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September 27th, 2017 

The Algorithmic Self: Rhonda Holberton 
Rhonda Holberton speaks with writer Monica Westin 

Rhonda Holberton’s practice spans sculpture, photography, animated video, and performance, 
with new work that stages virtual performances of bodies in gallery settings based on motion 
capture data from the artist’s own body. Her spring 2017 solo exhibition “Still Life” at CULT | 
Aimee Friberg Exhibitions in San Francisco focused on the translation of real bodies and objects 
into digital spaces. The entire “Still Life” show will have a new iteration at Transfer Gallery in 
New York in April 2018. Meanwhile, Holberton has three pieces in the ecologically-focused 
group show “Coming of Age” at Sector 2337 in Chicago. I spoke with the artist twice, once just 
after “Still Life” closed last spring and once just after “Coming of Age” opened earlier this 
month. -MW 

  

Monica Westin: I'd like to start by asking about the video installation /no stats on the same 
in the “Still Life” show. Is this the first time that you've used motion capture data from 
your own body in your work? What got you interested in using this technology? And what 
was the impetus not just to map your movements onto an avatar but onto a different 
person's avatar—and a professional model's at that? 

http://cultexhibitions.com/exhibition/rhonda-holberton-still-life/
http://cultexhibitions.com/exhibition/rhonda-holberton-still-life/
http://transfergallery.com/
http://sector2337.com/exhibits/#coming-of-age


Rhonda Holberton: The video installation, /no stats on the same, utilizes motion capture data 
recorded from my body transplanted onto a scan of a male model. I rendered the animation 
through a virtual pane of frosted glass placed in front of the camera in the rendering program. In 
the physical gallery space, the video is rear-projected onto a frosted acrylic sheet covering the 
entrance to a small room. I taped out the dimensions of this room in the gallery in my studio, and 
then performed within the perimeter I mapped out. Also, the room was recreated to scale in the 
3D modeling program. So, the physics, movement, and models are all sampled from elements of 
the real world, but interpreted algorithmically within the render. 

 

You are correct, /no stats on the same was the first time I introduced sampled motion into my 
animations. The first animation I made was applied to a 3D scan of my own body. I hand 
animated the mesh through a Vinyasa yoga sequence. I didn’t really know what I was doing and 
the movement was really complicated—I ended up more or less keying every frame. I used my 
own body as a model because it was available and didn’t want to make choices about the figure’s 
identity. After several projects that made use of sampling my body, I was starting to realize that 
“my body” as a kind of default was in and of itself a choice—an expression of an algorithmic 
self, a self defined by digital choices and lines of code. Using another body was a way for me to 
foreground a kind of hybrid or fantasy identity that I think we all perform to a certain extent, 
especially in digital space where identity is separated from the body. Because the body I scanned 
was that of a professional model and because I was paying him for the scans, the performance fit 
into a logic of capital exchange in ways that highlight questions of value of labor, identity, and 
expressions of control. 

 

Much of my recent body of work was inspired by the vignette in Deleuze and Guattari’s 
Thousand Plateaus where they use the relationship between the wasp and the orchid to illustrate 
the kind of rhizomatic hybrid relationship I was interested in; "not imitation at all but a capture 
of code, surplus value of code, an increase in valence, a veritable becoming, a becoming-wasp of 
the orchid and a becoming-orchid of the wasp.” The model’s body is data represented as form; 
my body is data representation as motion. I was thinking about this piece as the performance of a 
hybrid body presented in a way that uses technology and is located in a third space (the site of 
installation and more importantly the space that the viewer occupies), to unite the two bodies and 
the two spatial or temporal locations. 

 

I got into 3D modeling as a medium for my studio practice while working as a mechanical 
engineer. When you are immersed in the virtual space for hours at a time, you end up feeling 



connected to the space of the screen in a very physical way. At the same time I was in a 
long-distance relationship where the screen mediated the majority of my intimate experiences of 
the person. I was feeling this intense expression of virtuality as both a space of frictionless, 
empirical geometry, but also as a place for messy projection of complicated emotional 
entanglements. 

