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I had the experience as a child of playing a racing video game with my brother. I had

played the game several times before, but on one occasion the illusion the game

created fell. I noticed the pixels on the screen rather than the image they were

maintaining. I understood that the cars my brother and I were playing against were

programmed to do everything they were doing. I saw that everything was designed for

us to have the experience of playing. The idea was disconcerting, and while I certainly

played video games after that, I could never fully let what I noticed that day escape my

mind.

Virtual: in essence, potentiality, or effect, although not in form or actuality

Reality: The world or state of things as they actually exist, as opposed to an idealistic or

notional idea of them.

Now, years later, I circle back to that realization I had as a child and notice that the

programming and designed experiences do not end with the screen. When trying to

orient myself it is impossible to ignore the role of paradox in shaping the world. I am

always led back to confusion around whether to view the world as a collection of

dualities or whether those dualities resolve themselves into singularities. I question

whether one is true and the other useful. At any moment, or in each moment, there is

the potential for anything to be both sides of a coin at once. Virtual reality has acted as

a symbolic tool for me to develop my understanding of the world. The arc of my thesis

work can be viewed through the lens of learning to broaden my view of virtual reality to

accommodate all experience and coping with the implications of that on my life.



 Its role sometimes seems to be as a conceptual tool.  

In Robert Nozick’s ‘Anarchy, State and Utopia, he offers up a thought experiment called

the Experience Machine. It goes like this:

Suppose there was an experience machine that would give you any experience you

desired. Super-duper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so that you would

think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a friend, or reading an

interesting book. All the time you would be floating in a tank, with electrodes attached to

your brain. Should you plug into this machine for life, preprogramming your life

experiences? [...] Of course, while in the tank you won't know that you're there; you'll

think that it's all actually happening [...] Would you plug in? (Nozick)

In my art practice I was fixated with questions of whether there was a right way to go

about it. Many my natural instincts seemed to be pushing against a sustainable or

healthy way of living. I enjoy working late at night, so there was always a question of

whether a full night of sleep was worth it. I also had the habit of trying several different

mediums and techniques, which I was happy with except when I wondered what kind of

progress I could make if I focussed on just one thing.

Was I leaving or entering Plato’s Cave?

 In Plato’s Cave, a group of prisoners are chained to a wall with their heads only being

able to face the direction of a wall. There are others in the cave as well, moving behind

the prisoners and a fire, casting shadows on the wall, and the prisoners interpret the



shadows as reality because it is all they have ever known. The story warns that even if

someone were to leave the cave and see the real world, it would be a challenge to

describe it to the prisoners who were still chained and more of a challenge to convince

them.1(Plato, 1993)

Plato’s Cave differs from Nozick’s Experience Machine in that in the Cave, the

participants are prisoners. The question is not whether you should plug into the

machine. Instead it is more about whether you should leave. In each case there is

hesitation to transition from the known to the unknown. Plato’s cave also asks what a

person should do when they have realized the state of the world.

My ideas about virtual reality became more expansive.

I found a research paper called The Triumph of Virtual Reality and its Implications for

Philosophy and Civilization. This paper brought my attention to the idea that my interest

in virtual reality was a surface level interest in something that had deeper implications

on the history of art and how society functions. An important section for me states:

To better understand virtual reality, it is not enough to simply associate it with the

definition emerging around 1960 when the potential to create graphic simulations of

reality using computers emerged. The history of art reveals examples going back

thousands of years, of verisimilitude, deception and illusion....In the 1st century CE,

Pliny, tells the story of a competition between Zeuxis, a Greek painter born around 464

BC, and Parrhasius, his contemporary. The pair held a contest to decide which of them

was the better painter. Apparently, Zeuxis’ painting of grapes was so life-like that birds

1 Plato's Cave Allegory. Phenomenology & Practice, 13(1), 20-33.



flew in to nibble on them. When Zeuxis asked Parrhasius to pull back his curtain and

reveal his work of art, Parrhasius was able to inform his friend that there was no curtain;

the painting was of a curtain. Zeuxis is quoted as saying: I have deceived the birds, but

