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In military parlance, the terms asymmetrical and symmetrical have historically been employed in 
reference to political provocations and diplomatic démarches, escalation, and tension, as well as 
to power dynamics of the highest order. Yet today these terms are also useful for describing a set 
of relations that define our social and cultural connections to power, particularly as we take stock 
of contemporary media structures. In fact, this terminology is uniquely pertinent for any dialogue 
about the socio-cultural impact of the Internet as it has shifted in recent decades from a tool for 
military communication to an “information superhighway” promising open and equal exchange, 
and, finally, the increasingly asymmetric “content delivery system” that shapes contemporary 
experience. 

On the eve of Y2K, Russian-born Olia Lialina—who is among the best-known participants in the 
1990s net.art scene—first met American artist Cory Arcangel. Ever since, the artists have been 
deep in dialogue about such changing terms for the Internet. For their first collaboration in an 
exhibition format, Arcangel and Lialina present complex bodies of work that arose through their 
continuing conversation. The exhibition was curated by Caitlin Jones for Western Front, 



Vancouver (where it appeared last fall), and organized for The Kitchen by Tim Griffin and 
Lumi Tan. 

The New York presentation of “Asymmetrical Response” comes at a time when Americans 
are all too familiar with the question of asymmetrical responses, escalation, and power 
relations as they pertain to the Internet. Public dialogues are still unfolding around the role of 
disinformation spread through technology during and after the most recent Presidential 
election, signaling a historic shift in the influence of social media platforms and their users on 
not only on cultural life but also societal organization. In this respect, the homogeneity of 
one’s Facebook feed may streamline the most outrageous fabrications; the character limit of 
Twitter is more effective discursively when fewer people read beyond the headlines. 

Arcangel and Lialina’s works directly address such shaping of public discourse—and, in 
turn, personal identity—through manipulated media and corporate limitation, creating an 
installation in which multiple digital temporalities exist at once with respect to form and content. 
For example, when it comes to such found media and its shaping of ostensibly personal 
expression: While the gallery floor is carpeted with a diamond plate pattern frequently used 
on as a background on personal websites in the mid-1990s (including Arcangel’s own first site), 
the walls are covered in patterns taken from early Yahoo templates whose aim was to channel 
and standardize personal expression following their acquisition of Geocities in1999. A central 
work in the exhibition is Lialina’s (Nothing you can compare to your neighborhood hoe), an 
immense screencast of an existing Tumblr page that includes Lialina’s Animated Gif Model, a 
gif of the artist hula-hooping that has been circulated on hundreds of websites since its 
creation in 2005. Her avatar, now beyond life-size, appears as merely one of many random 
images without attribution in a total rejection of template-based social media. 

However, instead of looking back nostalgically on more innocent, amateur days of the 
Internet, the exhibition critically acknowledges a transition—or better, an abstraction—of 
power that Lialina has identified in her writing around the most fundamental linguistics of our 
digital life: from computers to technology, interface to experience, users to people. In the 
titular work by Lialina, two “empty” browsers are opened side-by-side on a monitor. One 
browser displays a 1×1 transparent gif, an early web convention, but also a tool of surveillance 
with which companies track users; the other browser, a 400 x 400 transparent gif that users 
of the popular image generator site Blingee.com, distributed amongst their community to go 
around Blingee’s template restrictions. This “invisible” response puts forth a canny strategy 
for resisting the increasingly visible modes of control sanctioned by the technologies marketed 
in our service. 

In conjunction with the exhibition, Olia Lialina will present the U.S. premiere of Bear With Me, 
a performance starring Kevin Bewersdorf on February 18, at 8pm. 



Artnet News
13 January 2017 

In May 2016, Charles M. Blow, an op-ed columnist at the New York Times, wrote an article 
called “Trump’s Asymmetric Warfare”, where he notes the president-elect’s abilities to exploit 
weakness in his enemies, which he views as monolithic forces. Blow states, “Conventional forms 
of political fighting won’t work on this man. Truth holds little power, and the media is still 
enthralled by the monster it made.” This is the first page of a source book accompanying the 
exhibition and opening of “Asymmetrical Response” at the Kitchen. 

