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[Dai Roberts] 

 
1. Matrix                               2. Tony Oursler                                  3. Bruce Nauman                                   4. Bill Viola                        5. Matrix  

 

                         A World of Confusion | Systems of Representation 

 
 

Introduction: In my earlier years one of the most authentic experiences was 

the television programme. I remember specific series of programmes and films 

really getting closer to me than my parents could at times. This level of closeness 

is exactly what was so fascinating about television for me as a child. I often think 

about a pure electrical buzz that I remember coming from these programmes 

lifting me above a non-electrical existence around me to this other plane of 

excitement. 

I have only started to question what this is as I have grown up, I have begun to 

question first what is being said to me and finally the nature of how it is said. 

Over the last five years I have really decreased my television watching. What I 

have found is that no matter how little I watch I can never get over it. I am always 

reacting against it, against a life in electrical vision rather than simply existing 

without it in a ‘real’ world. The knowledge of the world in pictures, the excitement 

of television will always bring me back to it, I am addicted. For a long period I 

tried not watching any television, I imagined a cold turkey experience, which 

would get easier as time went on. What actually happened was that I built up a 

very strong need to find a way out of this. So when I would change contexts, 

such as going home for Christmas I felt free to gorge myself on television. 
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The nature of how we perceive our environment has changed very radically in 

the last century or so. The actual real world is getting further away and 

representations of the world coming closer to us. Paul Virilio1 calls this the 

telescoping effect of technology removing distances from our sight.   Having 

never lived in a time when sight occupied a geographical base: what you saw 

was actually, what was within your geographical location within the environment. 

My ideas of my position in reality will be based on the many sources that have 

entered my awareness through these technological devices. 

It is easy to be nostalgic about a position or place in the past where things were 

simpler and more easily defined, all of us have experienced (seen) much more of 

everything than any people who have ever existed before. The Author Douglas 

Coupland2 the average American will have seen 18 000 murders on 
Television by the age of eighteen (1991, p210). The value of visual perception 

has definitely been altered; Paul Virilio sees this as the point when Optical 
illusion became confused not just with the illusion of life but also with the 
illusion of survival (1995, p 30). To see a life like image is to be more alive. 

Light Becomes Image:  The first description of the camera obscura, refers to 

the pinhole as “collection place” and “locked treasure room” - 5th Century B.C. 

Chinese philosopher Mo Ti. 

  

6 . Joseph Nicephore Niepce                                7. Camera obscura                                 8.  Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre 

                                                 
1 Paul Virilio is a media theorist who has also worked as an artist in stained glass, working with artists such 
as Braque and Matisse; he was the former director of the Ecole speciale d’architecture in Paris. 
2 Douglas Coupland, Canadian author and sculpture, who coined the phrase ‘Generation X’  
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The discovery of chemically fixing the photographic image between 1814 and 

1826 by Joseph Nicephore Niepce, and then by Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre 

in the popularisation of photography with his Daguerreotype Process, allowed the 

Western artist to evolve to other preoccupations of representation than a quality 

of pictorial realism. Walter Benjamin compares the two different modes of image 

making; Magician and Surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The 
painter maintains in his work the natural distance from reality the 
cameraman penetrates deeply into its web (1955, p227). The painter and the 

cameraman are linked closer in western art than is usually taught in art history 

contexts, David Hockney’s recent expose television programme ‘Secret 

Knowledge’.  Shows that many of the great classic western artworks from the 

renaissance onwards such as Jan VanEyck ‘Giovanni Arnolfini and Giovanni 

Cenami’ (fig 9) and Carvaggio’s ‘Bacchus’ (fig 10) were constructed using an early 

form of camera technology to optically record the image on the canvas. This 

connects the history of western painting to technology and shows us that artists 

have always used the technologies available to them to produce work.  

      

                                                                  9. Jan VanEyck                                                                   10. Carvaggio 

As photographic Technology becomes more easily available the artist and the 

photographer grow further apart. The production of technological image moves 

further from out of the artist’s realm, until we reach our current point where, the 
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intake of visual media is now a daily ritual unavoidable by almost all of western 

society. Of this Art is now but a branch. 