  

In Dust to Dust, you created a seemingly closed ecosystem in the gallery with mosquitos, 
mesh, and sugar water. You also fed the mosquitoes with your own blood by putting your 
arm inside the net. How do you conceive of your body in relationship to this system? Did 
you consider this process a performance? How did it differ from the process and labor that 
went into your project, also titled Dust to Dust, in which you were literally panning for 
gold? 

 

Both the labor of goldpanning and the labor of caring for mosquitos is challenging and requires 
discipline. I titled both works Dust to Dust and I’m not sure if they are one or two pieces. I 
collected larvae and raised the mosquitoes in my studio. I wanted to insert my body into a local 
system that indexes a much larger system—what Timothy Morton would call a 
hyperobject—something too large and complicated to be understood by a single human 
processor. The works represent my attempts to engage corporeally with a global metabolism 
represented in concept of the Anthropocene/Capitalocene—to pull value out of the system 
through direct physical labor. I definitely think about the works as performances; both in terms 
of my actions that produce them and as a kind of material performance after production. Unlike 
the grueling physical labor associated with hand panning for gold, the labor of raising and 
feeding the mosquitos felt very domestic. The feeding process was psychologically challenging 
at first, but the actual performance felt more like a durational exercise. It became something like 
an active meditation, an hour of boredom punctuated by real and imagined feedings. 

Both the gold and mosquitos connect back to corporeality, to the body The metaphors and 
histories of these very material things can’t be divorced from globalized networks of digital 
technologies, climate change, religion, and politics. Today, the technologists in Silicon Valley 
are frequently compared to the pioneers of last century’s gold rush; both activities belong to a 
similar narrative of positivist masculine entrepreneurial ideology. Alternatively, it’s hard not to 
think about the mosquito without thinking of the virus, currently circumscribed by femininity 
and fertility, or of the mosquitos migration to new territories as an index of Climate 
Change—something that’s shifting the narrative of a benevolent “mother earth.” 



  

Many works in “Still Life” take up the translation between real and digital objects. I'm 
struck again by the way that the form of the tapestry functions in your practice as an act of 
translation between one type of image and another, and one that seems to be analogous to 
the other digitization and rendering processes you work with. What happens when an 
image, for example a sneaker, is translated from a digital advertisement into a tapestry? 

 

I think that’s a really good question, but I’m not sure I have the answer for it. I was thinking 
about the currency of digital aesthetics; how platforms that circulate images of images seems to 
be accumulating wealth at massive rates. Where is the value in these “free” models of aesthetic 
exchange and who is producing it? I wanted to tease out some of these questions by recreating 
images I found on these platforms using 3D scans of my own objects placed in virtual 
environments. The images tend to reduce or neutralize the object they represent. The question 
was then, how do the recreations circulate? I have a hunch that there is something in the 
triangulation of post-capital abundance of stuff (cheap labor/production, abundant digital 
storage), the new materialism (object-oriented philosophy, reconciling of environmental limits), 
and a new brand of posthumanism that rejects abject corporeality. The tapestries were ways to 
remove the images from the context of their original circulation by making them physical. The 
tapestries are strange objects, both image and material in a way that printed photographs are not. 

 

Of course the material history of the Jacquard loom was another locus. The punch cards used to 
store the earliest computer programs (conceived by Ada Lovelace and Charles Babbage in 1837) 
were inspired by the wooden card used to make woven patterns with looms as early as 1725. 
There’s a connection between textile and certain assumptions of gender roles in the West that I 
wanted to connect to the history of writing code. In the early days of computing, programming 
was thought of as “women’s work." Women would translate programs onto the punch cards and 
the men who operated the machines would run the cards through the machines. I think there’s a 
throughline we can trace between the way repetitive labor is viewed as expendable in capitalist 
cultures. So where does the value go in the exchange of images when an algorithm can identify, 
produce, and distribute valuable images? 

  

One of the most unsettling aspects of the exhibition is the way that it translates objects 
from the realm of the analog/handmade to the digital via modeling software and back again 
into some new quivery, neither-here-nor-there hybrid form. I'm still thinking about those 



truly uncanny mugs that are both literally molded and stunted by material and 
technological (and, maybe, ideological) apparatuses. Can you talk about the process by 
which you take a single object across these kinds of mediums/boundaries and back again, 
and especially when such media become "social," as in your Instagrammed pieces? And 
what do you make of how popular these images are on Instagram? 