The artists in the show, Cory Arcangel and Olia Lialina, who have been friends since 2003, have 
joined forces for its second iteration, which focuses on interacting with and manipulating our 
digital realm. First shown at the Western Front in Vancouver in fall 2016, the touring exhibition 
now in New York, differs from the Canadian version incorporating subtle notations 
foreshadowing the upcoming Presidential inauguration. 

Not necessarily intended to be shown on the eve of a Trump presidency, the 
exhibition unintentionally remarks on a global political climate, more relevant than ever. 
“It became a perfect storm regarding a project developing there that we could bring here,” Tim 
Griffin, executive director and chief curator at the Kitchen, said in an interview.



“This iteration has changed, also the New York audience is more familiar with Cory. At the 
same time it becomes a unique platform to have his dialogue with Olia over the years be 
brought to a larger public, beyond the aficionados.” 

Spanning from 2008 to present, “Asymmetrical Response” is a selection of artworks both 
dissecting and utilizing readily available technology. It is expected and unexpected, at times 
nostalgic and in other moments fresh. Arcangel and Lialina both have a history of exhibiting 
digitally engaging work, commenting on a technology that is quickly obsolete. She has had an 
extensive career (since 2005) as a GIF model, using her body to create digital loops that are then 
used inexplicably throughout the Internet. Lialina has written extensively on new media and is the 
co-founder of Geocities Research Institute. Cory Arcangel is represented by Team Gallery, and 
has exhibited at the Hamburger Bahnhof in Berlin, the Whitney Museum, New York, Lisson 
Gallery (London and Milan), the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York and many others. The 
two artists have never shied away from the political during their careers. 

“Most of our conversations about this exhibition happened before the election,” says Kitchen 
curator Lumi Tan. “There were already so many asymmetrical responses that were present in the 
media and post-election this show has taken on a completely new relevance. We wanted to make 
sure that it is seen in a political context because their work can appear really fun, colorful and 
energetic, but there really is this quite sinister undertone, referencing how the Internet uses us.” 

The most glaring political work in the show is a trio of digitized newspaper clippings by Olia, 
wherein she applied popular web techniques of the time onto photographs. For instance, Online 



 
Newspapers, Post factual Edition, Frankfurter Allegemeine (2017), features President-elect 
Trump and the future First Lady, Melania. Lialina has applied a simple gesture, programming the 
movement of a mouse over the subject’s hair, accompanied by a flurry of stars. The stars falling 
around the future First Lady’s flowing hair, feeling both ironic and insincere. It’s a simple yet 
surreal action, not unlike the entire election cycle. 

The installation which is very specific in object placement as well as an accessible height to all 
the 2D work hanging on the walls. On the install planning Arcangel stated, “We designed the 
show in 3D,” making reference to the amount of time 3D rendering requires, “so we have been 
working on it for a while.” Lialina added, “We looked not only for works to fill the gallery but 
made sculptures at the same time.” Arcangel agreed, “Each show started with the space. This is 
our first complete collaboration, but we’re often in the same group shows and Olia’s name comes 
up as someone ‘people also search for’ when you Google my name.” With interests and aesthetics 
similar in vein, both Arcangel and Lialina are archivists, hackers, and makers. In this instance, 
together their gestures have a political weight and resonance that couldn’t be more timely with 
Obama’s exit and Trump’s entrance. 

Olia Lialina is exhibiting a 2011 animated digital work, (Nothing You Can Compare to 
Your Neighborhood Hoe), on a screen nearly the size of the back wall of the gallery complete 
with an industrial metal frame not unlike the framing one might see on the stage of an outdoor 
concert venue. The artist sought out her own “Animated Gif Model” from 2005 via Google image 
search and found a Tumblr containing the GIF along with other Internet tropes from 
the time: appropriated photos, tiled backdrops, poor quality audio files. The work functions as 
an archive of digital space and time but also has a painterly quality, the movement on the screen 
jagged not unlike the abstraction employed by the Futurists. Parallel to this work is a suspended 
clear panel, 



with several of Cory Arcangel’s “Screen-Agers” avatars made of pool noodles, dressed in 
everything from a ‘tailored Nike sweatpant leg’ to ‘Beats By Dre headphones’, according to the 
descriptions. 

