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Abstract

This study examines and analyzes temporal experience in two prominent digital installations—Doug Aitken’s
I Am in You and Random International’s Rain Room—by addressing three central questions: (1) how tempo-
ral structures are represented within these installations; (2) how the audience contributes to the formation
and modulation of temporal experience; and (3) how these experiential modes relate to contemporary narra-
tive theories. To address these questions, the research draws on Paul Ricceur’s philosophical model of mimesis
alongside Marie-Laure Ryan'’s theories of narrative, interactivity, and experiential narrativity. The methodologi-
cal approach is grounded in qualitative analysis, focusing on the visual, auditory, spatial, and interactive elements
that shape the viewer’s sensory and cognitive engagement with the works. The findings indicate that, in both
installations, temporal experience does not emerge through traditional linear, sequential, or language-based
frameworks; rather; it unfolds through nonlinear; multilayered structures that are activated and continually re-
shaped through audience participation and multisensory immersion. Within Ricceur’s tripartite model, the ini-
tial phase of mimesis1 (prefiguration) is enacted through the audience’s first perceptual and affective encounter
with the installation environment; mimesis2 (configuration) materializes in the interplay of multimedia compo-
nents that generate fragmented, nonlinear, or open-ended narrative constellations; and mimesis3 (refiguration)
arises as the audience synthesizes these encounters into a subjective, reflective, and often transformative inter-
pretation of time. Complementing this framework, Ryan’s emphasis on embodied interaction, procedurality, and
multilayered narrativity elucidates how temporal experience is co-constructed through the participant’s physi-
cal presence, sensory feedback, and agency within the installation. Whereas I Am in You frames time primarily
through memory, image layering, and perceptual displacement, Rain Room reconstructs time through bodily
negotiation, responsive environmental cues, and a heightened awareness of an extended present.
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1. Introduction

The evolution of media, the proliferation
of digital technologies, and shifts in artis-
tic practices in the twenty-first century have
profoundly transformed audiences’ under-
standing of concepts such as space, narrative,
and, most notably, time. In this context, time
is no longer perceived merely as an external,
chronological dimension but rather as an in-
ternal, mental, and bodily experience shaped
through interaction with environment, memo-
ry, and perception. Installation art, as a prom-
inent form of contemporary artistic practice,
has played a central role in this redefinition,
particularly when combined with media such
as light, sound, moving image, and physical
interaction. Among the most significant exam-
ples of this tendency are the multimedia and
interactive installations I Am in You by Doug
Aitken and Rain Room by Random Interna-
tional. By creating immersive and enveloping
environments, both works invite audiences to
experience time not as a linear sequence but
as a lived and reflective flow shaped by bodily
movement, stillness, and sensory perception.
These installations not only alter convention-
al modes of narrative comprehension but also
transform viewers into active participants in
the temporal structure of the artwork. In this
context, examining the mechanisms of tempo-
ral experience in such installations becomes
essential, particularly given the limitations of
classical narrative theories in accounting for
contemporary artistic phenomena.
Accordingly, the present study investigates
how temporal experience is constructed in
these two installations by drawing on Paul
Ricceur’s triadic model of mimesis, on the one
hand, and Marie-Laure Ryan’s theories of nar-
rative, interaction, and nonlinearity, on the
other.

2. Literature Review

Although research in interactive and digi-
tal arts has expanded significantly in recent
years, existing studies have primarily focused
on issues such as social identity, audience ex-
perience, and the relationship between space
and time, while comparatively little attention
has been paid to a systematic examination of
time as a lived and embodied experience in
digital installations. Recent scholarship has
addressed immersive and multisensory expe-
riences in digital platforms, which conceptu-

ally overlap with the temporal concerns of the
present study. For instance, in their article “Art
and Archaeology in an Interactive Time Travel
Experience in Online and Museum Contexts,”
de Kleijn et al. demonstrate how interactive
design can generate experiences of temporal
displacement for audiences (de Kleijn et al,,
2024). Similarly, Li et al,, in “The Impact of
Virtual Immersive Public Art on the Psycho-
logical Reconstruction Experience of Urban
Residents,” analyze the role of immersion in
shaping perceptual and temporal experience
(Li et al., 2024). Luo, Doucé, and Nys, in two
studies entitled “Multisensory Museum Ex-
perience: An Integrated Approach and Future
Research Perspectives” and “Immersive Art
Exhibitions: The Effect of Sensory Intensity
on Visitor Satisfaction through Attention and
Experience,” explore the sensory, attentional,
and temporal dimensions of audience engage-
ment in immersive exhibitions (Luo, Doucé &
Nys, 2024; 2025). Additionally, Chen empha-
sizes the active role of the audience in con-
structing meaning and temporal experience
in “A Study on the Experience of Interactive
Art from the Perspective of Aesthetics of Per-
ception” (Chen, 2021).Despite these contribu-
tions, a significant gap remains in connecting
such empirical findings with philosophical
and narratological frameworks—particularly
Riceeur’s theory of mimesis and Ryan’s con-
cepts of narrativity, immersion, and possible
worlds—in comparative analyses of digital
installations. Addressing this gap, the pres-
ent study seeks to elucidate the mechanisms
through which nonlinear temporal experience
and embodied audience participation are pro-
duced in digital installation art.

