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Introduction
Being-in-the-Gallery is the artwork being presenting as the final piece in my Art, Philosophy
and Contemporary Practice course. This book is an account of the practise-based research
project on which this work is based. From its conception this mixed-reality work, has sought
to investigate what it means for something to be an object and to challenge the primacy of the
visual in aesthetics. The methodology employed here details not only my activities over this
past year but also my reflections, and how those new insights fed-back into my research and
the effect that had on the development of the work.
I began this project with a sanity-check, I asked Chris Rowland, Professor of 3D Visualisation,
whether what I was considering was even possible and which software and technology he
would recommend. At the time there were two main virtual reality systems coming onto the
market. The first to be commercially available was the Oculus Rift, with the HTC Vive being
released a few months later. I was advised that given the parameters of the project, the HTC
Vive would best suit my needs even though I would need to pre-order it and there would be a
corresponding time delay. Unlike the Oculus Rift, which was designed originally for seated
gaming, the HTC Vive is based around Room-scale. This means it uses lighthouses to define
a large ‘play-able’ area in which the wearer can move freely. It also comes with motion
controllers whereas the Touch for Oculus Rift had no confirmed release date at the time and
may not have been available for my Degree Show in May 2017. Having the reassurance that
what I was considering was technologically possible I began work on what would come to be
known as Project Phi (in a reference to the Euclidian co-ordinates that define how we talk
about space).
From the onset, this was an ambitious project that no one had yet attempted. The term mixedreality wasn’t yet part of the lexicon in this area and the technology was still being developed.
With the advent of Room-scale, this new wave of virtual reality technology enables a more
embodied experience. Over the past year embodied mixed-reality has become the zeitgeist,
with companies such as Ikinema and The Void developing mixed reality location-based
immersive experiences. Going into this project I had a good grasp of sensory perception from
my first degree in Neuroscience but I had a lot to learn about the making of both physical and
digital objects. One of the biggest challenges has been learning how to program in Unreal
Engine.
In the September of 2016 I attended Spaces of Uncertainty in Stuttgart lead by Allan Siegel,
a lecturer from The Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts. The delegation from The University of
Dundee were selected and led by Tracy McKenna. During this Summer Academy I
collaborated with students and lecturers from several other European Universities to explore
what we mean by a Virtual Gallery and discussed the implications of curating non-objects and
digital artworks with the director of the Württembergische Kunstverein where we were working,
Hans D. Christ, and Dorethee Richter, Professor of Contemporary Curation at Reading
University.
In the first semester, my research was heavily influenced by the Phenomenology I was
reading, especially works by Alva Noë, who directly challenges established thought in Neuroaesthetics and Hubert Dreyfus who has advocated that Computer Science should look to
Philosophy when developing artificial intelligence and Virtual Reality. For my dissertation I had
chosen to examine the correlation between the changes in Philosophical thought away from
Cartesian Dualism to the more embodied account of our Being proposed by the
Phenomenological method of Husserl, and expounded on by Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty,
and the implication this has had on art. In particular, the shift from representational sculpture
to immersive environments, and Virtual Reality artworks. Through this dissertation I was able
to set my own Practice within this Philosophical and artistic background.
By the end of the first Semester, I also attended a Blast-Theory workshop focused on a stepwise approach to building interactive experiences and achieved proof of concept for Project
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Phi - I had been able to make a physical object match-up with a digital one. Having established
that a mixed reality artwork was indeed achievable, I sought to define what objects would form
part of this work. For this I turned to figurative sculpture. By combining the theoretical
investigation from my dissertation and my own love of the figure. To do this I sought the help
of the Sculptor Tony Morrow to teach me some of the skills I would need to make life-sized
figures I would use in this artwork from body-casts.
In the second semester, there was a Re-Exposition of Spaces of Uncertainty in Centre Space
at the Visual Research Centre in Dundee. The allowed me an opportunity to play-test a rebuilt
version of the Virtual Gallery, and to gage how members of the public react to an experience
in the HTC Vive, and what this might mean for my Degree Show. I continued to research how
other artists and researchers were using Virtual Reality and the types of immersive
experiences they were making.
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Spaces of Uncertainty
I was fortunate to be selected to take part in the Spaces of Uncertainly Summer Academy in
Stuttgart, September 2016. Over a ten day period, students and lecturers from a number of
Institutions across Europe met to collaborate and explore several different themes:


Geographical representations of place - looking, listening and visualising.



Designing and conceptualising the virtual laboratory.



Precarity of the Moment

On the first morning we were asked to visualise our practice on a sheet of A3 to be shared
with the rest of the group.

Visualizing my practice at the beginning of Spaces of Uncertainty.

Spaces of Uncertainty
The uncertainty in the structure of the Summer Academy not with-standing, the experience
was very rewarding. The idea of ‘flattening the hierarchy’ between lecturer and student through
collaboration on artworks meant that some interesting discussions on art theory and
philosophy took place in a very open format.
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Collaboration and discussion at the Württembergische Kunstverein in Stuttgart
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Through these discussions, it became obvious how much my knowledge of philosophy from
the lectures at the University of Dundee had centred around the continental philosophers
taught on the syllabus. Through these discussions, especially with Allan Siegel, I became
aware of the writings of Walter Benjamin (and his notion of the Aura – the uniqueness, of the
artwork) and Mikhail Bakhtin (and the Carnivalesque). Two talks were given during our time
at the Württembergische Kunstverein in Stuttgart, the first by one of their directors, Hans D.
Christ, and the second by Dorethee Richter, Professor of Contemporary Curation at Reading
University. Listening to some of the curatorial concerns regarding contemporary artworks was
fascinating, particularly those surrounding the curation of New Media artworks. Being
prompted to think in terms of the object and the non-object really fed into the notion of what it
means to make a Virtual Gallery.

What is the Virtual Gallery?
This is an essay written for the publication at the end of the Summer Academy in Stuttgart. It
is reproduced here in full.
Type ‘virtual gallery’ into Google and the first few hits that will come up will be commercial
sites, platforms selling paintings or prints. So is the virtual gallery a way to commercialise fairly
traditional notions of art to a wider audience? Scroll-down further and you’ll be able to take a
virtual tour around the National Gallery in London. You can now become a virtual tourist,
seeing the most famous works and collections from all over the world without ever leaving the
comfort of your own home. In the larger rooms of the gallery you jump, or spawn, from one
end to the other, and experience a 360° panorama from that spot. There is no doubt that the
quality of the photography that has been involved is remarkable, but is that really how you
would view the works were you in that space for real?
Scroll-down still further and there are a series of sites where you can build your own virtual
galleries, like they are levels in some video game. You become the curator of a fictitious digital
gallery space, and you can post them up for all to see. Your virtual gallery-goers can even
leave you a star-rating, so you can rest assured your taste in art has been validated by those
that took the time to click-to-rate your exhibition. Or are these D-I-Y virtual galleries simply a
way to showcase your own work without ever needing to go through the hassle and expense
of putting on an exhibition in the physical world; certainly they will last longer. But can anything
ever really replace being there in front of an artwork. Being in that space; that vast, vast space.
Being in that place in the world. Being in that moment. Knowing it will never come again. The
artwork is there, you are there; and then not.
But why there? What is there about that place? How did the artwork get to be there? How did
you get to be there? By walking into a physical gallery you are entering into a particular context.
You are choosing to be part of that cultural frame-work. Those works have a history, they have
been selected and validated. And by engaging with them in this way you are adding to that
validation.
Galleries have become our modern cathedrals, where we go to worship, to stand in awe. We
go to be touched by the work, to feel something. To hear it speak to us. We go to stand where
so many have stood before, as though we are on some holy pilgrimage. We go to be part of
something larger than ourselves, to take part in the festivities, where the crowds converge. In
that place, that sacred place, and in that moment, there is a certain authenticity. Where once
we went to see the hand of God, now we go to see the hand of the Artist, to feel the breath of
life they have given to the work.
So, is the function of a virtual gallery to act as an aide memoir to an exhibition that has already
been in the world, to record our legacy, to be a digital account; pale though it may be? Or is it
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a way to create new places, virtual places, so we can experience new moments, with new
artworks that could never be-in-the-world, as we knew it before?
With this new technology there comes a disruption to the existing world-order. It is as though
the carnival has come to town, and it is here to stay. Theoretically, it is possible for anyone to
make a virtual gallery and share it with anyone else in the world. With this comes a break in
the frame-work, a collapse of the hierarchy. The internet and its associated technologies have
brought about a democratization, where we are no longer dependent on those voices of
authority as we were before. But on a practical level, there enters another concern, the socioeconomic limits to the access of high-end software and expensive technology, and the skills
to use them.