Much like us, they want to be entertained, are fashion conscious, and are the distilled parts of 
what we represent through external adornment. Similarly to (Nothing You Can Compare to Your 
Neighborhood Hoe) the “Screen-Agers” with individual titles such as Fucks (2015), You Only 
Live Once (2014), and Boss (2015), no matter how aware of their present moment, like the 
Internet of the past or a website never updated, are frozen in time. These sculptures are 
conceptual representations of life, destined to remain still. 

Cory Arcangel and Olia Lialina: “Asymmetrical Response” is on view at the Kitchen in New 
York from January 11–February 18, 2017. 
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The click of it
F h h l t t idFrom human holograms to cat videos — a
new retrospective shows how artists have 
long used technology to satirise authority

Ben 
Luke

I
T MIGHT surprise you to learn 
that computer-based art is 
decades old. But at the end of the 
month the Whitechapel Gallery 
opens Electronic Superhighway, 

a vast exhibition featuring more than 
100 works by 70 artists, which begins 
in the mid-Sixties. 

In a neat trick the Whitechapel will 
show the works in reverse chronology, 
taking us in a time machine from our 
own age, in which artists such as Cory 
Arcangel, Amalia Ulman and Oliver 
Laric are digital natives, naturally 
mining the possibilities of the internet 
and social media, sometimes in 
celebration, but often critically, to a 
past in which the idea of cyberspace 
had yet to be imagined, and where 
computers were making stuttering 
steps into our daily reality.

Typically, artists have brought diverse 
perspectives and approaches to digital 
technologies, exploring computers’ 
visual possibilities but equally their 
social and psychological implications. 
The mood varies radically along the 
way but attitudes to new technology 
have inevitably changed. 

In 1984, on New Year’s Day, the 
Korean-American artist Nam June Paik 
orchestrated Good Morning, Mr 

Orwell, a celebration of electronic 
media beamed via satellite to 25 million 
viewers in the US, Europe and South 
Korea. It was a response to the 
nightmarish vision in George Orwell’s 
1984: the British writer’s vision seemed 

ff k l k h

off-kilter to Paik in that year. 
And yet, to 21st-century artists such 

as Trevor Paglen and James Bridle, 
drawing from a post-Snowden world 
of information, Orwell’s evocation of 
p e r n i c i o u s  s t a t e - c o n t r o l l e d 
t e c h n o l o g i e s  f e e l s  u n c a n n i ly 
prescient.

Digital art remains a world of near 
endless possibilities, and though 50 
years  of  the stuff  wi l l  f i l l  the 
Whitechapel in two weeks, one senses 
we are still at the beginning of the 
journey.

Oliver Laric
Versions (Missile Variations) 
(2010) 
Shown as 10 images made with 
airbrushed paint on aluminium, 

Laric’s Missile Variations were 
originally part of his ongoing film 
project Versions, an “essay film” in 
which images and films found on the 
internet, ranging from Manga 
cartoons based on basketball action 
shots to faked celebrity porn, are 

paired, reflecting the exponential 
growth of memes and bootlegs in the 
online world.

The rockets relate to images 
released in 2008 by the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard, showing a 
missile test, with four rockets surging 

into the sky. Photo agencies noticed 
soon after that one of the rockets was 
a composite of two others: the photo 
was faked. 

The internet had a delicious new 
meme: countless parodies of the 
faked image appeared, some adding 

as many as 40 missiles, others 
manipulating them so that they 
curved back down to earth while still 
others eliminated them entirely. 

Laric’s voiceover comments that if 
you Google the incident now, the 
images with four and 40 missiles  
co-exist, leaving the viewer to decide 
which is authentic. “The more often 
an image is viewed, the more often it 
makes the top of search results,” he 
says. “An image viewed often enough 
becomes part of collective memory.” 
In having 10 of the images painted in 
a style that recalls sci-fi illustrations, 
Laric adds another level of 
manipulation and artifice.