 

The mug was one of the first objects to become virtualized in the series but the last in the show 
to take form. In some ways the porcelain mugs are the least resolved for me, or at least the work 
that is still asking me questions (which I take as a good sign and will probably be the thread I 
follow for the next body of work). I like the word you use here, “quivery;” it does a good job of 
describing the oscillation of these objects. I made a 3D scan of a beautiful hand-thrown ceramic 
mug by artisan Eric Bonnan. The mug was the survivor of a set I bought for my partner and not 
something I would normally allow myself to purchase. It became a talisman of sorts and makes 
an appearance in a few of the images in the exhibition. I 3D printed the model and used it to 
make a mold that was then slip cast in porcelain, returning it, as it were, to the original material. 
Unlike the original mug that Eric made, the 3D scan is heavy, burdened by the inaccuracy of the 
scan. The awkward forms of the casts I made are familiar; they look like something a child 
would make. I think what makes it so uncanny is that they all look very handmade, irregular, and 
lumpy, but slowly you realize they are the same kind of lumpy. The work starts to reveal itself as 
a product of a process of creative digital computation still in it’s infancy. 

 

I used the Kinect Sensor to scan objects from my domestic space and then use a 3D modeling 
program to recreate images from Instagram feeds of lifestyle magazines that popularized a 
contemporary branding aesthetics, what I call Instagram aesthetics. The renders of the 3D scans 
recreate the kind of non-specific placelessness that is what I think is so appealing about these 
types of images. The images tend to reduce/neutralize the object (object out of contextual 
reference, only one shoe is shown on an all-white background—it’s facing away from the viewer 
and cropped). 

 

I then repost the recreations to Instagram and use handles that are common to the types of source 
images I use like #handmadeceramics and #sundaybrunch. Since most of these images circulate 
on the small screens of mobile devices, the imperfections of the scans that are obvious at desktop 
size aren’t legible on the platform. Most of the renders “pass” as real and I developed a following 
from the bespoke craft movement that I hadn’t anticipated. 

http://instagram.com/rhondaholberton


  

I’d like to hear more about the impetus for the “Still Life” exhibition's title. It's not obvious 
that this show would consider its immediate reference to be art historical still life paintings, 
and I'm really curious about where you see your work, especially the work that explicitly 
references classical forms, in relationship to art history. 

A good place to begin might be with the namesake of the exhibition title, a still life I create from 
a collection of the objects from the Instagram piece and a 3D scan I made of myself wearing a 
mask taken from a 3D model of a Greek sculpture. I started calling the 3D renders I was making 
“vanitas” out of some vague recollection of the Dutch Vanitas paintings of the 17th century that 
depicted beautifully rendered flowers, fruits, and silks on tabletops. 

 

After doing a bit more research, the similarities between the vanitas paintings and the source 
images I was recreating became really obvious to me. The vanitas painting style coincided with 
the height of Dutch Colonial Empire a period of accumulated capital largely based on slave 
labor. The paintings were popular with the mercantile class and are some of the first examples of 
images circulating outside of the church and noble classes, so in many ways they were examples 
of the first “social images.” 

This piece most overtly engages this classical art history, but most of the work I make is very 
aware of the system of capital and cultural exchange it operates within. This self-conscious 
engagement is obvious in the gold and the Instagram works where the works’ value can be 
compared to empirical measurement (the spot price of gold or the number of likes/shares) but is 
also true of works that use mannequins I acquired from the American Apparel bankruptcy 
liquidation. 

  

I’m curious about the Fallen Pixels series in the current Sector 2337 exhibition. What was 
the original context for these pieces? 

The rock forms of the sculpture, A FALLEN PIXEL, manifest a complete cycle of anonymous 
and physically distributed production. The rocks are made from a single model downloaded from 
a 3D library used primarily by game designers. The file was then carved by a 
computer-controlled router in foam in three different sizes and hard-coated. Because the model 
was free, the rock was a popular download; it’s populated countless virtual landscapes. 