Self looking into the vast space of the Gallery.
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***
Do you know what I remember from my first experience in a gallery in virtual reality? It wasn’t
the art or the layout of the space – it was the motes of dust dancing in the light of a window
that wasn’t even there. In that moment I became more aware of myself. More aware of my
being. Of where I was, of the moment I was in. Of the place I was in. I was both in the world;
and in another world – a virtual world. I couldn’t tell you if time slowed-down or sped-up, all I
know is that that moment changed me. I was transformed, from that one moment to the next,
I was different. In English we talk of experience, but as I understand it, in the German
Language there are is more than one word for experience. Erfahrung – is used when referring
to those more profound, and life-altering experiences, often associated with an artwork as a
site of transformation or moments of epiphany. Like the revelations in the pages of a book or
the moment you realize that another thinks or feels as you do. They give that sense of
connection, of understanding, knowing that nothing will ever be the same as it was again. We
don’t just experience the artwork; we experience the artwork. By placing pre-existing works in
virtual space or making virtual artworks, we are about to give rise to a-whole-nother world. I
believe that it is our role as artists to pick-up these new tools, no matter how strange and put
them to work.
***
With this profound shift in tools and technology must come a new vocabulary, one to match
the new questions we will ask. Step into this new world and see ‘This is Real’ and we start to
question our very experience of what it even means for something to be real. In this new virtual
reality, we question again the perception of our senses. We will question our awareness of
our own being in a way we have never done before. Over time will we also extend this shifted
cultural-framework? Will we be able to share such spaces with others? Will it still feel like we
are part of the crowd converging for the festival? Will we ever be able to replicate or imitate
the aura of a physical artwork? The questions we could ask are endless and as these virtual
platforms become more available, more accessible, so many more people will begin to ask
them.

Gallery-inception: playing with the notion of the Virtual Gallery within the Gallery.
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The Exposition
On our final night in Stuttgart we hosted an exposition in the Württembergischer Kunstverein
Gallery in Stuttgart, which was open to the public. This was the first time I had come across
the term exposition as opposed to an exhibition. In an Exhibition, the works are completed,
they are finished pieces. Here in our Exposition we were showing our ideas and workings,
unresolved works and inviting comment and discussion.

Planning the exposition for the Württembergischer Kunstverein, Stuttgart.

Technique: Photosynth
One of the other participants attending the Spaces of Uncertainty, Scott Smith was already
using Photogrammetry techniques to capture real world objects. For his PhD project, the South
Georgia Effecti Scott was making a virtual representation of a real world locations. We worked
together to produce a film from the clips we had made using the Microsoft Photosynth
software. These clips were edited together, to run on a loop during the exposition. First were
a number of construction site Photosynth, made by Scott Smith, followed by a series of clips
from the parks, as though walking the route we had taken to the Kunstverein.
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The film clips projected onto the wall in the final exposition.

Reflections: Embracing Uncertainty
If there is one thing I learnt from my time at the Summer Academy in Stuttgart, it is to
embrace Uncertainty. As Saito writes: “If things lingered on forever in the world,
things would lose their power to move us …” because “… the most precious
thing in life is uncertainty.”ii
I went to Stuttgart with no idea what I was going to make or what I was going to do. I
found that tremendously unnerving but I threw myself into it and I got a lot out of it.
During the application I had been interested in the theme of Conceptualizing the Virtual
Laboratory. It wasn’t exactly clear what was meant by that, it can be so many things,
but it is good to start exploring them. On my return I felt like I had made a good
beginning to building my virtual gallery, both from a technical sense, having spent more
time working with Unreal Engine but also from a Philosophical sense, having spent time
talking with Allan Siegel and Dorothee Richter about Walter Benjamin’s Aura and the
challenges associated with curating non-objects as artworks.
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Proof of Concept
It was important to establish that it was possible to make a mixed-reality work by overlaying a
virtual space on top of a physical space reliably. Firstly, it was important to consistently spawn
the headset in the same orientation ever time. Much of this was done through trial and error
in the absence of any manual on how to do this. It became apparent that the order in which
the play-area was defined in the room-set up was important. As was placing the lighthouses
in the same location every time. Once the play-area had been defined, it was then necessary
to place a Pawn in the correct location in the Unreal Engine level.

HTC Vive and Roomscale
Roomscale is an approach to Virtual Reality pioneered by the HTC Vive. It has taken game
play away from the desktop and allows the user to move about in a room-sized play-area. The
base stations (or lighthouses as they are often referred to) send out signals to the headset,
these signals are detected by the headset and these information feeds back into the game or
immersive experience. During set-up the play area is defined by marking out the area with the
controllers, having first calibrated the floor level by placing the headset on the floor during the
set-up.

Roomscale graphic from the setup guide for the HTC Vive developer edition manual.

Achieving a 1:1 relationship using Roomscale
In order to build a 1:1 relationship between the virtual and the physical one must first begin
with scale. 1 Unit in Unreal Engine is equal to 1 cm in the physical world. From here the first
object to be tested was a precise plinth, made both in Unreal Engine and physically.
HTC Vive and Steam use the floor as a way of calibrating the Roomscale in the z axis. This
meant that the headset needed to be able to spawn from a starting position on the floor. The
headset was placed 1 metre from the centre of the plinth, both virtually and physically.
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Having established the plinth reliably, the next step was to line-up a more complex object. Two
types of object were used. One was a small clay body-form which had been digitized using
photogrammetry and the other was the object from Out of Phase (or The Unseen Space). A
more abstracted form that had been created digitally then printed out using a 3D printer.
The step was to play-test this myself and with other people to gage initial reactions to this
blurring of the virtual and physical world. Watching the reactions of others and hearing them
talk about a disconnect, proved that this was indeed a project worth investigating further.

Images from the proof of concept testing session, including the digital representation
of the test clay body-form on the plinth and this ghostly figure photographed through
the lens of the HTC Vive by film-maker Steve Soave.

Teaser Trailer
During the proof of concept testing session I also worked with local film-maker Steve Soave
to shoot a glitchy, atmospheric, short teaser trailer for the artworkiii, which will be circulated
on social media from my website prior to the 2017 Degree Show.
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NEoN Festival: Blast-Theory Workshop
This workshop ran from the 9th-11th of Novemberiv. The Blast Theory workshop began with
some warm-up exercise, theatre games, to get us familiar with each other, and what our
different backgrounds were. The majority of the participants were in the digital games industry
or students and staff from Abertay University.
“Over the course of this two-day workshop,
people will come together from different
backgrounds to make an interactive
experience inspired by some of the
architectural features and landmarks in the
city of Dundee. Lead by Ju Row Farr, one
of the three artists’ from Blast Theory,
renowned internationally as one of the most
adventurous artists’ groups using interactive
media, the workshop will use a variety of
media including live streaming to bring the
experience alive.
Drawing on the participants’ local
knowledge, skills and Blast Theory’s
working processes, this is an ambitious
micro project workshop, where interaction is
key and dialogue with a few key local
architectural sites, such as The Law and the
two football stadiums forms its’ heart.”