Nam June Paik
Good Morning, Mr Orwell (1983)
Shown on New Year’s Day in 1984, 
this was a live TV broadcast 
conceived by the Korean-American 
artist Nam June Paik, the godfather of 
video art. Using the still-novel idea of 
satellite communications — the 
anchor man George Plimpton speaks 
of “the satellite Bright Star, 22,000 
miles in space” — it is a dizzying and 
still enjoyable romp through avant 
garde and pop culture interspersed 
with Paik’s computer graphics. 

The balance of contributors has 
acquired a certain absurdity over the 
past three decades: arts pioneers 
from the composer John Cage, the 
choreographer Merce Cunningham 
and the poet Allen Ginsberg feature, 

as do more cult figures such as 
Charlotte Moorman, the “topless 
cellist” who regularly collaborated 
with Paik, and here plays a cello 
formed from TV monitors. But then, 
laughably, the Thompson Twins, the 

Evening Standard
12 January 2016



justly forgotten Eighties British pop 
act, appear. 

Paik termed this collision of 
cultures a “global disco”. From the 
off, Plimpton speaks of the artist’s 
televisual collage as a riposte to 
George Orwell’s novel 1984 and its 
“warning against totalitarianism and 
the dangers of electronic 
technology”. Instead, as Plimpton 
says, Good Morning, Mr Orwell 
offered “positive and interactive uses 
of electronic media which Mr Orwell, 
the first media prophet, never 
predicted”.

James Bridle
Homo Sacer (2014)
Full-scale human holograms, with 
their saccharine grins and humdrum 
messages — “Please carry objects 
onto the escalators” — are found 
everywhere from airports to 
government buildings. According to 
British artist and writer James Bridle 
they represent “the ultimate 21st-
century worker: fully virtualised, 
pre-programmed, untiring, 
spectacular”. Bridle has a knack for 
delving beneath his subjects’ surface 
to reveal complex socio-political 
networks and has written of his 

fascination with these shiny, happy 
avatars while exploring their 
presence in our world.

This fascination prompted him to 
make his own version. Homo Sacer 
will greet visitors to Electronic 
Superhighway in the Whitechapel’s 
lobby. She begins with a line from the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR): “You have a right to a 
nationality.” But quickly her 
pronouncements get more complex, 
as images of government documents 
and what appear to be drone attacks 
are interspersed with her kindly 
smiles and wide, welcoming eyes. 

One by one, the texts, all from 
government documents, repeal that 
initial UDHR right. “The state may 
retain the right to deprive you of your 
nationality if you have conducted 
yourself in a manner seriously 
prejudicial to the vital interests of the 
state,” says the hologram and, a bit 
later, “What interests the public is 

not necessarily in the public 
interest,” and “Citizenship is a 
privilege, not a right.” It is both satire 
and a warning shot, and the 
hologram becomes a wearying and 
wearied presence.

Cory Arcangel
Snowbunny/Lakes (2015)
One of digital art’s most playful 
artists, Cory Arcangel is a self-
confessed computer nerd who, over 
the past decade, has created quirky 

takes on the history of computer 
technology. He has hacked into the 
Nintendo video game Mario Bros, 
leaving just the clouds drifting in a 
serene blue sky and orchestrated a 
performance of Schoenberg’s Drei 
Klavierstücke entirely from online 
videos of cats on pianos.

Snowbunny/Lakes is part of the 
broader Lakes series, in which a 
series of stills he found online — in 
this case from Paris Hilton’s 
Instagram account but others include 
a stately portrait of Hillary Clinton 
and a grainy image of Beyoncé and 
Jay Z — are treated with the Java 
applet Lake, which creates a rippling 
watery effect. 

The applet, like so many of the 
techniques and imagery Arcangel 
uses, is a remnant of a simpler 
computerised past, a largely obsolete 
technology used in early web pages. 
Arcangel is, like Andy Warhol  
before him, a passive observer of 
popular culture but he is also 
something of an archivist of 
computer technologies. His work is  
a constant experiment with digital 
formats and consumer culture — a 
Pop Art for the digital age.