Parrhasius has deceived Zeuxis.2 (McLaren, p. 839, 2012)

Engagement with the internet changes our brains in such a way that we become less

able to focus on deep concept formation which requires exercising our long-term

memory. Instead, through over-stimulation, we only engage our short-term memory

limiting us to little more than hunter-gatherers, or data processors, expertly alert to

continual fragments of information but unable to make sense of them or contextualize

them.”(McLaren, p.384-385, 2012)

A constant concern I have had in my art practice is that I have had so many things to

engage with that I have not engaged in a specialized field for long enough to develop as

deep a ‘deep concept formation’ around any material or skill as I might have otherwise. I

feel the over-stimulationt, but I am still affected by it. 

I see the value in being hyper-focused on a single thing, and I can get into stretches of

time where I follow a specific interest, but inevitably I feel I am being drawn into several

worthwhile directions. I combine the experiences I get from a range of practices and find

previously unseen connections that hold meaning for me. 

2 McLaren, Glenn. (2012). The triumph of virtual reality and its implications for philosophy
and civilization. Cosmos and History, 8(1), 383.



The more I learned about virtual reality, the more it touched important parts of my life. In

a positive light, this meant that more and more of my life was wrapped up in my interest.

I did not worry as much about whether I was jumping from one interest to the other.

They were all united in that they were the creation and experience of virtual worlds.

Alternatively, it meant that my art, which I have often tried to view as a safe place to fail,

mirrored and was possibly inseparable from the rest of the world.

 I have not solved the conflict between specificity and generalization

Despite my interest in new media such as VR, 3d printing, and laser engraving, soon

into my studies at the University of Minnesota I was introduced to ceramics. A member

of my cohort invited me to her studio and showed me how to make a whistle. When I

make art, I like to imagine ancient and futuristic people interacting with them, and it was

easy to do with ceramics. A strong history is built into the medium, and with its use in

spacecrafts, I imagine it with a strong future. Working with clay was such a tactile and

earthy experience that I was able to identify things I had been missing from other art

styles. In ceramics I found physicality, fluidity and a relationship with timing. After

making a few more whistles, I started making hand-held ergonomic objects. I found

them comforting to hold and fiddle with. I debated for a while whether the ability to hold

the object in my hand was an important feature. For that work it was important, but I

also recognized the need to experiment and find out how the clay acted at different

scales. I began making larger hand-built forms that seem to flow in and around

themselves. I built them mostly by responding to the need to support the structures I

had built, and to integrate the supports into the object. While making them I was able to



experience the creative flow pivoting and redirecting when necessary in whichever way

presented itself. 

Before long it was, Friday the thirteenth. March 2020, and the countdown to lockdown

was at an end. It was the last day any of us would be able to enter the studio for several

months. Continuing the metaphor of virtual reality, leaving the studio was like taking off

a headset. The routines and interests I had been surrounded by were no longer

applicable and suddenly was put in a larger context. How important is it to finish a

sculpture before the clay dries when compared to driving across the country before

states start closing their borders? What is the value of anything when compared to

something at a larger scale?





 Quarantine solidified many of my ideas about virtual reality

I went on to develop an intensive daily routine of being in VR, using the drawing and

animation app Oculus Quill. This was a sort of utopian scenario for me where the

technology allowed me to expand my world while I was physically quarantined at home.

Despite being a positive creative outlet and a source of entertainment, considering

virtual reality as a concept became debilitating in some ways.

Going into quarantine, I felt a disillusion and a wariness about all the systems I was

connected to, particularly when I acknowledged just how much they were a part of my

life. I quarantined in Maryland, so I experienced the George Floyd protests through my

phone. Even when I went out to protest, I felt that we were doing a ritualized

representation of what actually needed to be done without actually doing it. It was like

being at a gym and watching everyone on the stationary bikes expend energy going

nowhere. You march and march, but at the end of the day are back at home. When I

was optimistic, I felt like I was training to be on a forced march. Otherwise, I felt like I

was just adding data to an algorithm, having my face and phone tracked to build a

better map of humanity to exploit.