Information about the goals of the Blast-Theory Workshop.v
On the first morning we played a game using live-streaming via mobile phones and a laptop.
The premise was simple: working in teams of three, one person was the designated runner,
they had the phone and their role was to get a face-shot of the runner in the other team.
Another member of the team acted as the monitor, who stayed back at base with the laptop.
They could hear what was being said by the person with the phone but this verbal
communication was only one way. Instead the monitor could only send text-based messages
to the phone. The third member of the team could have a number of different roles depending
on how you chose to ‘play’ the game. They could be an advisor, a spotter or a blocker. After
playing in these assigned roles for a few minutes we would then come back together to discuss
questions that had arisen such as, ‘what counts as a sighting?’ or ‘are the runners allowed to
cover their faces?’ before venturing out to play the game again, having changed the rolls
around. This iterative approach, testing something out, reflecting, making changes, and then
retesting was very profitable and it is easy to see how it can be used when making experiencebased games or events.
The afternoon of the first day we spent examining what we as a group already knew about two
locations in Dundee – the Law and the Football Stadiums.
On day two we met up at the Law. Our task was to make a 5-step experience for someone
else. It was a pen and paper exercise, breaking down the steps into the simplest form – where
do they begin, what do they do there, how do they get to the next point, and what should they
then do there.
Working with Iain, we decided to go for a sensory walk that involved, touching and listening
as well as just looking. The experience we devised was as follows:
1. Peer through the railings to the allotments (if you can reach use the small holes). Can
you find the trains for the railway bridge? Transition: Walk up the path to point 2.
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2. Touch the arch and feel the past. Let the whale frame the docks. Transition: Walk into
the woods.
3. Looking up the hill, take 10 steps from the bottom of the railing. Stop. Turn around.
Take the time to listen. Transition: Continue back up the path to point 4.
4. Continue up the steps and wait for the road to appear in the pines. Let the orange
pines be your shadow.
5. Walk down the other path and down the steps to the bend in the railings. Enjoy the
vista. Observe the observatory if you can.
Trying-out the different experiences that the groups has constructed, showed just how many
different approaches could be taken. That afternoon we had a chance to go back and reflect
on the task away from the location itself.

Ju Row-Farr pulling together what the group knew about the Dundee Law.

Walking the path.
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The feedback session at the workshop.

Reflections: Blast-Theory are at the edge of what it means for something to be Art
Ju Row-Farr ran an amazing workshop and I really like her approach to what it means
for something to be art. Ju was a much-needed antidote to Art College and had a
tremendous influence on me, for the short time I met her. This was my first encounter
with the work of Blast-Theory and they are a group I will continue to follow with
interest. Their work Hurricane (Blast Theory, 2013) game developed for The
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Museum, recently won the 2016 Nam June
Paik Art Centre Prize.
This is a quote from Ju’s TedX talk in Brighton a few years ago that I find particularly
inspiring:
“The work we make at Blast-Theory is always interactive. Whether is it a game,
a piece for a gallery, a work on the streets or a public artwork. What we do is
invite people in, creating a community for each work. One of our roles as artists
is to be like architects and design frameworks for the work to operate within,
for the audience, the user, the participant, the viewer, the bystander. Making
the most appropriate shape that fits the work, that fits the technology, and at
the best possible scale.” (Row-Farr, 2014)
I decided to take what I have learnt during this workshop and to apply it to my
immersive installation beginning by taking a step-wise approach to entering the
experience.
16

Entering an Immersive Environment
It may seem in the first instance as a trivial question – how does the viewer/participant enter
the installation? Well they just put it on don’t they, right?! Wrong.
Within this question are contained a number of related questions: What do they see when they
first put it on? What is to prevent them from just taking it off again? How do you build an
immersive environment that can achieve a sense of Presence? Can the path the
viewer/participant takes in the environment be predicted?
The standard format for entering a game or learning environment is from a loading screen or
a lobby area. You know and accept that it is a just that, a game or an experience, but with
Being-in-the-Gallery I wanted to create the effect that you are immediately entering the other
reality just by the act of putting on the headset. There is also the added complication of this
being a mixed reality piece rather than a purely virtual reality piece. When the work is purely
virtual the layout of the actual space is largely irrelevant. As long as it is big enough and clear
of obstacles it is assumed that the user will be so immersed in the virtual world that they will
forget what is in the actual world, preferring to focus purely on the virtual. The mixed reality
nature of Being-in-the-Gallery means that there will be physical objects as well as virtual
objects. It is this combination that is vital to the immersive experience, therefore, it is of
paramount importance that the viewer/participant not experience the one without the other. If
the physical element were to be experienced before the virtual, the impact of the mixed reality
would be lost. With this we return to the question of how to have the viewer/participant enter
the immersive experience.
The work will be presented in a gallery context as part of a degree show. This format implies
that they will already be entering a room to see an artwork, then leaving, passing along a
corridor to enter the next room to experience another artwork (or artworks). It would seem
appropriate to keep with this format and have them enter the artwork as though they were
entering another room, another gallery space. Ideally they would be opening a door and
walking through.
A step-wise approach to entering the artwork:
1. The public would enter via the outer door, from the corridor into the gallery space for
this artwork. In front of them would be a second door leading to the artwork itself.
2. The viewer/participant would don the headset. In front of them in the virtual world would
be a doorway.
3. The viewer/participant would pass through this doorway into the artwork, and the main
‘gallery’ space.
4. The artwork is an experience not an art object. It begins at the moment that the
viewer/participant is handed the headset to put on.
5. In Being-in-the-Gallery the viewer/participant would experience the mixed reality.
Various options for the construction of a portal were considered, including:


Walking into darkness: A black doorway or passage way could have been used to
give that sense of passing through into another section.



Walking through an open doorway: This was a possibility, but it raised questions
around the viewer/participants experience. Would they be able to see into the room
prior to passing through the doorway, as a peek inside, or would they be just have a
sense of another room, seeing the wall but none of the objects?



Vertical blinds: This would have been very challenging to model well in the digital
space.
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A solid door: I considered this the easiest solution to implement digitally that would
hide the contents of the space prior to the experience, but it was initially unclear how
interacting with a physical counterpart could be reflected well in the digital space.
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A Vision for Being-in-the-Gallery: Why the figure?
Having established that it was possible to create a disconnect between what was seen in the
headset of the HTC Vive, and what was felt in the physical world, the next step was to work
out what those seen objects should be. As the venue for this work will be the 2017 degree
show at DJCAD, the public will enter the work thinking they are entering a gallery space.
Playing on the perceived notion of the gallery by creating a gallery within a gallery, leads
naturally on to the notion of playing with the nature of the artwork, and the loss of the aurav
associated with its digital replication. It could be argued that the mixed-reality nature of Beingin-the-Gallery would be just as applicable if the artworks placed within the virtual and actual
gallery spaces were abstract forms. In the sense that a disconnect between what the
viewer/participant sees and feels could be established with any type of object, yes, the work
would be successful. However, since the conception of this artwork a year ago, in my mind it
has always been about the figure, the intention of the artwork to draw attention to our own
embodiment. It is about our bodies, and there is something about the figure and the need
humans have had through-out cultural history to represent the figure and the human form.

The Nude
This year the Art and Philosophy Forums have centred on a close reading of Being Nude by
Jean-Luc Nancy and Federico Ferrari led by Oisin Keohane. This book contains 26 images
with an accompanying short essay about the work. These discussion have brought up many
interesting points, some unexpected. It is curious how artists and philosophers will often see
different things in a work, and that even though we are using the same words we might mean
different things. Some of the things that have been drawn out as meaningful by the
philosophers have simply been a matter of practicality or practice on that part of the artist. One
point that we have returned to time and again is the notion of The Gaze. Not just the gaze of
the subject of the painting, but also the Gaze in terms of the audience. Who was the painting
or image made for? Was it commissioned? Where is it to be displayed?
“The English language, with its elaborate generosity, distinguished between the naked and
the nude. To be naked is to be deprived of our clothes and the work implies some of the
embarrassment that most of us feel in that condition. The word nude, on the other hand,
carries, in educated usage, no uncomfortable overtone.” Kenneth Clarke, ‘The Nude’, 1956vi

To Create a Narrative or a field?
There were several approaches that could have been taken to make the figures to go into this
artwork. The figures could have been other people’s sculptures but for the work to be more
than just a curatorial exercise, they needed to be made for the work itself. To say something
in their own right. Several scenarios were explored. The narrative of a family group, the same
figure repeated over and again, or notions of gender (or the absence of gender). In the end
moments of connection seemed to fit best with the work. The connection with The Other, either
played out between two figures to be observed or a figure’s connection directly to the
viewer/participant.
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We are, by our nature, pattern seeking animals. We seek to find meaning and connection in
everything around us. In a recent talk by Ruairi Glynn at the Spaces We Are In Symposium
(NEoN festival 2016), he played a snippet from of video of a simple psychology experiment
from the 1940’s by Heider and Simmel. The video showed two triangles and a circle moving
around, going in and out of the ‘box’. The majority of people who see this animation report as
similar narrative. That the larger triangle is chasing the other two and that the smaller triangle
is trying to protect the circle from the larger triangle. What is it in this animation that conveys
a story – size, the speed and way they move? On a basic level we seek and find similar
patterns simply by being human.