Rachel McLean
Germs (2013)
Part of the Artists Film International 
programme which accompanies the 
Electronic Superhighway show, 
Germs is a bizarre three-minute 

satire on advertising, particularly in 
relation to hygiene, nutrition and 
beauty. Originally commissioned by 
Channel 4 to screen at the end of an 
ad break, Germs was intended to 

b f i hi

subvert from within. 
Initially, it follows familiar 

advertising clichés, especially the 
trend for quasi-scientific cross-
sections that draw the viewer close to 
the microscopic forces that might 
cleanse pores, improve intestinal 
health or invade the toilet bowl. But 
things quickly turn surreal. 

In Scottish artist McLean’s candy-
coloured fairytale dystopia the germs 
are absurd pink and blue Teletubby-
like figures played, like all the 
characters in her films, by McLean 
herself. They lurk, giggling, in beauty 
masks, rise up deliriously from 
vomited yogurt and ultimately 
bludgeon to death the starlet who 
opens the film. 

McLean’s films are a unique blend 
of performance and digital art: she 
creates real props and costumes but 
the films are shot on green screen, so 
that all the backgrounds are made 
digitally. 

She has said of her work that it 
creates “hyper-glowing, artificially 
saturated visions that are both 
nauseatingly positive and cheerfully 
grotesque”. Her films are never 
entirely comfortable to watch and 
yet, once seen, they’re impossible to 
forget.

‘An image 
viewed 
often 
enough 
becomes 
part of 
collective 
memory’

Electronic 
Superhighway 
(2016-1966) is at 
the Whitechapel 
Gallery, E1 (020 
7522 7888, 
whitechapel 
gallery.org) 
from Jan 29 
until May 15







Cyber-subversive: 
far left, Oliver 
Laric’s Versions 
(Missile Variations); 
left, Nam June 
Paik’s Good 
Morning, Mr 
Orwell; right,  
Cory Arcangel’s 
Snowbunny/Lakes; 
far right, Germs by 
Rachel McLean; 
below right, James 
Bridle’s Homo 
Sacer



 Pixelated faces, #nofi lter, playful selfi es … 
We may all be artists in the social media 
age, but  the art world embraced modern 
technology fi rst.  By Steven Poole 

Together 
in electric 
dreams
M

etaphors about 
the future date 
more quickly 
than any others. 
Seldom do people 
speak seriously 
any more about 
“surfi ng” the 

internet. And “information super-
highway” has an inevitable historical 
tang of earnest boosterism for the fi rst 
dotcom boom. But other outdated 
metaphors retain a certain glamour. 
Older than “inform ation super high-
way” is the somehow hipper image 
of an “electronic super highway”, for 
example, which is now more than  40 
years old. It feels dated but in a cool 
way, like William Gibson’s 1980s 
coinage “cyberspace”. And so it 
provides the perfect title for  a new 
exhibition at London’s Whitechapel

Gallery  that explores how visual 
artists over the last half-century 
have respond ed to the emerging 
techno logies of video, computing  
and the internet. 

The fi rst use of “electronic super-
highway” is credited not to a media 
theorist but to the Korean  American 
visual artist  Nam June Paik , who 
foresaw developments that we would 
now recognise as  YouTube  and  Skype . 
In his 1974 essay “  Media Planning for 
the Postindustrial Society  ”, Paik 
announced the coming “electronic 
superhighways” of optical cable that 
would encircle the globe. He was a 
pioneer of video art and used bulky 
old analogue TV sets as modular 
components for sculpture. He made 
robots out of televisions, and a play-
able “cello” out of three stacked TVs. 

His 1994 video sculpture  Internet 
Dream  in this exhibition is a wall of 52 
TV  monitors, some mounted sideways, 
that play electronically generated 
imagery, heralding an age of 
infotainment saturation. 