The image claims authority: Guy Debord opens The Society of the Spectacle 

with   

The WHOLE LIFE of those societies in which modern conditions of 
production prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of 
spectacles. All that was once directly lived has become mere reproduction 
(1994, p12).   

Jean Baudrillard calls the occurrence of such mass participation within a system 

of representation a hyper reality, and the effects this creates he describes as a 

simulation, a copy for which no original exists, the objects within this simulation 

are the simulacra. 

The hyper real represents a much more Advanced stage (than surrealism) 
insofar as it manages to efface even this contradiction between the real 
and the imaginary. Unreality no longer resides in dream or fantasy, or in 
the beyond, but in the real’s hallucinatory resemblance to itself. (Art in 

Theory, 1992, p 1051)  

We have reached a stage where the unreal no longer seems unreal or based in 

fantasy but is exactly the same as the real and can no longer be separated, a 

world of confusion. Baudrillard sees simulation as existing as three levels or 

three orders, that Juan-Hsing Chen (1987, p 73 – 76) relates to the different 

periods of modernism: 

The first order, which existed in early Modernity, was a ‘ferocious hierarchy’ 
that existed which prevents confusion; a reciprocal obligation operates 
between master and slave. The order of things is guaranteed and ‘any 
confusion of signs is punished’.   

The second order exists in Modernity, inside the social machine, signs are 
produced on a gigantic scale; the origin of counterfeit becomes the 
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technique of production. The myth of equivalence (of the original, of 
identical objects) achieves its glory by effacing the original.  

The third order Post Modernity when social finality is lost in the series of 
reproduction (second order), models take over the sacred job of directing 
our social functioning.   

 Although these orders have a basis in historical contexts they can be applied 

also to the way we view the world through our perceptions. I noticed for myself 

the technological world promising some kind of transformation of itself somehow 

into the life you dream of. The television becoming your ideal partner taking you 

everywhere, then letting you down when this dream does not happen. Then 

trying to achieve this escape again from this failure again through the media in 

circular fashion, an addiction. 

Art Critiques Technological Imagery: Baudrillard talks about the effects of 

this using another term Doubling, he says when the real is not found to exist 

because it has been simulated, there is a need to hide this fact through 

simulating more so the simulation increases in its depth effacing the real more. 

The simulacrum is never what hides the truth  - it is the truth that hides the 
fact there is none. (1994, p1)  

Jeff Wall’s photographs display the idea of Doubling through their constructed 

nature, Through eliminating any chance occurrences, by constructing the 

situations and relationships within his photography he allows his photographs to 

become a complete simulation, this has the effect of creating a double take in 

that you are looking at a situation that looks real but something seems not quite 

right, not real, the interaction of the characters within the photograph strike the 

spectator as intriguing and you want to work out why. When I first viewed these 

images I was unaware of how they were constructed yet I still saw and felt their 

constructed nature and tried to learn more about them. Many of Wall’s works are 

based on art history, images such as a Sudden Gust of Wind (fig 11), which is after 

a Japanese print Hokusai A High Wind in Yeijiri. The photographs if not a direct 

representation of an art historical piece cover similar subjects, a mise-en-scence 
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of social relations or landscape. So they are even simulations on the level of their 

content as they are a pastiche of previous artworks. 

         

                                             11. A sudden gust of wind                                                                                              12. Insomnia 

I get similar feelings as the effects of Jeff Wall’s photographs when going to malls 

or shopping in general and when visiting the simulated housing estates which try 

to be village cottages, a similar absorption to the excitement of television, this 

sensation is as powerful as the visual presence of the item sometimes more so. 

The difference between the aims of the malls, estates etc and Jeff Wall’s 

photographs is that the former are trying to hide their simulated nature from us to 

claim to be the authentic thing, where as Wall is trying to highlight their 

occurrences.  

Television claims authenticity by putting you closer to its subjects and showing 

more of them than usually occurs in reality, you are able to take in the whole 

situation without the difficulty of having to interact with these projections to alter 

the outcome of the engagement. This is voyeurism not just of the sexual kind but 

also more generally in observing people’s relationships, lives and almost all 

aspects of society. 

