
The line between art and technology is becoming increasingly blurred, with 
artists seizing the medium to create profound experiential pieces. 

ANNA WALLACE-THOMPSON takes the plunge into a virtual world

Y
ou wander through the hallways of a grand old 
hotel, where ghosts of long-dead spies huddle in 
conspiratorial whispers as you pass through them. 
Find the right trigger and you’re standing among 
the snowy foothills of the Himalayas, with the 
mountains looming ahead in silent majesty. Take 
another step and the world shifts, blurs for a 

second, a glitch in the Matrix, as it were, and a yeti walks past you, 
a shimmering, fantastical creature. Keep exploring and you find 
wondrous caves, hidden treasure and, if you follow the right cues, 
see the world melt away into nothingness, leaving you floating, 
ascending to Nirvana. You are weightless, bodiless, immersed in  
a universe of sensation. This is Kalimpong, artist and filmmaker 
Shezad Dawood’s cutting-edge virtual reality piece. “It was in the 
search for the perfect contradictory experience of immersion 
and yet with the spectator being a fully active participant that  
I found myself experimenting with virtual reality,” says Dawood. 
You are not looking at the artwork, you’re inside it.

Art has always been about sensation – look at a painting and 
what do you see? How does it make you feel? This sculpture – 
what emotions does it evoke? But as we wade ever further into  
a world of high-tech advancements and interconnectedness, art, 
too, is becoming ever more experiential. “Artists who use 
technology do so because it allows them to better express an 
idea,” says Jonathon Carroll, co-founder of the London gallery 
Carroll/Fletcher. “They are also looking at how the existence of 
technology itself is fundamentally changing the world, and 
therefore society, as a whole. Not only has it altered the way we 
interact with each other, it has changed the way we conduct 
warfare, communicate, even how we receive the news – and we 
take it for granted. However, artists are able to shine the light 
back on people and the world by using technology as a tool.” 
Carroll/Fletcher’s roster of artists reflects this tidal shift – from 
British duo Thomson & Craighead, who examine socio-political 
structures through an amalgamation of online space, sound, 
video and installation, to New York-based Eva and Franco Mattes, 
who work in ‘net art’, using the web and mass media to cross the 
border between the virtual and the physical.

The relationship between art and tech goes back decades.  
And while artists have been working in the digital realm since  
the 1960s, the past few years have seen a surge of interest in  
the area, as evidenced by a number of mainstream museum 
shows. These include the Whitechapel Gallery’s ‘Electronic 
Superhighway (2016-1966)’, which brought together key names 
in the history of art and the internet, such as Douglas Coupland 
and Nam June Paik; and ‘The Infinite Mix’, by Hayward Gallery and 
the Vinyl Factory in London, which utilized everything from 
multi-screen technology to holograms and 3D glasses. For a 
recent show at Somerset House, ‘Daydreaming with Stanley 
Kubrick’, the photographer and filmmaker Norbert Schoerner 
collaborated with tech and content studio Happy Finish to create 
a 360-degree virtual reality work inspired by the director’s iconic 
film 2001: A Space Odyssey. Meanwhile, Chinese artist Elaine Yan 
Ling Ng used 20 million crystals, electronics and biomimicry to 
create her mesmerizing kinetic sculpture Sundew.

The ever-popular Serpentine Galleries in London is engaging 
with the future, too, with CEO Yana Peel turning to technology to 

open up art to a larger audience through a new tech-focused 
curatorial program of digital projects. “I think we have  
a distinct opportunity to use technology in a way that makes 
culture deeper, rather than shallower,” she has said. It teamed up 
with artist Ian Cheng on a digital commission to produce a special 
app called Bad Corgi, which encourages users to practice 
mindfulness in a world of chaos and distraction.

Perhaps one of the most famous of this generation of tech-
savvy artists is Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, who was the subject of  
a recent retrospective at HeK (House of Electronic Arts Basel). 
His works range from the eloquent, such as Call on Water (2016), 
which translates the poetry of Mexican writer Octavio Paz into 
plumes of vapor, to the hard-hitting, like Zoom Pavilion (2015), 
where visitors have their faces screened in real time as he 
examines spatial relationships, face-recognition algorithms and 
surveillance. For Lozano-Hemmer, as for many, technology is an 
extension of the traditional paintbrush or chisel. Dawood explains: 
“As in painting, you’re also trying not only to see what you can do 
with the medium, but getting to a point of confidence where 
you’re actually trying to break the medium.” For him, 
experimenting in virtual reality was a natural progression from 
the increasingly immersive installation and film work he had been 
creating up to that point. “I was thinking a lot about the video and 
new media artists of the New York underground in the 1970s, who 
were criticized for the glitches and other ‘artifacts’ that the new 
medium brought with it, and I wanted to do the same with my 
journey through the Himalayas. I think it’s also a matter of doing 
what you already did well, and bringing it into the space of virtual 
reality, so it contains the same depth of research, and care and 
attention to detail that is essential to any work of art.”

And it’s not just artists who are pioneering the use of tech. 
Basmoca is a virtual museum and collection set up by Saudi art 
patron Basma Al Sulaiman. It invites visitors to enter as avatars 
and walk virtually through its exhibitions and collections, 
transcending borders and geographies. Our predisposition with 
technology and its ever-pervading presence has spilled over into 
other industries, too. Fashion visionaries such as Iris van Herpen 
and Hussein Chalayan have pioneered 3D printing technologies, 
moving parts and new materials in their designs (and, in the case 
of Chalayan, even dresses that melt and transform in the rain), 
blurring the edges between art and fashion. At last year’s Met 
Gala, with the theme ‘Manus x Machina’, Freida Pinto wore a Tory 
Burch column gown featuring color-changing Swarovski crystals. 
Crossover into architecture and other collaborations are too 
numerous to count, just look at the innovations of the late Zaha 
Hadid, such as 3D-printed shoes and furniture. Meanwhile, the 
Jewish Museum in New York has created an entirely new role – 
director of digital, for Instagram darling JiaJia Fei, who is urging 
the art world to look and learn from entities such as Nasa. 

As those pioneering artists in the 1960s could have predicted, 
tech continues to open up possibilities at an exponentially 
dizzying pace. “Together, art and tech can provide the chance to 
open your eyes and make you ask questions you wouldn’t 
otherwise have asked, which makes you think about things in  
a way you might not have,” says Carroll. “Technology allows for 
ongoing and potentially endless diversity.” And perhaps, as 
Dawood shows us, it can lead us to Nirvana. ◆
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“Artists who use technology do so because it allows 
them to better express an idea. They are looking at 

how the existence of technology itself is fundamentally 
changing the world, and therefore society, as a whole. 
Artists are able to shine the light back on people and 

the world by using technology as a tool”

VIRTUAL INSANITY
A still from Norbert 
Schoerner’s 360-degree 
virtual reality artwork, Das 
Problem der Befahrung des 
Weltraums (‘the problem with 
space travel’). A collaboration 
with content studio Happy 
Finish, it is inspired by the film 
2001: A Space Odyssey, and 
was on display as part of the 
exhibition ‘Daydreaming with 
Stanley Kubrick’, at Somerset 
House in London
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