When in VR, you are not usually conscious of the fact that all your actions are being

tracked and stored, but there are invisible laser sensors and signals used to process

information about all your actions. It runs parallel to the digital surveillance that much of

our technology is being geared towards. That information doesn’t just disappear. It

becomes a part of a data ecosystem that is being used to manage and shape our

world. 



In 2014, facebook acquired Oculus, the company that makes the VR headset I use.

Facebook is known for its controversies surrounding its use of user information. My

concern around facebook extended to everything around me since I was seeing it all as

a form of virtual reality. Emails, texts, recorded zoom meetings and social media posts

were methods of gathering, storing, analyzing and transmitting data. They all shape our

understanding of the world around us and I imagined that data was being used

ultimately to predict and control events. I felt trapped because it was not practical to

stop engaging with these systems. 

I am reminded of the Buddhist concept of samsara, being trapped in a cycle of

unsatisfactory existence, perpetuated by our desires, ignorance, and their causal

effects. I worry that escaping the cycle might involve the paradox of accepting that there

is no escape and finding satisfaction through that acceptance. I understand this as an

idea, yet the knowledge does not change my desire for escape. In its most subtle form, I

think of virtual reality as a way to conceptualize being surrounded by one's own life

experiences and their effects on your perceptions and choices.

I use the idea of virtual reality in my studio work by using it as a tool to orient

myself.

Virtual reality, both as a literal and philosophical tool has given me a way to engage with

and contextualize all the art I make. It is an avenue to ask questions about reality and

the self. There is a paradox implicit in the concept that is liberating, despite also bringing

up the unsettling image of a prison within a prison endlessly.



In the following section I will give examples of how my studio practice has progressed

and what influence virtual reality has had on it. I usually engage with the art without ever

thinking about virtual reality. When I am making, I am mostly just engaging with the

material and letting it express its nature along with my own. I feel like if the work is real,

the truths that come out of it do not need to be extracted, rather they radiate and are

self-evident.

Building Process



I use a tool. It looks like a syringe. With some effort it extrudes clay through a filter that

sends the clay out as small strands in groups of around 30. 

They are lines made of lines. I can use them to imply a template or blueprint..

I use a necessary gentleness when connecting the pieces by compressing them. I must

not push too harshly.

 It is important that the individuals never fully lose their individual nature, but also work

to strengthen the whole.

I draw in space, using the clay. I repeat the extrusion process and generate lines. A grid

is made and built upon. The clay is wet and soft when it is first extruded and cannot hold

much weight. As it is exposed to the air it dries and hardens enough to be added to. 

I intuitively build upwards in a grid pattern to add strength to form and to leave room to

imagine what can be built from the grid. If it is just the scaffolding for something else,

what is that something else?

 One generation fails if it cannot support the next.

Things take time. 

There is waiting and rushing and a time of going along steadily.

Things progress

Then end.



The lessons learned when creating and experiencing the creation are the point.

Increased knowledge builds growth and variation into the system. The particulars

of the lessons are cliche. They are at times obvious and mundane, but in the

right context seem profound and are able to move a person viscerally.

Boundaries

In my performance “Boundaries”, I blindfold myself in a large park and begin to walk. It

was a practice in wandering. I start with the goal of reaching the edge of a lake , but

within seconds, I had to accept that it is unlikely that I would reach it because I was

disoriented. 

The question became “what now?”. What comes after losing your way? Aimlessness.

One foot in front of the other, sometimes turning left, sometimes right, sometimes

around. Perhaps I follow the path of the topography, but maybe I move against it. With a



lack of visible boundaries, it was easy to think I could go anywhere, but the reality was

that searching for unseen boundaries was either slow or reckless. 