 Douglas Coupland I think the unspoken agreement between us as a culture 
is that we’re not supposed to consider the commercialized memories in our 
head as real. (1996, p112) 

One of the difficulties writing about the effects of mediated devices is the same 

as living with them, the lack of ease of separating mediated experience from 

general experience. Many of the writers and theorists I am using talk about this 
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technological media in an apocalyptic way. This has the effect to shock you and 

ask questions about what is being taken as the ‘norm’. The reasons they see this 

as an apocalyptic event are to do with the nature of perception involved in these 

areas, if you compare the tradition of the intellectual all the way back to the 

Greek philosophers their basic model is one of dialogue through which 

awareness and learning is achieved. The theorists see most of this technological 

media as more direct in nature and this directness does not allow the space 

required for this experience. 

 Paul Virilio uses the idea of speed of phenomena as another way to look at 

technological effects. What this accelerated pace of information is causing is 
a loss of memory: We are looking at the rapid collapse of mnemonic 

(pertaining to, assisting or designed to assist memory) consolidation (to make firm or 

coherent) (1995, p7). We are always hearing about the falling attention spans of 

people due to media intake, could it be we are losing the ability to remember. He 

suggests one way to ‘measure’ these occurrences is to look at their speed of 

operation, by speed he is referring to the speed our senses receive the 

information, the rate at which interpretation occurs. 

 

                           13. Lets switch                                            14.  The most beautiful thing I have ever seen                                 15. Flock 

A Contemporary Artist who deals with the issue of confusion through media 

estrangement is Tony Oursler, his work is an amalgamation of video projections 

and sculptural elements such as dummies and skulls to show what happens 
when a profusion of conflicting information and limitless choice of 
entertainment all get out of hand, when the body and mind go into overload 
(Contemporary visual arts, 1997, p42). These works create a similar effect to the 

theorists, confused people who seem to inhabit a dark world beyond their control, 
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which they are gripped in (and you are in watching them). Some of the 

characters in the pieces seem to be enjoying their experience such as the recent 

piece The Most Beautiful Thing I've Never Seen (fig14) at the Tate Modern whilst 

others such as let’s switch (fig 13) are more confused, the characters have the 

feeling of being awash in their environment. These works are self-critical; they 

are critical of the actual thing they are made of, the mediated image.     

Media Artist: Bill Viola’s works are less critical of the medium itself, instead he 

deals with big issues of life and death and uses the video image as his method, 

he uses the video in a way which slows the speed of interpretation and this 

creates gaps in the direct nature of the viewing allowing a different space for 

perception of the work. The installation Nantes triptych (fig16) shows the cycle of 

life and death with Viola placing us in between the states, floating. Viola was 

brought up a Christian and his work has the power of a religious artwork, I find 

this sometimes unsettling because he is trying to create this grand power through 

a technology, yet often the work is calming as if the electricity is again pouring 

straight into me, only this time calming me. These works are more open and 

require the viewer to add their own readings of the work, Viola is using video to 

show us bigger stories than we usually see on the screen: meta narratives. 

 

16. Bill Viola. Nantes Triptych 

 When we talk about art the first thing people think about today is the 
visual. Painting and sculpture are called the visual arts. This idea of the 
visual autonomous eye is recent historically, and not only does it negate 
some central aspects of art history (almost the entire body of classical 
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Oriental, Islamic and Indian for example as well as much of Western 
Medieval art, where the visual was only the apparent surface and symbolic 
language of an underlying, more real, divine order), but it does not 
accurately acknowledge our present situation – Bill Viola (1998, p265).    

This is pointing to the current visual language being used today by most of the 

producers of imagery as creating stories or as Roland Bathes3 would describe 

the signified that are being constructed, are very two dimensional in themselves, 

simplified. They do not lead us to a greater awareness of life. When we see 

things we have much more of a reaction than to just ‘see them’; our bodies have 

a physical reaction to what has been perceived and we incorporate these images 

within our relationships. Video art work provides me with a space to see that in 

the construction of the mediated image the producers control is more in depth, 

layered deeper than we can usually see if we just engage with the mass media 

format of production.  These works open up what is possible to be created with 

the technology and show how consciousness can be placed into material in ways 

that are surprising. These works are beyond what is generally shown in the mass 

media, which is the idea of the physical or material as the absolute point of 

reference or power within their narrative.  