I was interested in the ways current technologies aid in the production of purely imagined things 
and wanted to circumscribe the physical realization of these digital apparitions.  I like thinking 



that someone I will never know sat in front of a screen and used a mouse and keyboard to 
manage electronic impulses within the machine that then ultimately manifest what, in many 
ways, could be considered a hallucination. Networks of metal culled up from the earth connect 
me to the labor of that anonymous person and allow me to download the virtual product of their 
labor for free. I sent that product over the same network to a CNC machine that translated the 
virtual into physical reality. The marks of the hand left in the plaster covering reflect a human 
interface layer that is becoming increasingly obsolete. The paint “re-skins” the physical object in 
the way the screen “skins” bio-digital translation. 

  

  

  

Rhonda Holberton is an Oakland-based artist.  Her multimedia installations make use of digital 
and interactive technologies integrated into traditional methods of art production. Holberton 
received her MFA from Stanford University and her BFA from the California College of the Arts. 
She is currently a lecturer in experimental media at Stanford University. Holberton was a 
CAMAC Artist in Residence at Marnay-sur-Seine, France and awarded a Fondation Ténot 
Fellowship, Paris, France. 

Monica Westin is a writer and critic based in San Francisco. Her writing on art and aesthetics 
has appeared in Frieze, Artforum, BOMB, The Believer, Art & Education, The Brooklyn Rail, 
Art21, Raw Vision, Art Papers, SFAQ, and SFMOMA's Open Space, among other places. She 
teaches in the Graduate Program in Fine Arts at California College of the Arts, where she leads 
the MFA written thesis seminar. 



 



 







 

 

https://www.documenteddialogues.com/no-7-caroline-picard-rhonda-holberton-tsherin-sherpa/


 elow i an excerpt of thi Documented Dialogue, trancried from the video aove:

Caroline Picard: “I mean that alo make me think aout – in ome wa, I, uh, I

almot feel like Thangka painting, or the tradition of Thangka painting, i a wa

of um, where the image can ecome, like, a kind of portal …”

Therin herpa: “Yeah.”

CP: “… where if ou tud it long enough and meditate with it long enough ou

have, ou uddenl have acce …”

T: “Ye.”

CP: “… to a new … um ... tate of eing, or experience, and I think there' a kind of

a reall izarre ut intereting or mae like uncann parallel with, like, how we

relate to the internet, or how we relate to, ou know, even if ou’re deigning a

video game how ou think aout that landcape and the parameter of a

protagonit moving through ... um ... ut of coure the virtual dimenion in

thoe context are o much more amiguou.”

T: “I think, in the, in the cae of thangka painting alo jut the viual image, like,

proal that’ wh I wa ver eager to pla with the image, i ecaue it ha to,

the viual image, ha to accompan all the map, the guiding map along with it,

without that i jut ecome what ou were aing how did thi iPhone appear

without ou know, like. o eah, and alo proal that ha a lot to do with when

i ee man gallerie exchanging thi a a merchandie ou know uh a an iPhone

jut eing exchanged without that guide-map accompaning it and undertand

ing what thi image i all aout. o, I gue it relate to that a well, in ome wa.

|Artwork featured in order

of appearance> 

1. Rhonda Holerton

(http://rhondaholerton.com/wp/), A

FIXD RITANC. Pigment Print

on Wallcovering, 12.5 x 55’’. 15.;

Rhonda Holerton, 1 and 3 from A

FALLN PIXL. Foam, Polurea, 18 x 11

x 11.25”, 28.25 x 17.50 x 17.25”.

2. Therin herpa

(http://www.therinherpa.com/), Unt

itled,  2017. Acrlic and ink on cotton,

44 x 45.5”.

3. Aki Inomata (http://www.aki-

inomata.com/), Wh Not Hand Over

a “helter” to hermit cra?,

2009-2016. Mixed media, dimenion

variale.Intallation view, ector 2337,

Chicago, 2017.

4. on G. Patteron

(http://eongpatteron.com/), 10, 18,

47, 33, 28, from Inviile

http://rhondaholberton.com/wp/
http://www.tsherinsherpa.com/
http://www.aki-inomata.com/
http://ebonygpatterson.com/


ut, in the eginning when I wa confronting it, it wa from more of m peronal

life experience. I wa in California, like in the a area, and there’ a large numer

of, uh, mpathetic, uh, communitie for Tietan and Tietan uddhim and all

that, ut I ued to e a traditional artit and the ued to alwa treat me like a

“hol eing”

[laughter]

T: “and it wa to a point where it wa almot uffocating in a wa, eah. o, I

had to act according to people' projection, ou know, o I had to e nice, I

couldn’t drink …”

[laughter]

T: “... I couldn't eat meat, ou’re a uddhit, ut on top of that ou're a religiou

icon painter. o, I gue that frutration wa alwa there to reak that notion,

like, I’m a normal a anod ele and I didn’t want to e omething different, I

gue. o, proal that alo helped me go toward it.”