3. Research Methodology

Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of
Paul Ricceur’s threefold mimesis and Ma-
rie-Laure Ryan’s approach to multimodal and
interactive narrativity, this study examines
how the selected installations reorganize tem-
poral perception, redefine the viewer’s role in
meaning-making, and articulate new forms of
aesthetic temporality within the contempo-
rary media environment. Methodologically,
the research relies on qualitative analysis of
visual, sonic, spatial, and interactive compo-
nents, supplemented by theoretical readings,
documentation, and existing critical discourse.
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4. Findings

From Ricceur’s perspective, | Am in You and
Rain Room can be interpreted through the
three stages of mimesis. Mimesis1 (prefigura-
tion) occurs as viewers enter the installation
carrying their own presuppositions, memories,
and experiential understandings of temporal-
ity. The immersive environments immediately
disrupt ordinary temporal cues, prompting a
pre-reflective reorientation. Mimesis2 (con-
figuration) manifests in the installations’ nar-
rative-like yet nonverbal structuring of time:
Aitken’s multi-screen video projections and
Random International’s sensor-driven rainfall
generate temporal sequences that are frag-
mented, cyclical, or suspended rather than
linear. Finally, mimesis3 (refiguration) emerg-
es as viewers reinterpret and reappropriate
their temporal experience, reintegrating what
they have encountered into their broader con-
ceptual understanding of time, narrative, and
selfhood. Although originally developed for lit-
erary narrative, Ricceur’s model proves highly
applicable to multisensory digital installations
that construct meaning through space, motion,
and experiential sequencing. Ryan’s narrato-
logical framework further extends this analy-
sis by foregrounding the narrative affordances
of interactive and multimodal environments.
Her distinction between “being a narrative”
and “having narrativity,” as well as between
diegesis and mimesis, clarifies the hybrid na-
ture of these installations. Neither I Am in You
nor Rain Room presents a traditional plot or
fixed storyline; instead, they “have narrativi-
ty” insofar as they enable participants to en-
act temporal structures and generate meaning
through presence, movement, and sensory
interaction. Ryan’s emphasis on multilayered,
nonlinear, and embodied narrative forms is
particularly relevant here, as temporal experi-
ence emerges from the dynamic interplay be-
tween technological systems, spatial configu-
rations, and participant agency. In I Am in You,
Aitken constructs a dreamlike environment
composed of five large video screens display-
ing disparate yet thematically interconnected
sequences. The resulting spatialized montage
disrupts temporal continuity. Images of Amer-
ican cultural symbols, everyday gestures, and
ritualistic performances overlap and diverge,
encouraging viewers to form their own as-
sociative pathways. Time is stretched, com-
pressed, or looped through techniques such

*»

as slow motion, repetition, and asynchronous
projection. Aitken conceptualizes the installa-
tion as a representation of interior temporal
consciousness—a lived temporality akin to
dreaming, in which certain moments vanish
while others are expanded and emotionally in-
tensified. The work thus foregrounds memory,
recollection, and subjective duration, offering
a phenomenological experience of time that is
nonsequential and affectively charged.

5. Conclusion

A comparative analysis of the two works re-
veals both shared strategies and distinct tem-
poral modalities. Both installations dissolve
the boundary between viewer and artwork,
replacing passive spectatorship with partic-
ipatory meaning-making. Both employ tech-
nology not merely as a medium but as a tem-
poral engine shaping experience, and both
challenge linear temporality through multi-
sensory immersion. Nevertheless, their ap-
proaches diverge in significant ways. Aitken'’s
installation constructs time through imagery,
memory, and symbolic layering, producing an
inward and reflective temporal journey. By
contrast, Random International’s Rain Room
constructs time externally and physically
through environmental interaction, render-
ing temporality as an embodied performance.
The originality of this study lies in applying
advanced philosophical and narratological
theories—particularly Ricceur’s conception
of narrative temporality and Ryan’s theory
of multimodal narrativity—to the analysis of
digital installation art. While existing schol-
arship on interactive art has addressed space,
user experience, and technological aesthetics,
it has largely neglected the theoretical articu-
lation of temporal experience. By integrating
narratology and phenomenology, this research
offers an interdisciplinary framework for un-
derstanding how digital installations trans-
form time into both an artistic material and
a perceptual construct. Ultimately, the study
concludes that interactive digital installations
such as I Am in You and Rain Room exemplify
a contemporary shift from narrative time to
experiential time. Temporality in digital art
emerges as fluid, relational, and co-created—
shaped by technology, environment, and the
participant’s embodied presence. Ricceur’s
and Ryan’s theories illuminate these dynam-
ics by conceptualizing temporal experience
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as simultaneously configured by the artwork
and enacted by the viewer, thereby highlight-
ing the unique capacity of digital installations
to reimagine the phenomenology of time in
an era characterized by speed, fragmentation,
and technological mediation.
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