Art’ in the 

history of new media art. Roy Ascott invented the new term ‘Behaviourist Art’ in 1966, and 

specified the necessary conditions that ‘the spectator is involved and that the artwork in 

some way behaves’. [11] He went further to suggest, the artist could provide ‘a more or less 



empty receptacle (the canvas) into which the spectator can project their own imaginative 

world.’ [12] The idea of involving the spectator is used in both Performance and 

Technology-based art whether in Ascot’s ‘Behaviouris Art’ which focuses on the notion of 

authorship and interactivity, or the previous example of performances, i.e. Tower Project 

and The Living Image (2004) which focuses on the notion of potentials of spaces to explore 

the new paradigm of theatre. 

 

Another aspect that concerns my work is the issue of theatre. Theatre inspires ideas and 

provides the means by which I can demonstrate ‘empathy’ in my work. I think there are 

similarities in the illustrative principles and ideas between theatre and technology based 

installation arts. Peter Brook, the famous theatre director, analysed theatre intelligently in his 

book The Empty Space, and said, ‘the one thing that distinguishes the theatre from all the 

other arts is that it has no permanence.’ [13] I believe this view also applies to technology-

based installation arts, which frequently feature computers and sensors to respond to motion, 

heat, meteorological changes, or other types of input that the artist programmed and also 

which could be provide an art experience to the spectator in temporary venues. The view 

that theatre has no permanence contributes to the unique transformation of the audience as 

similarly emphasised by Peter Brook on the notion of audience transformation in theatre: 

‘True drama is people on their feet, speaking about true issues shared by all present in the 

only manner that can make these issues really come to life. They may cry. They may laugh. 

They may not react at all. But behind all that goes on, they all share a wish to be helped to 

emerge from their anguish, even if they don’t know what this help may be, or what form it 

could take.’ [14] In the same publication, Peter Brook also referred to Artaud who 

considered the benefit of holy theatre, where he states that: ‘only in the theatre could we 

liberate ourselves from the recognisable forms in which we live our daily lives. This made 



the theatre a holy place in which a greater reality could be found.’ [15] In my opinion, Peter 

Brook was talking about ‘Empathy’ through theatre, and Artaud was talking about the 

benefits of providing ‘Empathy’ to the spectator through theatre. I will describe how I 

integrated the technology-based art installations for the Secret Garden space with the 

principle of theatre for evoking ‘ Empathy’ and how I approached the aesthetic visual 

meaning of secrets in the next part. Finally, the video art produced by the spectator in the 

Secret Garden will be discussed. 

 

Visualisation: The ‘Secret’ as an aesthetic approach  

 

I was eager to find a unique visual method for describing secrets and encoding the 

spectator’s secrets in The Secret Garden project. Therefore I assumed that the aesthetic of 

absence [16] would have a connection with the aesthetic of secrets. The method of Pepper’s 

ghost was the first part of my research. It is an illusionary technique that has been used in 

theatre since the 1860’s. Pepper's Ghost opened up new forms of communication and 

creative expression for theatre. [17] Using a large plate glass pane, set at a 45-degree angle 

either vertically or horizontally, it reflects brightly lit objects off stage creating the technique 

of Pepper’s ghost. This illustration shows one early variation from the perspective of the 

stage. [18] 

 

In reference to the aesthetic of the secrets, my interest gradually shifted from the history of 

3D stereoscopic and kinetic art to holographic art and light art. Philippe Boissonnet’s 

holographic art is one example that gives a secret message to the spectator through 

illustration in empty space. [19] Furthermore, Anthony McCall’s ‘The Solid Light Film’ is 

also a piece that I think creates a secret space as it regards as an example to expand space at 



the Expanded Cinema Symposia Spring 2009. Personally, I enjoy drawing on black canvas 

and taking photos in the dark. I have been curious as to why I like to create images in the 

dark and I believe that this fascination led to my interest in holographic art. I planned 

various methods to create a holographic image by applying the basic principle of the 

reflection of light through the use of mirrors, projector, etc. This trial based on above 

research helped me to achieve the little experimental holographic box in my room (fig. 1). 

The more I studied holographic art (a part of light art history which I discovered was 

originally made by laser light [20]), the more I became attracted to the idea of laser light. 