 Fatigue of Futility 

In another blindfolded performance, I sit on a plywood board holding a soldering iron. I

press the heated rod into the wood and begin to move it slowly across the board

beneath me. The smell of smoke lets me know it is working. Not seeing what I am doing

is stressful. The danger and the heat add to my stress. I try to manage the stress by

pointing my eyes at the area I know the drawing is happening, but I am staring at

nothing. My eyes strain at the futile effort, and my heartbeat quickens. There is nothing

to focus on, and the failure to do so is mentally exhausting. In my early attempts, I gave

up within a minute. I would take off the blindfold, curl up and take a nap, right there on

the plywood. After a few tries I made a breakthrough. Moving forward with less interest

is what specific marks and paths are being made. Broaden the focus to include sense



other than sight that can provide comforting information. 

The Grid

While at an artist residency at the Karlsruhe Academy of Art in Germany, I began a

series of drawings using markers and pens to make grids on paper. I think it was a

response to the laissez-faire culture at the academy. It was a situation where not much

structure was imposed, so it felt natural to create my own. The grids were all unique

despite their predictable pattern. I used color to emphasize certain lines over others to

generate different paths for the eye to take when looking at them. The lines of a grid can

be imagined to go on forever, and the parts you see are just those accessible and



relevant to you from your perspective. By imagining or actually drawing grid lines

infinitely throughout space, I feel more awareness of how much potential there is to

create. 

Freedom Within Constraints

I continued making drawings using grids and eventually developed a

method where I would mark the endpoints, but draw the lines  freehand. This created a

scenario where I was free to draw a loose line between already established lines, and

only have to aim for precision when crossing an intersection. Visually, the result was a

wavy, disorienting, organic grid that clearly has order, but is not totally predetermined by

its design. 





Accepting Tedium In Repetition

Sleep. Wake. Eat. Drink. Defecate. Urinate. Procrastinate. Repeat as needed. Press the

Power button. Hear the whir of the fan, and see the glow of the LED lights affect the

room. Wait patiently. Press Enter. Press Enter again. Enter the Password. Press Enter.

Wait patiently. Click the X. Click the X. Click the X. Wait patiently. Click the Icon. Pray for

Wi-Fi. Be grateful when the window opens. Enter the Password. Update drivers.

Troubleshoot. Kneel. Place the Controllers at your sides. Put on the Headset. Stand at

attention. Face forward. Observe the darkness. Wait patiently. Become immersed in the

light. Maintain awareness of your body. Pick up the Controllers. Raise your hand to

select the Icon. Accept the illusion. Lose some awareness of your body. Develop

awareness of your character. Navigate the system. Complete. Sleep. Repeat.

There are negative spaces in any process. Sometimes they present themselves as

moments of waiting. These parts of creation take up time and attention. They are not

easily sidestepped and it is not always practical to try to ‘use time wisely’. Sometimes I

just need to watch ink. If I am waiting for a specific moment, even though ‘nothing’ is

happening, I must be attentive to that nothing. 

The Weight of Focus

Being in a virtual world and making decisions about what to create

requires a lot of looking, and because the light is being beamed into your



eyes, there is always an active ingestion of information. Doing nothing is

draining, and troubleshooting can end up using so much effort that

overcoming a problem can take an entire work session. The fatigue seems

to come from needing to make sense of a different way of seeing and

processing. The body must cope with being separate from its

surroundings. I found myself developing the ability to consider the external

world abstractly. This made it easier to handle situations where the world

skewed at an angle, objects disappeared, or when the world would freeze

while saving or loading.

Metaphors and Parallels

Using both hands in Oculus Quill, it is possible to hold onto the world with

both hands, and spread them to enlarge it. I wanted to see how large the

world could get, so I began stretching it. The larger the world was, the

smaller I was in relation.I repeated the action several times until I reached

a magnification where the world was vibrating around me. It felt like I had

reached a subatomic level where reality revealed itself to be a wobbling

state of cyclical existence and nonexistence. I attempted to draw a line in

this state, and the line had a wobble built into it. Along  three different

planes, the line's  existence flickered from moment to moment. I selected

the line I drew and dragged it back physically/virtually to a more normal

magnification but even when the line was brought to the stable plane, it

jittered as if it were an animation. I thought of how at certain

magnifications we can see solid objects are in constant vibrational motion.