Heider and Simmel (1944) - An Experimental Study of Apparent Behaviour
This kind of experiment leads me to question if we can ever really escape the narrative? As
soon as figures are introduced into the gallery, it became about narrative. What is their relation
to one another?
With model figures, we look down upon the figures like Prometheus upon the people he made
of clay. It gives us this god-like panoptic. In ‘On Sculpture’ Gormley refers to Giacometti’s City
Square as a paradigm shift. In Giacometti’s work, figures are placed in a relation to one
another on a shared base.

Case study: Anthony Gormley’s Approach to Relational Aesthetics
In On Sculpture Gormley makes reference to relational aesthetics but the way he appears to
be using the term in a different way to Bourrandvii. Gormley invites the public to enter the fields
he creates but it is not just the relation of the public to the object or the experience, but the
relations of the objects to one another than interests him.
Gormley is often mocked for the use of his own body in his work, but the endless representation of the same body-form over and over again, is less about the size of his ego,
than the reproduction of the same body-form to create a relational aesthetic to one another. It
could be argued that this relational field would be there whether or not there is a public to
experience it.
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Antony Gormley cartoon. The psychology of the self portrait in art.viii

Horizon Field, Vorarlberg, Austria, 2010.ix
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In his Horizon Fieldx the body-forms stand in relation to one another but without looking at
each other, with the viewer/participant either skiing or walking through the field.
“These iron bodies without names form a total installation. They create a matrix: a field of
connectivity through which living bodies pass” Gormley, ‘On Sculpture’, 2015.
There have been many artists that have used this term the field – the painter Gotthard
Graubner and the sculptor/installation artist Günther Uecker. When Gormley talks of creating
a field, he is talking about creating a relation between one object and another (or many others).
Whereas Ueckerhas explored these fields using nails on canvases, Gormley has made bodyforms, and repeated then over and over again to form fields. By making fields of body-forms
Gormley plays on our notion of intercorporeality, even though these are note actual people,
these forms trigger in us that feeling. If the same works were made with giant, human-size
nails, they would lose their power to move us in quite the same way. For Gormley the figure
has primacy but unlike more representational sculptors his compulsion is not to copy, not to
represent an individual in the real world. This is not an act of mimesis.
“Sculpture is no longer about the representation of power and how a person might express
their wealth or power. It is about how we might understand our own embodiment in both
space and time[…] Understanding is not necessarily knowledge. Understanding comes from
turning into our body, rather than the hermeneutics that human beings have got so good at the translation of experience into language. My return to the body is not about representation,
it is an attempt to engage the total sensorium of consciousness." Gormley, ‘On
Sculpture’, 2015.

Case-Study: George Segal
Another artist we known for his use of body-casts is George Segal who pioneered the use of
plaster bandages (mod-roc) as an artistic medium. Instead of using these body-casts as
molds, many of his finished works were made from the casts themselves. His body-forms are
more representational than Gormley’s and they have a sadness to them.

George Segal full body-cast sculptures.
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The Gaze
The term the Masculine Gaze originally comes from an essay by Laura Mulvay on Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinemaxi where she describes the prevailing viewpoint in the creation
and viewing of film. The majority of films at that time, and even today, are made by men, and
a male perspective, with the female characters being portrayed on films being a male
representation of what a woman should be. With the advent of feminism and the writings of
academics like Judith Butler, we see the introduction of the feminine gaze as a perspective.
In ‘Tapestry’ (2015), the photographer J.J. Levine, is Queering the Gaze in response to Jean
Auguste Dominique Ingres La Grande Odalisque (1814). Having chosen a similar palette to
the Ingres painting, that same turquoise blue, but reversing the pose. The response may not
be obvious at first but the publication that accompanies the exhibition of which this forms only
a part, makes the matter explicit. When displayed in its original setting, we see the power of
the subjects gaze back at their audience in the bill-board triptych. The work plays with the
queer gaze of the artist and the subject, as well as challenging the gaze of the audience.

Queering the Gaze; one part of the triptych ‘Tapestry’
by the photographer J.J. Levine (2015).
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The billboard triptych ‘Tapestry’ by the photographer J.J. Levine (2015).

Reflections: The Gaze and VR
The use of virtual reality is beginning to change the way gaze is used is art, giving filmmaking and game designers unprecedented ability to explore perspective and gender xii.
Although Being-in-the-Gallery is not explicitly about The Gaze, my research into The
Nude and The Gaze have been extremely valuable in my understanding and
appreciation of art. Before this period of research I hadn’t really understood the
importance of feminism in understanding embodiment. Much of the philosophy I have
learnt over the last few years has centred around the transformative nature of art and
artworks are an interlocutor for dialogue. It is as important to recognize what the public,
the audience, bring to the artwork as it is to recognize the role of the artist in its
production. To what extent is my choice to make a mixed reality artwork, or the figures
that inhabit it, has been influenced by my gender or my sexuality? I don’t know for sure
but at least I know that it is a consideration and I am aware that my choice for the figure
inviting the touch of the audience can from an awareness that people will be more
comfortable touching a female-form than a male-form.
Moments of Connection
Whilst reading Hubert Dreyfus’ On the Internet and What Computers Still Can’t Do I became
interested in this notion of intercorporeality. Those things that we just feel – those patterns that
we find between each other. One of the most important social cues we had is The Look. That
moment when two people look into each other’s eyes. That connection we have with The
Other. I remembered the power that can be given to a photograph just from having the subject
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look directly into the lens of the camera. The other main mode of connection with the other is
that of Cutaneous Touchxiii - more often than not this is mediated through the hand.

Digitizing a moment of connection.
25

Possible arrangements of the relational field.
Living-Bodies in the White Space
Having become interested in the idea of Relational Aesthetics and intercorporeality through
my research, I used living bodies to play-out possible arrangements within the gallery space.
Increasing numbers of bodies were brought into the space, to test how it felt. One person was
then asked to act as the viewer/participant, to move through the field of these living bodies. It
seemed that a space of 4m by 5m would comfortably take 5 bodies, with a sixth entering the
space, but that any more than this would become too crowded.

Exploring arrangements of life-size figures in the 601 gallery space with living bodies.
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Experiments in Bridging the Analog/Digital divide
Over the last few years I have been experimenting with different forms of making objects –
both physically and digitally. One of the more peculiar aspects to my practice is that my
physical sculpting skills outweigh my digital, and with my interest in the figure it lead me to
thinking that it would be better to make the majority, if not all of the figures physically and
render them into digital objects. With the advent of this new wave of Virtual Reality systems,
in particularly the HTC Vive, there has been the start of a new medium – being able to paint
or sculpt in VR. Google Tilt Brushxiv was available with the release of the HTC Vive. It is free
and powerful, like many of Google’s products. Kodonxv seemed the most promising of the
virtual reality sculpting tools but I found it disappointing and still full of bugs. It seems to be
based on the same technology as Sculptris which I had experimented before, but I had found
the haptics to be distracting compared with the sensory feedback one gets from sculpting in a
physical material. There are a number of already established artists making artworks using
these new medium, but as far as I was aware, not many making them physically to import,
especially not to create a mixed reality artwork.
Recently, I have made objects digitally using Rhino and Blender, and then made then physical
by 3D printing them. And I have made physical objects and then imported then digitally through
the use of photogrammetry and 3D scanning.

Contrasting physical and digital representations of sculpture. The geometric
form was sculpted digitally and then 3D printed, while the clay body-form was
sculpted physically and then rendered digitally via photogrammetry. In the
canter, the digital self of these objects is seen in Virtual Reality.
After these experiments I settled on making physical life-sized figures from body casts in
polyester resin, and manufacturing their digital selves through photogrammetry.
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Physical: Technical Approach to the Making the Figures.
It would have been possible to sculpt the figures in clay, molds made and then cast but given
that the intent behind this work is to create an immersive environment rather than to create art
object it made sense to reduce the time and material use by casting directly from the body.
Although, it is common-place to cast from the body directly rather than to sculpt a
representation of the body from scratch. Two artists famed for making work from body casts
are Anthony Gormley and George Segal.The sculptor Tony Morrow offered to do a body cast
of me, which seemed to be the best place to start with the physical making process.