If I look at mass media products themselves, television and films, I find that filmic 

language is itself slower than televisual presence allowing some space for 

thought. Films can and do offer stories which are critical and thought provoking. 

Most of these are produced outside the dominant mode of cinema presentation, 

the Hollywood system. When the medium is used for its speed to ram home a 

message as most Hollywood action films do, there is a capability as Chomsky 

famously calls it for ‘manufacturing consent’. The underlying premise of many 

Hollywood films is that might is right and that revenge is good. This is 

problematic, in the films the ‘bad’ guys motives are never shown, such as they 

are behaving like this because of events that happened to them previously  (this 

would fulfill the underlying narrative that revenge is “good” and weaken the 

impact). Good is always under attack from “bad” right from the start, the only 

                                                 
3 Roland Barthes, theorist introduced idea of Sign and Signified when looking at Cultural items, Sign being 
the actual item and the signified being what it is representing. 
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other type of story I can think of where the “bad” guys are just bad are children’s 

fairy stories. They do not show why the people are behaving like they do, which 

is often the most interesting subject and would help people to understand other 

people’s behavior. In Hollywood this narrative reinforces the notion of the 

conquering of the strong, strong as in physically or materially wealthy.  

Sometimes a few Hollywood films do play around with these ideas There was a 

period of about six months a few years ago were several Hollywood films tried to 

break from this mould and talk about the nature of their own existence or just 

give a slightly different view point such as: 

    
Above: 17.Truman show  18. The matrix. Below: 19. Fight club,   20. American beauty 

   

 This type of film making within Hollywood is sporadic and has not continued to 

have such an obvious presence within the blockbusters; this is a point of abuse 

by the producers of the media rather than a problem inherent in the medium 

itself. 

One Step Beyond: A logical conclusion to the mediated environment is the 

digital containment of images. This is what all forms of electrical mass 

communication are moving towards, another level of simulation, where they are 

constructed completely of another code that of 0 or 1 of the digital. This means 
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that for us to engage with this system there must be a level of encoding and 

decoding built into the devices. Quite how this affects the reading of culture we 

are yet to discover. It means that imagery will be based on an underlying 

structure of pure logic and mathematics that is perfectly copyable and endlessly 

reproducible with no degradation. 

The Digital can now represent 3 dimensional worlds back to us with ever-greater 

realism. Many Hollywood movies use this for recreating scenes such as the 

sinking of the Titanic or the Roman cities. This means that vision really has 

become illusion with less and less basis in any reality, but that of the virtual which 

is a reality based on pure logic, maths and coding.  Soon visually perfect 

simulation will be possible through computers. The context then of digital imagery 

is at some level one of pure logic, which has little relationship to the content of 

the images.   

Simulation A Cause: Why are things being simulated now so much, if we look 

at the end of Modernism we approached a period of abstraction within the arts. 

Science was delving deeper into our environment (matter). The relationship 

between the human subject and his environment became confused, the human 

scale was lost. This is most visibly portrayed in the arts in the architecture of the 

period.  

             
21. Le Corbusier  Le centre de Paris, vu par 1923                                                22.  Unite d'habitation 

Bill Viola talks about our senses as limiters to allow us to perceive the world in a 

meaningful way. Technology has taken us beyond these limits and now we are 

living beyond our natural perceptual limits. What has occurred since Modernism 

has been attempts to return to a human scale, to live with these creations that 

are beyond our capabilities. Simulations of previous times and previous modes of 
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existence are common, they are easily constructed but ultimately they are false 

and disheartening to the human subject, they are dead ends because of their 

nature, of being something placed within a larger structure and that structure is 

then hidden. Such as housing estates pretending to be villages. This leaves you 

unable to relate this experience to yourself completely because some of the 

structure is being hidden from you. The problem of existing beyond your natural 

sensory limits are what the artworks I have featured draw into question. The very 

nature of how we perceive the world around us, to bring back to us the realities 

that have been opened up to us in contemporary society. To question whether it 

is actually like this (natural or real) or a construction. 