 As this exhibition shows, a lot of 
what we consider internet-age worries 
about gorging on electronic stimuli 
were developed fi rst, not as a response 
to the internet, but in the age of 
television. Lynn Hershman Leeson’s 
interactive video installation  Lorna  
(1979-82) lets the viewer use a remote 
control to inquire into the life of its 
subject, a woman who constantly 
watches TV and fears “everything”, 
and whose distinguishing character-
istic is that she has not left her apart-
ment in more than four years. (The 
technique of allowing the user to 

e ardian
 January 2016



navigate between prerecorded video 
clips clearly prefi gures modern com-
mer cial works such as this year’s 
critically acclaimed detective video 
game   Her Story  .) Such worries about 
entertainment addiction are brought 
up to date in Jeremy Bailey’s imaginary 
patents, jeux d’esprit that include one 
for an   Apparatus for the Display and 
Control of Television Preferences as 
Facial Fashion on the Internet  , in 
which the user’s face is decorated 
by the electronic projection of her 
favourite shows. 

As the image-making capabilities of 
early computers were fi rst explored, 
a highway between programmers 
and visual artists was built that to 
this day carries heavy two-way traffi  c. 
Computer Movie No 2 (1969) was made 
by the Computer Technique Group, 
a Japanese collective of art and engin-
eering students, its abstract mono-
chrome animations now recalling 
1990s screensavers. The Belgrade-born 
m odern artist Vuk Ćosić made an 
ASCII History of Moving Images in 
1998, a series of fi lm clips (including 
sequences from  Battleship Potemkin , 
 Psycho  and  Deep Throat ) re-rendered 
with thousands of green letters, 
numbers, and punctuation marks on 
a black background. It’s possible that 
such work infl uenced the code view of 
the computeri sed hallucination in the 
fi lm  The Matrix  the following year; but 
ASCII art – named after the standard 
alphanumeric set on computer systems 
– has a much longer history (among its 
very earliest exponents were computer 
graphics researchers at Bell Labs in the 
1960s), and ironic usages are still 
around, on Twitter, today. 

Ćosić is a pioneer of what is called 
  net.art  , and other artists have worked 
in similar areas by making playful 
images with obsolete browser tech no-
logy, chat windows  and the like.  These 
pieces embody a rebellious spirit that 
aims for a  détournement  of the techno-
logy of modern bureaucracy, but the 
decision not to extend the aura of 
artistic appreciation to industrial 
practitioners themselves – the design ers 

of beautiful web  pages or app inter-
faces – is of necessity an arbitrary one. 
The anxious modern dynamic of 
infl uence and credit is most vividly 
encapsulated in the series entitled 
 Jennifer in Paradise . In 1987, John 
Knoll, the co-creator of Photoshop, 
took a picture of his future wife, 
Jennifer, on the beach, and then used it 
as the fi rst demo image for his pro gram’s 
image-bending capabilities. Since 2013, 
the Dutch artist Constant Dullaart 
has recon structed the image (using 
Photoshop himself) and reappro priated 
it as an artwork: a series of copies to 
which he has applied eff ects such as 
“glowing edges” and “plastic wrap”. 
(One recalls Walter Benjamin’s dictum 
that “the work of art reproduced 
becomes the work of art designed for 
reproduc ibility”.) So to whom does 
the modern image of Jennifer belong? 
Who is the artist? Is Photoshop merely 
a tool or an artwork in itself? Such 
questions are evidently germane to 
an age of ubiquitous digital remixing 
and reappropriation – even if  Knoll 
himself is   unimpressed   by the use 
of his work (both the photo and the 
software) in this particular case.

The manipulation of photographic 
images has its own aesthetic history, of 
course, and some ways of doing it are 
already old hat. The New York-based 
conceptual artist Cory Arcangel is 
represented here by   Snowbunny/Lakes  , 
a giant-sized phone screen on which an 
image of Paris Hilton skiing has been 
treated with a deliberately old-fash-
ion ed rippling “lake” eff ect of the kind 
that abounded on the tasteless 1990s 
web. Most commonly, fi lters today are 
used on smartphone photo apps to cre-
ate an automatic patina of old-school 

authenticity: with one press, software 
will make your snapshot look like it 
was taken with 1960s Fuji fi lm, or by a 
Polaroid camera. This rampant pseudo-
analogue aesthetic had reached some 
sort of tipping point when the Instagram 
hashtag “ #nofi lter ” rocketed in popu-
larity a couple of years ago. To announce 
#nofi lter is to boast that your photo-
graph is somehow a more direct and 
faithful representation of reality than 



those which lack the label, even though 
to take a photograph is inev it ably to 
fi lter reality selectively in the fi rst place. 