Figure #1: Standing female figure
The first body to be cast was my own. I felt it was important that if I was going to make body
casts of other people that I should go through the process first. Sculptor Tony Morrow offered
to take the cast of me. The first section to be taken was the back of the legs, then the front of
the legs, then the back of the torso then the front. The out stretch arm was done next, with the
hand being done separately in alginate. The head was made in two sections.

Self undergoing body casting process by Tony Morrow.
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Reflections: The body-cast as a moment of performance
It was important to me that I should experience the act of having my body cast. I wanted
to know how the process felt before applying it to someone else, but also, in part I
wanted to replicate the methodology of Gormley. He often talks of the process as being
an opportunity for meditation. I can see that, there is a sense in which you can feel
disconnected, that you can switch off from what is happening to you. It also felt to me
very much like a performance. An act. As I construct sections of the final cast from the
molds made, I am aware that I am recreating a moment in time. It is different from the
construction of a sculpture in the traditional sense. In re-constructing the body-form I
am not copying from life, but assembling sections where a moment was captured. I
have acted out a gesture, reaching out to touch, remembering and imagining a moment
of connection with another.
Material: Resin
Having decided to make body-casts, the next question was what material to cast them into,
using resin had the advantage that it is light and durable. There were two methods I
considered, firstly layering up several coats of gel coat then another couples of layers of multipurpose resin with glass fibre matting. This method allowed for metal powers to be
incorporated into the first gel coat layer. The second method, which was the one I settled on,
involved adding industrial talc to thicken the multipurpose resin to such an extent that it can
be painted on to the mold and not run down the sides of the mold. A layer of scrunched up
glass fibre matting was then added, with a second layer of multipurpose resin and industrial
talc, this time slightly more viscous, was pressed into the matting.

Testing the texture and aesthetic from different resin additives (Talc & Bulking agent).
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The molds were prepared using several coast of an industrial sealant, G4. Just prior to casting
with resin a release agent was applied to the inside of the molds. With practice it
became possible to remove the resin from the molds in its ‘gummy’ state. This had the
advantage of being able to line-up sections while there was still some flexibility in them.
Sections could then be joined together using car body-filler, add additional matting on the
inside. By using various sanders and a Dremmel, it was possible to sculpt the final aesthetic
of the figure.

Reflections: Why I will never work with Polyester Resin ever again!
I can see why some artists like to work with resin, especially with this more industrial
technique that Tony Morrow taught me, but after prolonged exposure it has become
obvious that I have developed an allergy to the resin. This has affected
my ability to finish all of the sculptures I was intending to make, but I was
determined to finish one of the, the standing female figure, with her
hand inviting the touch of another.
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Figure #2: Seated Male Figure

Plaster casting the model for the seated male figure.
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Constructing the seated male figure.
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Figure #3: Standing female figure

Standing female figure resin breast plates under construction.
The model was reluctant to have plaster applied directly to her face but was prepared to have
a mold of herself made in mod-roc.

Standing female figure mod-roc face cast and clay positive.
From this mod-roc mold I was then able to push clay into mold to give a positive of the face
on which I could work. I was then able to open the eyes by sculpting the eyes in clay, from
which to make a second mold which could then be sealed and used to cast the final face.
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Life and Death: Recasting the face and opening the eyes.

Bolt plates for attaching the sculpture to its plinth.
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Standing female figure under construction.
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Digital: Approaches to making the Virtual Gallery Space
Global Games Jam
I was invited to take part in the Global Games Jam at Abertay University by Lynn Parker, one
of the organizers of the event. Lynn had also participated at the Blast Theory workshop during
the Neon Festival.

The start of 48hrs of game development.
The theme for this year’s Global Games Jam was WAVES! I teamed up with two first-year
programmers Gabriel Lacey and James McAdams and a second-year, Niklas Evertsson, doing a
broader Games Design course. We spent the first two hours brain-storming ideas related to
waves. The idea we finally settled on was based on sound waves and echo location. We then
set about designing the game. There would be pulse of sound that would illuminate the path
ahead, in a wave, rippling out from the player, in a dare-devil style.
The premise of the game is that the player is a bat that starts each night from the roost in a
cave, then flies out through the trees and collects moths, avoiding being eaten itself, to survive
long enough to reach another roost before the sun rises on another day.
Each of us had a different role and different tasks in the production of the game, which suited
our strengths and our interests. Niklas modelled the assets (trees, cave and grass). I worked on the
design of the game, what the mechanics should be and James and Gabriel wrote the programme that
put these game mechanics into action. Gabriel worked on the movement so the bat moved

constantly forward and then the player could move to veer right or veer left. The object of the
game was to fly around avoiding the trees and collecting moths. The more moths were caught
the more frequent the echo-locations pulses were. James implemented this increment in
pulse-time based on number of moths caught and the other elements needed to make this
into a playable game.
As well as working on design and layout of the map, I helped with the programming of the
collisions into trees and the danger zone, and the audio that went with these. We needed a
nice retro sound when the moths were collected to feed that dopamine hit, which we found
from a library on the internet. Then we needed a ‘thud’ when the player flew into a trees, which
I recorded. In the grassy areas there was a higher concentration of moths but also a predator
that would spell game over for the bat. In the grassy areas I built a danger zone. Right in the
centre the player would be caught by the laser hawk, but in rings around the centre the sound
varied according to the bat’s proximity to the centre.
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We had deliberately chosen not to explain the rules of the game explicitly, preferring that the
gamers figure these out for themselves.

BAT Bat bat! GAME Game game!
Survival in nature is hard enough for a bat, but in the cyber woodlands it's on a whole other level! Roam
the night using your echolocation and find delicious moths to survive another night. But steer clear of
open areas, or you will fall prey to the laser hawk!

Screenshots from the BAT Bat bat! GAME Game game!

Reflections: The Games Jam
There is something very positive about working with others for a concentrated period
of time. It is amazing how much can be achieved in a short space of time. We built a
playable game within a weekend. It was certainly interesting to be in Abertay and to
see how these games developers work. Everyone sorted themselves into groups and
had defined roles. Lynn Parker had said I was a ‘game designer’ for the purposes of the
teams – so game concept and mechanic, with some programming and level design. It
was the first time I’ve tried using Unity. It was good to try but I prefer Unreal Engine.
Having to use a command line in Unity has made me realize how much I appreciate the
node-based programming in Unreal Engine. I think I’ve certainly made the right choice
for building my virtual environment. I also learnt some useful mechanics like collision
triggers and how to play sound so that the player can hear it when they move into
specific regions.
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The Re-Exposition: #SpacesOfUncertaintyDundee
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On the 10th of February works from the Summer Academy in Stuttgart were presented as part
of a meeting to discuss the continuation of the collaboration. The Re-Exposition, curated by
Lise Olsen, Helen King and Rhoda Ellis under the supervision of Prof. Tracy McKenna was
opened to the public for a short time during that meeting.
In the time between the Summer School in September and the Re-Exposition the following
February the software that had been used to produce the original Virtual Gallery, Unreal
Engine, had been updated with a new version. Working with the latest version the Virtual
Gallery was remade and expanded from its original form. Even though the original gallery had
been made with the head-set in mind, the kit was not available in Stuttgart to test. The main
advantage of remaking the gallery from scratch with the latest version was that the gallery
could be extended and the new VR Pawn that Unreal had published could be used. This mean
that the viewer could teleport around a 1:1 scaled version of the Kunstverein using the HTC
Vive headset rather than experiencing it on a desktop which is much more clumsy to navigate
around unless you are an experienced gamer.

The physical and digital floorplan of the re-exposition gallery, and
a participant teleporting around the Virtual Reality gallery.
In addition to the photographs of the paintings and drawings that had been displayed in the
original virtual gallery, there was also the video of the Photosynth clips from the construction
sites and parklands that I worked on with Scott Smith, with the sound clips provided by Lise
Olsen, and the video made by Allan Siegel. The first video played continuously, while the
second only activated on entering the second room of the gallery. This require a collision
trigger to be built in the virtual environment.
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Physical and digital images of the Re-Exposition VR gallery in use.