Stumbling on that effect gave me an appreciation for the kinds of

experiences my art path leads me to. An impatient part of me wants every

step to become instantly fleshed out, but the reality always seems to be a

meandering whose results are not always measurable or presentable.

Their chief role is subtly shaping the mindset I go into the next project

with.

Ambiguity of Self and Identity

Perhaps too much of my attention has been spent trying to define myself as an artist

and a person. There is strength and legitimacy in being a part of a group, but in my

experience it has been a struggle of compromising accuracy.



In my drawing/painting/monoprint , Network,  I used a plastic found object in the

shape of a 10”x20” grid with squares of about ½”. I placed the grid on a section of

yupo paper. Yupo is a synthetic paper that does not absorb liquid and lets it dry

on the surface.  I put a drop of an alcohol based ink in each square. Using an

alcohol based ink meant the ink would dry relatively quickly compared to water

based ink. If each square represented a solid identity, the result was a blending

and overlapping of those divisions. The grid was imprinted into the drawing, but

the ink dried differently in different scenarios. I think of layers of reality, layers of

identity, layers of truth. Each perspective seeps into those around it, muddying

the ideas of individuality vs the collective. Even the meaning behind the drawing

is hard to define. While making it, I had a sort of worrying realization that  each

square could represent a pod, and their intermingling is the reality of how

supposedly separate things interact.



There are no complete endings, and my understanding of art and life continue to

evolve. The following are some of the things I gathered through this research and

am still grappling with and hope to resolve.

1. Art-making as the creation of a virtual world that informs you about yourself.

Much of the experimentation I did in the MFA program did not have anything to do with

virtual reality headsets. I did experiments and explorations in printmaking, drawing,

performance, and ceramics. Virtual reality acted as a backdrop that I could compare

and contrast everything else I was doing.



I act on the belief that if something is true, its truth should be visible in many different

perspectives. I suspected there was a deep philosophical aspect to experience of virtual

reality and that every experience can be perceived as a virtual reality. I started looking

at my entire life through a virtual lens, where I was creating scenarios throughout my life

that acted as microcosms meant to explore the nature of reality in a limited and

somewhat controlled way. This made each scenario a learning experience, an

adventure and gave my life a slightly whimsical seriousness. Through this mental

gymnastics, I was able to allow myself to make anything I wanted without feeling like I

was flip-flopping. In the following section I will go over some ways this concept

expressed itself.

1. Living in a quarantine environment that was utopian in that I had food, was still

being paid, was with someone I love, was doing things like feeding sourdough and

gardening, sleeping adequately. I was home. But it was an anomaly. It was the way

things ‘should be’ , but was happening because of a glitch in the way the system usually

works.

1. Social media as a virtual reality. From the rise of zoom meetings and finishing up

the semester online to watching the George Floyde protests through instagram from

DC. Dealing with intangibles and living vicariously. Looking at ways to use social media

to have real results. How do you measure effects and their value?



1. Protesting in  D.C and feeling it was worse than futile. Like being cattle in a

maze. Is blowing off steam a good thing? Generating energy to use on self-imposed

forced marches where at the end of the day you end up back at home with your gps

data potentially being added to an algorithm that will help simulate and predict future

actions? Is marching an illusion of action? Did it just seem like a lot was happening?

and what was the effect of it seeming that way?

1. School or any microcosm of life. What is the big picture, and is the small picture

any less real because of the existence of a big one? Is living in the summer heat more

real than living in an air conditioned house? Finishing a philosophy paper about well

being vs actually acting out living a good life. I think the conclusion is that they are all

valid and all interconnected to the point where they must all be equally considered and

valued.

END
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