A strange similarity can be seen between the abstractions that modernism 

achieved, and the abstracted codes that make up the digital image.  Modernism 

was trying to make this abstraction visible and the digital image’s abstraction is 

always hidden.   

There are two levels then which are present in digital communication that of the 

image/object subject and that of the code that makes it up, this is happening to 

almost every area of society and through science. Things like the discovery of 

the complete human genome, the bar-coding of consumable goods and the 

digital storage of music are enclosing our physical reality completely in a body of 

knowledge of coding.  

Beyond An Image: I find that a good way for me to work with these ideas is to 

work 3 dimensionally. My own artistic practice is of a more sculptural nature and 

yet most of my research and investigations is around theory of imagery or 

perception. The concerns of traditional sculpture are less important to me than 

the effect of the mediated environment on us. I use sculpture to make inquires 

and diagrams of how I perceive this system to operate. I find that working in three 

dimensions allows me to contain these ideas of imagery to gain a better view of 

their effects on us.  
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Dai Roberts                                              23. Grid + Blobs                                                                                                   24.  Natural windows 

My work focuses on what it means to control this underlying code as well the 

subject of this code. I see links between this and Baudrillard’s ‘Doubling’ and 

Virilio's ‘Speed’. The idea that what you see is not made of what you see, but 

from an unseen code. 

 Abstract painter Peter Halley, whose aims for his paintings (fig 25,26) are to show 

that the art of abstraction by no means represents a purely self-referential 
style but clarifies the significance of mathematical modelling (art at the turn 

of the millennium, 1999, p210), is attempting to paint the code and subject by 

basing his work on schematic geometry – computer print outs, plans of 

motorways or airport runways. These paintings sometimes occupy the entire wall 

or gallery space and made up of various levels of materials.     

           

Peter Halley 25, 26  
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Liam Gillick’s recent work in the Tate Britain Gallery’s Clore Gardens; Annlee 

You Proposes is a combination of minimal furniture design and computer video 

installation using the animated manga character Annlee (fig 28) who exists with out 

a memory a blank canvas for artists to use. For this installation her memory 

becomes the objects within the garden and the interaction between the virtual 

character’s description of the space and the objects she is talking about becomes 

the work. This work is linking through real and virtual worlds. Asking us to think 

about how we perceive the relationships between these environments, also 

giving us something to sit on while we do. 

     

               Liam Gillick   27,                                                                                                                              28 Anlee you proposes 

The Implosion Of Meaning: In my conclusion it is probable that it may look 

like technology and media are seen as a bad influence on us, that in a pre 

technological era there was less confusion. The problem with this is that the 

current time now is better for the masses of the middle western class, but to 

achieve this standard we have had to take our awareness literally world wide 

(conquer). Because this level of existence could not be maintained and once 

achieved was deemed distasteful (to conquer) we have had to contract back into 

a smaller area.  What technologies allow is to block this from our full awareness 

whilst still creating the feeling of expanding existence. An implosion through 

electrical media of reality. We are no longer searching out there for the new 

experience in uncharted lands. 
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 29.  Salvidor Dali  Un chien andalou 

  

It is the whole world of causality that is in question. 

The indifferentiation of the active and the passive. (Baudrillard, 1994, p31). 

There are several conclusions about this technological media, which exist on 

several levels that interact and are confusing, even contradictory at times. 

On a sensory level a change in perception has occurred which results in 

confusion in our subconscious and emotional experience within this mediated 

environment. In the same way as the media has the ability to select the 

information we receive about the world. Technological image making media can 

be seen to confuse many of the deeper complex senses we have. By offering us 

a simplified view of these relationships, more annoyingly actually causing us to 

see many of these complex emotions as something undesirable.  