Therefore, I experimented on figures with blue-violet laser diodes and various materials. 

The figures were created by interference effect of laser light since the laser light is 

collimated light. Subsequently, I succeeded in creating the laser-interference illustrations 

(fig. 2). The methodological technique to creating the laser-interference illustrations helped 

to create the figure of a blue bird in the Secret Garden Project (fig 3.b). Drawing on all these 

different forms of research be it conceptual or technical, I believe that the blue bird by laser 

illustration and the tree in the little holographic box represent the aesthetic of secrets of The 

Secret Garden project. 

 

 

[Fig. 1. Jeehee’s a mock-up of the experimental holographic little box, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 



 

[Fig. 2. the laser interference illustration by laser, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 

 

The Secret Garden: The three trigger zones  

 

In The Secret Garden, there are three different trigger zones.  

 

1. Entrance and Story room 

 

At the entrance, there is a written invitation & script (fig. 3. a) as spectators walk in, and a 

hidden Video Recorder Eyeglass is placed for recording their individual’s experience in The 

Secret Garden. Spectators who wanted to be an active protagonist could choose to wear the 

Eyeglasses or not. As I mentioned in the first part of this essay, I decided that the choice of 

discerning the separation of secrets should be left to the spectator to decide in my 

installation piece, because holding secret also has positive benefits. This autographic 

technology system helps for spectators to have active participation in this project. In 

addition, next to the entrance, there is a laser bird illustration that vocally narrates the story 

of ‘The King has Donkey Ears’ (fig. 3. b).  

 



  a)  b) 

[Fig. 3. a) The Invitation and Video Recorder Eyeglasses at the Entrance of the Secret Garden (Venue: at 
Goldsmiths College, London) b) The blue bird, laser light, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 

 

2. Private zone 

 

Following by the schedule in the invitation, spectators turn their step towards to the private 

zone after visiting the story room. There is a private zone constructed from the outer shell of 

a television set and in this zone there is a pen and paper. In other words, the electrical 

components that were inside of the television have been removed and all that is left is the 

outer covering of the TV.  

The spectator could choose to write down their secrets in this private zone (fig. 4). In my 

opinion, TV is not only a significant media to communicate with society these days but also 

a big obstacle to setting aside private time for contemplation in our private space.  

That is why I choose the TV object for creating a private place to remind people of their 

secrets. When they finish writing down their secret on the paper, they can take it to the little 

garden of which two boxes are at the front (fig. 5.). The black box has a rectangular hole to 

input their secrets on the paper to destroy. The other transparent box is closed and just shows 

the shredder piece inside.  



  

[Fig. 4. The Private zone at the Secret Garden, mixed media, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 

 

[Fig. 5. The view of the secret tree installation at the Secret Garden, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 

 

3. Growing tree installations  

 

Based on the study of holographic art and the practical principle of Pepper’s ghost in the 

visualisation part, there is an installation piece, which has a secret holographic blue tree 

inside. The installation consists of a digital tree growing that is programmed by Processing 



which has an enormous potential since it is an open source programming language. 

Basically, using a 3D cylindrical shape as a base, I programmed several cylinder shapes and 

mounted one on top of the other until it resulted in a tall height of cylinders, which created 

the design of the tree. The cylinders were also placed at random angles in different 

directions, which created the branches of the tree. In order to successfully programme the 

digital tree, I had to conduct a lot of tests to see how long the computer could run for 

creating the growing tree. It could only run for only 2 hours. But I finally found the solution 

for this; if I set the limit of the quantity of branches that the digital tree can grow, and then it 

is easier for the computer to run the programme for 12 hours. Finally, this growing process 

created a geometrical tree. The last right tree in the following picture was used for the 

exhibition in 2009 (fig. 6).  

 

[Fig. 6. Digital trees by Processing © Jeehee Lee] 

 

[Fig. 7. Shredders are connected to Arduino micro controllers, which is programmed by Processing, one of 
computer language © Jeehee Lee] 

 



As you can see from above, two boxes are laid in front of the holographic tree box. (fig.5) 

The programme of the digital tree growing is synchronised with the Transparent Box 

(Shredder II) by an Arduino micro controller (fig.7). Practically, a shredder’s main function 

is to destroy paper that is no longer needed. However, the shredder in this project will not 

only be used in destroying paper of the spectator’s secrets, but also as a medium of energy 

for the tree to grow by using computer technology. In this sense, the shredder which usually 

only has one function of destroying paper will be given an active role of generating energy 

that stimulates growth caused by the spectator’s secrets. 