It might also have been pertinent to 
see here Arcangel’s celebrated 2002 
work   Super Mario Clouds  , in which the 
artist hacked a Nintendo video game 
cartridge and removed everything 
except the blue sky and white fl uff y 
clouds. After all, Jacolby Satt erwhite’s 
image  En Plein Air: Music of Objective 
Romance, 2015  in this exhibition recalls 
nothing so much as a garish purply 
video game scene, and the digital 
interactivity on off er in museum works 
pales besides the richer possibilities 
available to the art enthusiast who sits 
down in front of a console. A critical 
version of the point is made directly by 
the German fi lm-maker Harun Farocki’s 
video series  Parallel I-IV , in which a 
sardonic woman narrator describes the 
history of how computer-generated 
imagery has attempted to represent 
the natural world (early pixel ated 
scenes invite the comment: “Here are 
clouds formed from squares”) and 
human beings. A scene from a relatively 
modern shooter game – in which you 
can look carefully at characters’ faces 
only by training your gun’s crosshairs 
on them – is paused for philosophical 
refl ection on the fate of a subsidiary 
computer-controlled character, who 
must forever enter and leave a shop 
according to strict rules: “This tragic 
constellation reveals to the hero the 
limitations of human action.”  

L
ess overshadowed by 
video game technology 
are works that depend on 
solidity for their eff ect, 
such as Aleksandra 
Domanović’s beautifully 
crafted hands – like 
those of 18th-century 

automata – that poke out from the 
gallery wall holding assorted objects 
(an apple, a cigarette, a disc with a 
tai chi symbol on it), or Addie Wagen-
knecht’s cleverly titled  Asymmetric 
Love , a chandelier from which sprout 
not candles or lightbulbs but 
CCTV cameras. 

Many of the most recent works on 
display, indeed, coalesce around the 
theme of surveillance. The novelist and 
artist Douglas Coupland’s series  Deep 
Face  shows human heads obscured 
by Mondrianesque geo metric blocks, 
hinting at the computer i sed facial-
recognition algorithms that power 
automatic tagging of friends on social 
media and are increasingly employed 
in security systems. Jill Magid’s 
 Surveillance Shoe  is a hilar iously 
unclandestine leather-strapped shoe 
add-on that trains a camera lens dir-
ectly upwards from the wearer’s ankle. 

And what of the self-surveillance of 
the compulsive social media user who 
posts innumerable selfi es? Amalia 
Ulman’s series   Excellences & Perfections   
documents her scripted performance 
of such a lifestyle on Instagram and 
Facebook over several months in 
2014. She pretended to have under-
gone breast  augmentation surgery, 
followed by an obscure diet, and took 
pole  dancing lessons, photo graphing 
herself in expensive clothes and 
beautiful interiors. In becoming a 
“Hot Babe” of social media, Ulman was 
lasciviously admired and aggressively 
trolled in equal measure, and the 
thoroughly committed performance 
confused and alarmed even her 
closest friends. 

Visual art and electronic commu-
nications technology, the Whitechapel 
exhibition successfully demonstrates, 
have been evolving symbiotically for 
decades. But perhaps now, in the 
Instagram age, we are all artists on 
social media. If so, as Ulman’s work 
seems to suggest, we’d better know 
what kind of art it is that we are making.
 Electronic Superhighway (2016–1966) is at the 
 Whitechapel Gallery , London E1, from 29 January. 
whitechapelgallery.org.

After 
making 
herself a 
‘hot babe’ 
of social 
media, 
Amalia 
Ulman 
was 
viciously 
trolled 
and 
crudely 
admired 



Clockwise from main: Nam June 
Paik’s Internet Dream (1994); 
Douglas Coupland’s Deep Face 
(2015); Amalia Ulman Excellences 
& Perfections (Instagram Update, 
18th June 2014) (2015)
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