Reflections: Re-building the Virtual Gallery
It was interesting to re-build from scratch something I had previously built. It meant
that I could implement everything I had learnt from the original build while
incorporating some of the comments I had received from its exposition. Again I began
with the floorplan of the Kunstverein. I wanted the viewer to start in a specific location
in the gallery, facing the corner with the paintings, both in the virtual and in the physical.
This was partly to do with the way it could be displayed in CentreSpace, adapting to a
much smaller location. There were a number of other works to be displayed in the ReExposition, including sound works, videos and the publication, therefore the play-area
would be limited to approximately 3m by 3m. A mark was made on the floor to indicate
where the headset should be placed during set-up but also where the
viewer/participant should stand to begin the experience, at 2.5m by 2.5m from the
corner of the room. I defined this as the origin and everything else in the Virtual Gallery
was defined from that point. There were a number of curatorial factors that I hadn’t
anticipated, for example, what height above the floor should the painting be hung at.
When building the original virtual gallery, they had been made to look correct on the
screen, for display on a desktop. Here, when re-building I became aware that I had to
test the position in the headset before adjusting them to a height that felt right in the
virtual gallery.
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Reflections: Playtesting at the VRC
The Re-Exposition at CentreSpace at the Visual Research Centre in Dundee was a great
opportunity to have members of the public playtest the Virtual Gallery and see how the
public responded to both the technology and the idea of a Virtual Gallery. Obviously,
there was a huge selection bias where the ‘public’ is concerned. Despite being a gallery
that is open to the public, because of its location and the nature of the exhibitions often
held at CentreSpace, the majority of people that attended were either current
members of the University of Dundee or had some connection to it.
Interestingly, those who had been to the original exposition in Stuttgart had a different
response to this Virtual version. They were making connections to their memories of
how things had been on the night, where they had been displayed. Talking with Dr.
Andy Pepper was very useful in this regard, as we were able to discuss some of the
curatorial issues, and reflect on what we might want to capture of an event like that
should we want to make a Virtual Gallery again as a way of documenting an event or
exhibition.
For a number of people this was their first experiences with Virtual Reality, so much of
their reaction was to the technology rather than to the Virtual Gallery itself. Often they
were very stationary, preferring to look around from one spot, rather than physically
moving to get closer to something. Explaining how to use the motion controllers to
teleport around the space was both time-consuming an often challenging, especially
for non-gamers. Given the size of the Kunstverein, and the fact that I had modelled it
at a 1:1 scale, there was no way to move around the space completely without using
the teleportation but I feel that it brought people out of the Presence. The experience
seemed to become more like a game. Using the Headset and the lighthouses without
the motion controllers in Being-in-the-Gallery should hopefully help to keep the
viewer/participant achieve and retain that sense of Presence.
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Presentation: The Virtual Gallery - A platform for experimenting and collaborating? A
new curatorial space? Or a new artistic medium?
The #SpacesOfUncertaintyDundee meeting was also an opportunity to present on the lessons
learnt from the Summer Academy in Stuttgart and how these had influenced my research in
the intervening time.

During the Summer Academy, Maciej, Jennifer and I had taken three different approaches to
the Virtual. Maciej had chosen to push the limits of what the software could do and play with
what was possible using it very much as a laboratory.
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The video of a Walkthrough the Virtual Gallery was put together by Maciej after he had
returned to Poland from the Summer Academy. Taking a video of what is seen on a screen
when someone is walking through a virtual level is a very useful way of documenting the work,
however, it is just that - a walk through. It is a recording of someone else’s experience of the
level, it is not the same as actually experiencing the Virtual Gallery in person.. I wanted to
draw everyone’s attention to the movement in this video, not the objects in the gallery, but the
movement.

In the Walkthrough the Virtual Gallery video, the viewer experiences someone else’s firstperson experience navigating through a desktop computer game-esque Virtual Gallery. The
movement in this scenario is controlled with the standard keyboard keys WSAD. The HTC
Vive on the other hand uses room-scale via lighthouses that define a playable area in which
the player or viewer/participant can walk around. In larger digital environments, like the one
being shown in this Re-Exposition, the motion controllers can be used to mediate teleportation.
With a simple click of a button, one can be transported to a new location within the immersive
environment.
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Using a Virtual Reality headset rather than viewing a digital environment on a desktop gives
a direct access rather than an indirect access.

Whilst in Stuttgart Allan Siegel introduced me to the philosophy of Walter Benjamin, in
particular his essay Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction in which Benjamin discusses
the difference between film and theatre. I was fortunate enough to see a recent production of
Harold Pinter’s No Man’s Land both at the Wyndham Theatre in London and again on the big
screen at one of the National Theatre Live showings. On my way home from the cinema, I
found myself thinking about Benjamin’s essay, in particular his comments on the use of the
close-up. The two experiences were indeed very different. Being there in the theatre, you feel
the aura, the uniqueness of the event, of being part of something and of being in the presence
of great actors, while at the live screening, one is removed. In the Q&A after the Live Screening
Owen Teale had spoken about the feeling that there is a dialogue between the actors on the
stage and the ambiance of the theatre, that with each new audience there was a new
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performance and that the two play-off each other. Patrick Stewart joked about his close-up in
the Live Broadcast and for me it resonated with Merleau-Ponty’s ‘optimal grasp’, that distance
we are from someone or something, which again ties in with Benjamin’s discussion of the
complex juxtapoisitioning of the ‘close-up’ and the ‘star’.

In a film (or a Live Screening like that of No Man’s Land) “the audience’s identification with
the actor is really an identification with the camera” (Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the
Age of the Mechanical Reproduction’, 1936). The angle from which they experience the story
is set by the director - the experience is linear and defined by their vision, not by the audience.
Film has often been criticised for its passivity and its tendency to allow the audience to ‘switchoff’.
With Virtual Reality technology becoming more mainstream, we have seen an increase in 360°
films and immersive experiences. The Rose and I and The Blu have been recognised as being
two of the best early experiences to be released. In The Rose and I, the viewer can walk
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around the planet where the animation takes place and they can choose the angle at which
they view the story. In The Blu the viewer is on a ledge several metres under the sea and the
experience plays out all around them. There are small features like the anemones which close
when touched with the controller which adds to the immersion of the experience.

My research in the field of Phenomenology for my Art and Philosophy dissertation underpins
for me how this much more embodied approach to virtual reality has implications for Virtual
Galleries and Virtual Reality art works. There is something essential about Being-in-a-Place
about being at an event, with other people that cannot be underestimated and which need to
be assimilated into the practice and discourse of the use of virtual reality in the future of Art.
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If Spaces of Uncertainty continues to explore Virtual platforms then the possibilities raised by
the
dichotomies
of
presence/live
broadcast,
reproduction/the
aura
and
experience/situatedness can continue to be examined and imagined in greater detail.
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Sharing experiences of Re-Building this Virtual Gallery, both with those who had been at the
original exposition and those who were attending the meeting and only experiencing the
artworks from the Exposition in this rebuilt Virtual Gallery in itself provided a fascinating insight
into the process of production, experience and re-production in the emerging practice of VRbased Art forms.
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Building the Virtual Space for Being-in-the-Gallery in Unreal Engine
Once the space for the exhibition had been allocated work could begin on building the Virtual
Gallery space to match the physical space. The dimensions were 4m by 5m by 2.5m high.
Various layouts were considered for setting the artwork within the space, accounting for how
I wanted the space to feel and the limitations of the technology.
The final layout that I decided on made use of the long narrow corridor of the room. To the
end of the corridor I added a door that was made physically and mapped within the virtual
gallery. The door then definite an entry point to the artwork with no possibility for anyone to
take a sneaky peak into the space before being immersed in the virtual world, and opening
the physical door while they see it in the headset quietly suggests to the viewer that they may
well be able to physically interact with things they see in the virtual world. This is important
because if this were spelled this out bluntly, verbally, this would tell the participant how they
should be experiencing the artwork, rather than allow then to discover their own relationship
to it, thereby tainting their personal and private experience.

Encouraging the 360 experience
One of the biggest concerns when considering the layout for the gallery space was how to
encourage the viewer/participants to enter the space far enough to give them a sense of the
360 nature of the work.

