


    Pushing Art - The Adventures of Nar Duell in Second Life 

Lynne Heller’s mobile photographic sculpture Pushing Art brings virtual reality 

into live reality. In this installation, Heller integrates digital collage, comix style 

documentation and interactive performance as a means to break photographic 

norms, and push outside the static walls of the art gallery. Pushing Art is dis-

played in the evening, out on Baldwin Street, in Toronto, Canada. The installation 

entails a machinima animation projected inside a sculptural rendition of a hot dog 

cart and newspaper stand. The position of the work outside literally makes it ‘out-

sider’ art. Heller pushes her art-cart to a local video store, restaurant, and record 

shop. While parked at these locations, the work emits an enticing colourful light.

The projected images document Heller’s adventures with her ‘virtual-worldly’ 

avatar, Nar Duell. The scenes fade in and out like memories, and like the vis-

tas that suddenly open up when moving from one web page to another. As a 

‘dual narrative’, a ‘second life’ to the artist’s own, Nar Duell represents the 

paradigmatic relationship that people often develop with the portraits they 

create or commission of themselves. Possibility and promise are personified 

by Nar Duell, who is simultaneously virtual and present. Despite the emo-

tional attachment and empathy one feels toward one’s avatar-form, taking 

one on embodies a masking of loneliness, an acknowledgement that 

some social bonds are unachievable in real life. In this sense, self-

obliteration and disconnect from reality are present within both 

live and virtual social spaces. Pushing Art serves as a transmis-

sion of these lonely moments from one reality to another. Like 

the three dimensional click of a mouse or drag of a digital 

icon, Heller’s mobile installation connects to places and 

people by travelling. This is photography that moves to 

its audience and interrupts them almost haphazardly, 

like the interactions between avatars in Second Life. 

Heller digitally manipulates her photographic 

work and found icons, integrates objects into 

video projections, and augments scales and 

relationships. Three dimensions are made 

virtual, and the virtual is newly material-

ized as comic book and sculpture. 

Heller appropriates her photographic series Chelsea Girls as 

a scene for Nar Duell to explore in Pushing Art. In this adventure, Nar 

Duell pursues collecting and producing art. She visits ‘white cube’ gal-

leries, and marvels at renowned pieces such as Vito Acconci’s Seedbed; 

Tracey Emin’s Everyone I Have Ever Slept With 1963-1995; and John 

Lennon and Yoko Ono’s Bed-in. Controlling an avatar allows one to expe-

rience such situational events that are otherwise impossible. Because 

Nar Duell is naïve, her reaction to ‘real life’ is endearing and amusing. 

Nar Duell encounters work by Allyson Mitchell that encourages her to 

hold a mirror to her vagina. The inclusion of such self-exploration 

reiterates the notion that vanity in the act of looking into a mirror 

is often met with disdain. Conversely, she encounters ‘masculine’ 

art like Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty; and even walks through a 

smiley-faced phallic corridor that sprouts a rainbow!

In line with the multi-dimensional and endlessly compul-

sive, Pushing Art references Yayoi Kusama’s installation 

Dots Obsession. The Second Life environment is ab-

stractly related to this dot obliteration in that it is com-

posed of the accumulation of two dimensional patterns 

and creates infinite three dimensional realms.



Having returned from the galleries empty-handed, Nar Duell attains satisfaction, 

personal interaction at the hot dog cart set outside the museum. These 

informal encounters of ‘just standing around and saying hello’ are what 

occupy Second Life, making it a random social space as well as a vacuous 

aesthetic. This aspect of interaction is the pinnacle of Pushing Art, as both 

Heller and Nar Duell call out for participation from the passer-by. 

By Pushing Art Heller interrogates personal interactions across virtual and real 

terrains. Her avatar serves to tap into the escapism of guised exploration and 

relationships with un-known, yet identifiable people and objects. 

Shopping in Second Life, also known as found object or 

captured machinima, is Heller’s principle art strategy. 

In line with this process, the Pushing Art 

sculpture is an assemblage of com-

mon things like an umbrella 

and bicycle handle-bars. The 

body is utilitarian, quilt-im-

printed stainless steel that is 

typically used for hot dog carts 

and trucks. It shines, superimpos-

ing the appearance of viewers onto 

the cart. This reflected life is reiterated 

by artificial flowers that decorate the facade. The obvious plastic 

quality of the flowers recalls the awkward and phony trope of the virtual world in which objects 

are rendered as the epitome of their corresponding life models.

By embracing the lo-fi aesthetic, Heller affiliates herself with DIY, ‘do-it-yourself’. Amateur programming of Second 

Life is mirrored in the logistics of Pushing Art as it projects video only when it is connected to the venue by 

an electrical cord. When the sculpture is disconnected, the work riffs AFK, going ‘away from keyboard’. In 

these moments of transition, Heller’s work provokes the questioning of what is conveyed through com-

munication; and what is reconfigured when inscribing fiction and integrating it into real life. 

Through Pushing Art, Heller brings to light paradoxes inherent to oppositions such 

as real and perceived; documentation and performance; being and acting; 

presence and absence.

Pushing Art is an extension of Heller’s comic book and video 

series The Adventures of Nar Duell in Second Life; the duet and 

video installation titled Dancing with Myself; and hybrid-reality 

installations really [this show is rented] and Finding TrackHouse. 
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