When spectators turn the on/off key on the Black Box (Shredder I), the switching on/off of 

the Shredder I sends the data to the Arduino microcontroller (fig.8). Sequentially, the 

electrical signals from Arduino control the on/off switch of the laser lights. The Shredder II 

responds by the light of blue –violet lasers. The duration of lighting of the lasers works to 

instigate the growth of the digital tree. This active interaction of the system is digitally 

processed to stimulate the growth of the digital tree, thus creating a unique untouchable 

creature, which is used as a metaphor for an object that potentially knows all of the secrets 

in The Secret Garden.  

  

[Fig. 8. A spectator is performing in the secret garden space, 2009 © Jeehee Lee] 

 

The artwork left behind by spectators at the Secret Garden 



 

The spectator wears specialised video recorder glasses, which record the spectator’s 

performance while they walk around in The Secret Garden space. This performance offers 

an opportunity for spectators to record their secrets. Although Shredder I destroys the 

spectator’s paper that they have written on, a digitised copy is recorded while they write 

their secrets on their piece of paper. The copy also records moments such as, the image of 

space and whispering sounds from the spectator. As a result, the spectator produces video 

clips, which are captured from one’s experience at the potential Secret Garden space (Fig. 9). 

I assert that the aim of the Secret Garden project is accomplished by the video clips, which 

are produced by the spectator; because it shows the spectator’s introspection communicates 

with technology-based art mediums through the empirical examination of psychology of 

aesthetic, which is Empathy. In the Secret Garden, there is a sequential way of appreciation 

regardless of whether the spectator chooses to write down their secrets on the piece of paper 

or not, to wear the specialised video recorder sunglasses or not, to participate consciously or 

not. One of them is as a spectator; the other is as a performer. I believe that the depth of 

Empathy used will influence the spectators to make the shift in roles from spectator to 

performer.  

 

 

[Fig. 9. The part of video clip left behind by spectator, video, 2009] 



 

 In the other aspect, the viewers who are unconsciously participating, and the performers 

who are consciously participating exist at the same time at The Secret Garden. According to 

Peter Brook, the requirements for the theatre are now accomplished: He said, “I can take any 

empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across an empty space whilst someone 

else watches him. This is all that I need for an act of theatre to be engaged.”[21] The Secret 

Garden space is not only for the exhibition of the three different installations, but it is also a 

sanctuary for spectators. In The Secret Garden, there is a shift in roles, as the artist becomes 

the director, the space a stage, the spectator an actor and the installation a subject. The 

relationship in theatre performance is between the actor, subject and audience. However, in 

rehearsal it involves the actor, subject, and director. [22] In my point of view, this project 

has given me the opportunity to take the role as a director simultaneously as an artist, and 

also to explore the potential possibility of incorporating the theatre principle of performance 

and contemporary technology-based interactive art.   

 

TO CONCLUDE AND CONTINUE 

 

The Secret Garden project underpins my first point about how technology-based interactive 

art can provide an empathetic experience for the spectator. The concept in ‘Secret’, the 

format of ‘autobiographic journey’, and the psychology of ‘Empathy’, have one thing in 

common, which is exploring self-identity through an autobiographic experience. However, it 

could be argued if Bertolt Brecht, founder of etic drama, were still alive since he asserts that 

there can be a limitation of impression of spectator. According to Brecht, the consciousness, 

the emotion, and the recognition of spectator can be equal to the circumstance of space and 

the intention of artist. In other words, this kind of form of an art based on empathy is 



disturbing the appreciation beyond limitation. Including this issue, needless to say, there are 

a lot more factors, which should be considered to connect between the principle of theatre 

and contemporary technology-based interactive art. In the future, I would like to experiment 

for seeking the relationship between theatre and technology-based interactive art to provide 

an empathetic experience theoretically and practically through this kind of cross-art works. 

Furthermore, the technique of the laser-interference illustration and the interactivity with 

hologram image will be my continuous interest to create the aesthetic visual images of work.  
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