Where do people look when they are in a 360o virtual reality immersive environment?
@CognitiveVR claim that their prototype gaze aggregation tool shows very few 360 viewers
turn around. This is an interesting graphic that shows that on entering an immersive
environment the viewer/participants have a tendency to look forward rather than to look around
themselves. It was unclear from the research whether this was for first time VR experiences
or for those who already had some experience.
However, it raises some interesting questions about creating an immersive environment that
encourages the viewer/participant to turn around and explore the whole space. This is also a
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consideration when curating a physical space in a gallery or exhibition. How to place the works
in such a way that it encourage the viewer/participant to move around and engage with each
piece, rather than just entering the space and looking from one fixed point. Given this is a
mixed reality artwork, I really want to encourage people to get close to the works, to reach out
and touch them.

A Sense of Presence
That feeling like you are there in that place in that moment – that sense of being

Scanning in the objects and Photogrammetry
There are two main techniques for capturing objects in the real (physical) world and
reproducing them in digital form. The first is to use a 3D scanner and the second is
photogrammetry, by taking a series of photographs at varying angles and then using software
to combine all of the images to form a 3-dimensional object.

Experimenting with photogrammetry of the standing female figures hand.

Case-study: The VR Museum of Fine Art by Finn Sinclairxvi
Released in August 2016 this VR experience places people inside a virtual gallery with 3D
digital copies of some of the most famous artworks from across the world. For the initial
release, Finn Sinclair built a bespoke single-level virtual gallery space and populated it with
openly available pre-existing digital renderings of fifteen sculptures from The British Museum
(via SketchFabxvii) and from other museums across the world (via the Scan the World
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projectxviii). The artworks are accompanied by informative historical text on the piece and the
artist. The viewer moves around the virtual space using a teleportation mechanism triggered
using the Vive controllers. Unlike the physical museums that house these artworks, in the
virtual space the viewer can get as close as they wish to the pieces – although they still cannot
touch anything. Recently updated, the Virtual Museum is now split over two floors and includes
new sculptures, busts and paintings.

The entrance to the VR Museum of Fine Art, with a view of Michelangelo’s David.

Reflections: Putting art in a VR space
It is clear that The VR Museum of Fine Art is meant primarily as an educational piece,
aiming to make these artworks more accessible, rather than as an artwork in-and-of
itself. This is reflected in some of the design choices about the space that I felt detracted
from the embodiment of the experience. In particular, the teleportation movement
mechanism and the appearance of a grid on the floor during moving serves as a
constant reminder that what the viewer is seeing is not really there. In addition, the
bright and somewhat harsh lighting and sound effects associated both with the
artworks and of other people in the space (despite there being none!) contributed to
this feeling. Learning from being in this virtual space helped me clarify how I wanted my
experience to feel and helped me understand the different design choices to make to
achieve the sense of connectedness I wanted.
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Building a Door – Entering the Immersive Experience
Having made the decision that the viewer/participant should enter Being-in-the-Gallery
through a doorway to avoid them seeing the objects within and having seen how easily the
motion controllers could be made to appear and move like a totally different object, it seemed
logical to use one of the motion controllers on the door to give the impression of it moving both
physically and virtually.
In January 2017 HTC Vive released 1,000 trackers to developers. Having applied for one of
these trackers but been unsuccessful, I was then eligible for one of the next wave of trackers
at a reduced price. It made sense to use the tracker on the door rather than to use one of the
motion controllers, as it is designed to be easily attached to objects.

Physical and digital: the HTC Vive Tracker development kit.
This might be a very tame use of a tracker but it serves its function in this artwork. The most
common use of the early released trackers have been guns or sports equipment, like baseball
bats. In part this reflects the demographic currently using the HTC Vive. Although there are
some really interesting uses of the tracker development kit including attaching them to a pair
of gloves with built-in haptic feedback in the case of Noitom Hi5 VR Glovesxix where the fingers
are individually tracked and IKinema’s Orion which has shown proof-of-concept for using six
trackers to produce an affordable Full Body Motion Capture solution.
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Examples of objects tracked with the Vive tracker, including Noitom Hi5 VR Gloves
(lower left) and six trackers being used for full motion capture (lower right).

Blueprint for mapping the Tracker in Unreal Engine
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Digital rendering of a door tagged with the HTC Vive tracker, here used as the door handle!
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Making Museums: Place & Politics Symposiumxx

Tracy Mackenna & Edwin Janssen, On Growth & Forms of Meaning, 2010.

“Making Museums | Place & Politics, a symposium focusing on the role of museums in
response to socio-geographic and political contexts. We would like to invite museum
professionals, artists, historians, academics, curators, researchers, and interested others to
discuss how specific geographies and publics shape the methodologies we apply in a
museum, what practices and values we share irrespective of place, and what active role
museums can or should take with regards to politics.”

Case-Study: TimeSpan360
Red Herrings? Captioning the Curing Yard in an age of migration Virtual
Curing Yard
Timespan’s Virtual Curing Yard is an immersive virtual reality experience that
reconstructs our buildings as they were in the 1890’s, when the site was a
herring curing yard. Such curing yards once stretched the length of Shore
Street, and were a key part of the major local fishing economy, but today they
have largely vanished. The fishing industry of which they were a part became
prominent in Helmsdale as a result of the Countess of Sutherland’s clearance
policy and the deliberate creation of crofts that were too small to be able to
support a family. Many of the herring girls were part of a large migrant labour
force produced by similar clearance policies in the Western Isles. Which raises
the questions: given the political resonance of migration issues in the current
day, (how) should we reflect on the issues of migration when we caption the
Virtual Curing Yard?
The Virtual Curing Yard is a fixed point immersive virtual reality experience. It recreates the
curing yard from that exact vantage point. The plan was to have a number of virtual reality
vantage points around the museum. The curing yard is in its beta-testing form. The model of
Helmsdale has been created in Unreal Engine and each vantage point is created by taking
360 image capture from inside the model to produce photospheres.
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The target audience for these snackable-content immersive experiences were the over 65s.

The Photosphere
The photosphere is tried and tested method for producing immersive virtual experiences. They
are light-weight in terms of processing power and can be deployed on a standard desktop or
as an app on a smart phone. They can be made from a 360° photograph of a place in the
actual world or in a virtual model world. They do not allow the viewer to move around in the
world in a single experience however navigation between different experiences is very easy.
This works well for a museum setting where the photosphere will be exhibited at various
locations around the museum.

Navigating from one photosphere to the next.
Open Virtual Worlds is a computer science research group at the University of St. Andrews
who have made numerous immersive experiences, some from 360° photographs taken of real
world locations, others from digitally crafted environments like the one made for TimeSpan.
Other virtual reality experiences that use a photosphere-based approach include Street View
in Google Mapsxxi, Google Photo Spheresxxii, National Geographic 360o Toursxxiii and the
National Gallery Virtual Tourxxiv.
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Reflections: The Photosphere Approach to Building VR Experiences.
It was really good to talk to someone else what is currently building VR experiences.
The approach they are talking is very different from the approach I have taken although
we are both using Unreal Engine to build our environments. The Open Virtual Worlds
approach is to build a large level representing the whole of Helmsdale at a particular
time in history. They then find the specific location in the level that is to be made into
a photosphere and talk 360 camera shots from that location which they then stitch onto
the inside of a sphere the Virtual Reality Pawn in HTC Vive only the arc that is visible in
the headset is processed at the one time. The advantage of using the method I’m using
with the Vive is that I only need to build the level rather than taking 360 degree
photographs, but the disadvantage is that I need a much more powerful computer with
a much better graphics card when exhibiting the work. The advantage of the Open
Virtual World approach is that they can build the experiences on a powerful computer
and then deploy then experiences on a basic desktop or a phone. Looking to the future,
beyond Art College, I will need to build a second scaled-down computer with enough
processing power that it can run the Vive in a gallery or exhibition setting, with my main
computer having all the software to build the Virtual Experiences.
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Digifest 2017
Digifest is an annual conference held by JISC in Birmingham. This was a good opportunity to
test out some of the latest technologies, including the HoloLens, the holographic glasses from
Microsoft, reported to be “leader in Mixed Reality Technology”.