 Saying this though for the average person within my community or social group 

the mediated environment causes us to feel comfortable about our situation by 

simulating and offering what we don’t have, generally higher material status also 

informing what these desires should be. They also fail to give us our desires 

because simulation and reality fall apart, but then because we are implicated and 

involved, inducted into the system we continue to desire, so the cycle continues. 

Guy Debord calls this pseudo-Cyclical time in that once our lives were driven by 

true cyclical time seasons, weather, work to be done etc they are know driven by 

Pseudo-Cyclical events such as the split between work and leisure vacation time. 

 This particular Commodity (leisure / vacation time) is explicitly presented as a 
moment of authentic life whose cyclical return we are supposed to look 
forward to. Yet even in such special moments, ostensibly moments of life, 
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the only thing being generated, the only thing to be seen to be reproduced, 
is the spectacle (1994, p112). .    

If I apply a more political conclusion I find that the technological media are very 

much in the hands of the minority of capitalists ( the largest of which is the Fox 

network broadcasting to fifty percent of American homes and owns BskyBi ). This 

minority earn a great deal of money out of everything the majority of the masses 

do. Although our Middle Western societies level of prosperity has been 

increasing to achieve this we use manufacturing in other countries where the 

labour is cheaper, more easily exploited and not represented within the mass 

media. The corporate globalization of many areas of production; retail, food and 

clothing industries is able to happen through the brand awareness that can only 

be created within such a mass media system. 

With these conclusions I am illuminating the point that what comes within our 

awareness, we cannot really understand or interpret easily if we try to apply a set 

of judgments to this media completely. The occurrences above are all happening 

at once within the media and to try to understand them is very difficult. We all 

exist in a world of confusion. The messages we are told through the media speak 

of a liberalization  (caring for all, one planet) if we look at many of the ways we 

are shown to achieve this, through the products we buy, the way we are shown 

to live our lives, the work we do; It is very much a different story. How the 

products come to us through a system, which is shown to exist in a liberalized 

society, is a problem. Noam Chomsky defines this neo-liberalization as 

liberalization for the top. Freedom for the top to pursue their goals whilst those at 

the bottom have to suffer the enforcement of their will on to them.  

Obviously the media are not solely responsible for this, they allow cloaking of this 

to allow the majority of people to believe they are free and that the entire world 

exists in this democratic and unexploited society by distracting us from the actual 

occurrences around us, which we could try and change. 

The implosion of meaning can be broken down into two main areas of interest: 

one is the nature of representation and the other intention of the representation. 

The nature of the representation is how it is contained, by what structures, be 
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they Technological or an established context such as the white cube of the 

contemporary art gallery. What I have gained from these investigations is that 

each representations context should be examined as much as the 

representation, so as to interpret that representation with its own relative context 

rather than by any pre ordained set of rules. This is something that happens a lot 

at art school which this dissertation hopefully bears witness to.  

 

30. Marcel Duchamp The white box 
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Notes 

                                                 
i NEWS CORPORATION LTD. / FOX NETWORKS (RUPERT MURDOCH) Statistics 

  

Television Holdings:  

Fox Television: includes 22 stations, 50% of US households. 

Fox International: extensive worldwide cable and satellite networks include British Sky 

Broadcasting (40%); VOX, Germany (49.9%); Canal Fox, Latin America; FOXTEL, Australia 

(50%); STAR TV, Asia; IskyB, India; Bahasa Programming Ltd., Indonesia (50%); and News 

Broadcasting, Japan (80%).The Golf Channel (33%). 

Media Holdings: 

Twentieth Century Fox, Fox Searchlight. 

132 newspapers (113 in Australia alone) including the New York Post, the London Times and The 

Australian. 

25 magazines including TV Guide and The Weekly Standard. 

HarperCollins books. 

Other Holdings: 

  Sports: LA Dodgers, LA Kings, LA Lakers, National Rugby League. 

  Ansett Australia airlines, Ansett New Zealand airlines. 

 Rupert Murdoch: Board of Directors, Philip Morris (USA). 

 

Information Source :  http://www.adbusters.org/campaigns/mediacarta/toolbox/who_owns/ 
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