Rhonda Holerton: “Yeah. there’ omething too … um .. not o much in thee

work ut in ome of m more recent work where it’, um, I don't know if it’

like thi kind of like, the protetant work ethic – o thi idea of like, ou know, or

mae it’ kind of thi diaociation from laor that i feel with a lot of the

project, and that I ue in alo thinking aout tring to addre, like tart thinking

aout thee maive tem, right …”

CP: “mhm”

RH: “... that we reall can onl partiall acce, and uuall through technolog.

Thing like, uh, what doe it mean, what doe the internet mean? Right, like

there’ thi contant communication. What i climate change? Thee thing that

Timoth Morton talk aout a like Hperoject, o it’ like a thing ut it can’t

e undertood  one peron. o, tring to inert m laor or inert m od

into thoe tem, and wa working with moquito in m lat project o I raied

moquitoe and …”

T: “Oh.”

[laughter]

RH: “... o, ou know, for me thinking aout the viru and thinking aout, like,

certainl, what, in the pat few ear, the moquito mean and can I tick m arm

into that tem or can I – and alternativel part of that project wa digging for

Preence: ling Memorie , 2014.

Faric, acrlic paint, adheive, faric

flower, pinu palutri, lace,

rhinetone, rion, tael, crochet

doil, crochet tael, faric

applique, glitter, pearl, 119 x 24 x 12”.

5.  on G. Patteron

(http://eongpatteron.com/),

xcerpt from Inviile Preence:

ling Memorie, 2014. In

collaoration with Michelle erioux

HD Video, 9:40min.

6.  Takahiro Iwaaki

(http://urano.toko/en/artit/iwaaki

_takahiro/), Architecture (roach

motel), 2012. Cockroach trap and

watch,  dimenion variale.

7.  Takahiro Iwaaki

(http://urano.toko/en/artit/iwaaki

_takahiro/), Out of Diorder (Nav

Pier),  2017. each towel, dimenion

variale.

8.  Takahiro Iwaaki

(http://urano.toko/en/artit/iwaaki

_takahiro/), Tectonic Model, 2017. 

ook, dimenion variale.

9.  Takahiro Iwaaki

(http://urano.toko/en/artit/iwaaki

_takahiro/), Out of

Diorder (ruh), 2017. Toothruh,

dimenion variale.

10.  Aki Inomata (http://www.aki-

inomata.com/), I Wear the Dog’

Hair and the Dog Wear M

Hair ,2014. A cape made of dog’ hair;

a cape made of human hair; photo,

inkjet print; 11x27”, 15x7”, 14x21”.

http://ebonygpatterson.com/
https://urano.tokyo/en/artists/iwasaki_takahiro/
https://urano.tokyo/en/artists/iwasaki_takahiro/
https://urano.tokyo/en/artists/iwasaki_takahiro/
https://urano.tokyo/en/artists/iwasaki_takahiro/
http://www.aki-inomata.com/


gold, and extracting gold, another reall phical not comfortale laor. o, it’

like how do I get into there, how do i undertand omething that a a Weterner

I’m o diaociated from, and I can reall onl, kind of, I think, expre or pla

with that a part of m art practice, ut it’ jut thi, kind of, I wonder how much

i jut thi aethetic laer …”

T: “Yeah.”