JISC Digifest 2017
The two most interesting uses of technology under discussion were:
Virtual Landscapes: Geoscience Education in Digital Environmentsxxv – a research project
based at the University of Leeds, using the Unity game engine to build virtual landscapes of
real-world locations. Although displayed through a desktop, rather than a VR headset, the
technical approach taken by this research group was extremely relevant to Project Phi, they
mixed objects crafted digitally with objects from the real-world that have been digitized through
the use of photogrammetry.
The second was “Dancing from a Distance”. Pauline Brooks from Liverpool John Moores
University spoke about an international collaboration involving live dance performances, in
two or more locations connected together via video-conferencing. For the audience in each
location they saw a mix of live performers and a screen showing the performers in another
country. The illusion of touch between those on the stage and those on the screen were
expertly choreographed.
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Leaving the Immersive Environment
How the viewer/participant leaves the immersive environment should be as important as how
they enter one. The transitions from the outside into the work then from the work to the outside
is key to the success of the work, especially when so much of the work centres around creating
a sense of presence.

Immersive experiences rather immersive games
With this new wave of VR we are seeing an increase in Immersive experiences rather than
just ‘games’. The same game-development software and technology is being use but without
this sense of gamification. Some of these immersive experiences are like 360 films with
animations and a story arc. Others have a more sandbox approach, a space which you can
just explore. There are no defined rules, no points to score and no end-goal in sight.
Several scenarios have been explored:


2 doors – one entrance, one exit – a linear experience



Having the walls fall down in the virtual space, this would lead to the viewer/participant
most likely taking off the headset and standing in the middle of the space seeing the
physical sculptures. This had the advantage that the length of time the
viewer/participant spends in the work could be defined.



Leaving by the same door that they entered by seems to be the most appropriate. The
viewer/participant can choose when to enter and when to leave the immersive
environment. They are the ones in control of the how long they choose to be-in-thegallery. This is where their sense of agency in the work comes from.

Reflection: How long do I want the viewer/participant to engage with my
artwork?
After the re-exposition at the VRC I realized that, just with any artwork, the length
of time that someone engages with the work will vary and Being-in-the-Gallery will
be no different. I felt very strongly that I didn’t want to limit anyone’s experience, I
wanted them to decide for themselves how long they wanted to be in the work for.
This will probably have the effect of limiting how many people can experience the
work on any given day, however, the experience that each person has will be of a
better quality. Play testing the experience will be the best indication of how this will
work in the final exhibition, although I anticipate that by using a realistic looking
doorway it will help the viewer/participant achieve that sense of presence and it will
seem natural to them to leave by the doorway that they entered into the room.
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Installation of Being-in-the-Gallery into the Exhibition Space
There were two critical aspects of the technology involved in the installation that had to be
established. Firstly, that the walls in the virtual gallery could be reliably lined-up with the walls
in the physical gallery and, secondly, that the lighthouses could consistently track the headset
and the tracker attached to the door. The positions of the lighthouses are vital to both of these.
The headset need to be precisely positioned in the physical space, match the position of the
camera in the virtual space, when the Roomscale set-up is performed. Once correctly set so
that the walls line up, the lighthouses must remain fixed in order for the spaces to overlay
correctly. For the latter, the positions of the lighthouses defines the ‘VR shadows’ cast by any
uneven regions in the VR space. During my experimentation with lighthouse positions it
became clear that, due to the doorway extending into the room, there would be at least one
region of the space in a VR shadow. It was important for the doorway to be built this way,
however, so that the tracker attached to it, and the headset, were visible to at least one
lighthouse when the viewer/participant puts on the headset and opens the door. Without this,
the entry into the artwork I wanted would not have been possible. One possible solution for
eliminating the VR may be the addition of one or more extra lighthouses.

An illustration showing two of the lighthouse/headset/tracker position
configurations and their VR shadow zones (grey, dashed outline). The
gallery space in virtual reality is shown in white, while the additional
space in the physical gallery is shown as the hatched area.
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Reflections: A spatial Disconnect
One interesting, and unexpected effect, was that the gallery space appeared to be
smaller in the headset than it does in the physical world, even when one paces out the
distance in the empty gallery from one wall to the opposite wall. It is unclear why this
might be, but it has led me to believe that the room may seem unduly crowded by the
number of sculptures that I had initially proposed.
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A Return to Methodology and Practice
This practise-led research project has been based on an iterative methodology. Intense
periods of making followed by exposition and playtesting. The pace of these have been set by
the constraints of academic year. Finding a balance between physical making and building
the virtual space was an interesting challenge. Switching between these two very different
practices required time to get back into the mindset for each. Although the two have many
parallels – both being about the object – the way of working on each is very different. The
digital world is very cerebral, mathematical and logical, whereas, for me, the physical sculpting
is about sensuous knowledge and whether the figure felt right. Have I indulged the sculptural
making a little too much? Probably. I think when I came to DJCAD I had a very romantic image
of what Art and Art College would be like. What I found was that the notion of what it means
for something to be Art did not match this picture. Through the Philosophy lectures I learnt
about aesthetics, and that art was no longer measured on its beauty, but for its transformative
effect on the viewer or participant. That an artwork acts as an interlocutor for dialogue between
the artist and the audience, and between different audiences depending on their own lifeworlds, and how we read can read such messages.
Some of the art I have been confronted with I have not found value in and some I have found
a lot of value in it. For me the concept behind an artwork is critical but it isn’t all that makes
an artwork. I value the skill, the craftsmanship alongside the concept.

Failure as an essential part of practice
Both from a philosophical standpoint (from Nicholas Davey and his Hermeneutics of Practice)
and from an artistic one (from Tony Morrow during his instruction on how to body cast), I have
been repeatedly told that failure is an essential part of practice. Like those intense periods of
collaboration, our failures are a great accelerant for learning. They are the aspects we
remember long after the process is over. They are what we have overcome, and found new
or better ways to achieve the outcome we desire.

Moments of failure along the way
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Capturing the Zeitgeist at the Degree Show
The presentation of the work as part of the 2017 Degree Show at DJCAD marks a point along
the way. This is not the end of the project, but a moment to present, followed by a time for
reflection. Was this project ambitious, of course it was, but it is better to dream and push what
is possible than to do something that is safe. To have one sculptural figure that is both
physically well-made and works in both the virtual and physical galleries, will be a great
achievement. There have been several mixed-reality location-based experiences that have
been exhibited recently, and it is reassuring that I’m thinking along the same lines as these
developers, and in doing so capturing the zeitgeist. It is hard to avoid drawing comparisons
and finding myself falling short, and then I remember that the immersive experiences they are
building are being made by teams of developers, with years of experience and on a much
bigger budget than I am. I have challenged myself, put all that I can into this project. I had
thought to make simplified body forms, they are certainly easier to digitize, but the more I
learnt about making a sculptural form from a body cast, I wanted it to be ‘good’. A good piece
of craftsmanship in its own right. On the digital side I am trying to use the technology in a novel
way. By removing the motion controllers from the HTC Vive and creating an immersive
installation that the viewer/participant can still move around in at Room-Scale and touch a
physical object. From the VR Museum of Fine Art I know that it is possible to capture figurative
sculptures using both Photogrammetry and 3D scanners, but again the digital assets used in
that immersive experience had been made by professionals in museums and galleries. As
Finn Sinclair found, working with those sculptures that have been made using photogrammetry
retains the textures of the physical sculpture much more than those made from 3D scans. I
too have found it more rewarding to use the photogrammetry but again this is has its own
challenges. The human form is a complex object and in this pose, the out-stretched arm, adds
another level of complication.

Initial stitch of the figure from Photogrammetry using AutoDesk ReMake.
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Reflection: But is it Art?
Much of my time at Art College has been spent questioning whether something is art
or not? To be honest I’m getting quite tired of the question. My work been criticised for
being ‘too design-y’ or ‘not art’, just engagement. But I prefer to look to the philosopher
Alva Noë for a definition of what Art is – it is “an occasion for active engagement”xxvi.
In this sense Philosophy is Art (and Art is Philosophy). From this point on I will continue
to ‘make stuff that makes people think’ and to do that I will take an anti-disciplinary
approach to my research, learning from all that I encounter along the way…
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