RH: “... and how much am I undertanding more aout m technolog  digging

metal out of the earth. I’m not ure.”

|>

 

Caroline Picard i an artit, writer, puliher, and curator who explore the

figure in relation to tem of power through on-going invetigation of inter-

pecie order, how the human relate to it environment and what poiilitie

might emerge from upturning an anthropocentric world view. Her writing ha

appeared in pulication like ArtForum (critic pick), Flah Art

International, Hperallergic, Paper Monument, The een, and e-flux’ live log. In

2014 he wa the Curatorial Fellow at La ox, NA in France, (http://www.ena-

ourge.fr/index.php/fr/la-ox/la-ox-archive/178-la-ox-programmation-2013-

2014/expoition-projet-curatorial-2013-14) and ecame a memer of the

YNAP International Curator’ Network

(http://www.nape.info/profile/cpicard/) of the Hau der Kulturen der Welt in

erlin in 2015. he i the xecutive Director of The Green Lantern Pre—a

nonprofit pulihing houe and art producer in operation ince 2005—and Co-

Director of ector 2337, a hrid artpace/ar/ooktore in

Chicago. www.ector2337.com (http://www.ector2337.com/).

Rhonda Holerton (. Reton, VA, 1981) i an Oakland-aed artit whoe

multimedia intallation make ue of digital and interactive technologie

integrated into traditional method of art production. Holerton ha exhiited at

an Joe Intitute of Contemporar Art (http://www.jica.org/), FIFI Project

Mexico Cit (http://www.fifiproject.net/), the an Francico Art Commiion

(http://www.fartcommiion.org/), and The erkele Art Center

(http://www.erkeleartcenter.org/). Her work ha een featured in Art in

America, Pule Magazine, and the Copenhagen Intitute for Future tudie. he

i currentl a lecturer in experimental media at tanford Univerit and joined

an Joe tate Univerit a an Aitant Profeor in Digital Media Art in the fall

of 2017. Holerton i repreented  CULT | Aimee Frieerg xhiition.

11.  i Kaualainen

(http://eikaualainen.com/), Anette

and Marin at the each,  2017. HD

video, 7 min.

|Documented Dialogue>

onu Material
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Virtual Time Tunnel: Andrew Blanton and Rhonda Holberton  
Discuss the Student-Led VR Project Inspired by Bruce Nauman’s  
Corridor Installation with Mirror — San Jose Installation  
(Double Wedge Corridor with Mirror)   

The Natalie and James Thompson Art Gallery at San José State University 
(SJSU) is committed to inspiring visitors to explore the past, present, 
and future influences of art on our daily lives. We challenge conventional 
assumptions through scholarly research and public programs, champion 
diversity through the presentation of an expansive range of object-based and 
process-oriented genres, and facilitate an ongoing dialogue that diminishes 
the distance between studying and creating works of art.1

With the reinstallation of Bruce Nauman’s Corridor Installation with Mirror—
San Jose Installation (Double Wedge Corridor with Mirror),2 our intent was to 
provide a visitor experience that was as similar as possible to the original 
installation of this piece, which was first built in this very space in 1970. As 
such, the corridor itself may be too narrow for all visitors to access. Mindful 
of our mission to provide a range of cultural experiences for our diverse 
audiences, to ensure that all visitors can experience this exhibition—and 

also to contextualize the corridor in the language of contemporary Silicon 
Valley—our students developed a virtual reality (VR) installation inspired by 
Nauman’s physical installation that all visitors could experience in the adja-
cent Theta Belcher Gallery.

The original impulse for the creation of the Time Tunnel VR Installation3 and 
the intentions of SJSU were threefold: to create an entirely accessible expe-
rience for all gallery visitors; to offer the opportunity for students (under 
the guidance of faculty) to gain hands-on experience in collaborating in the 
application of the technical and artistic elements of VR to an experiential 
work of art created by another artist forty-eight years earlier; and to recon-
textualize the original installation by Bruce Nauman in the language of Silicon 
Valley, which has emerged to literally surround the SJSU campus in the years 
since that 1970 installation.4

1 The author of this text is Jo Farb Hernández, Director of the Natalie and James Thompson Art Gallery, 
Department of Art and Art History, San José State University
2 Bruce Nauman (b. 1941, Fort Wayne, Indiana), Corridor Installation with Mirror—San Jose Installation 
(Double Wedge Corridor with Mirror), 1970, wallboard and mirror, dimensions variable; 120" x 336"x 72" 
(304.8 cm x 853.4 cm x 182.9 cm) as installed at San José State College, 1970, Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, New York, Panza Collection, 1991, 91.3829.
3 Blanton, Andrew, Rhonda Holberton, Roya Ebtehaj, Kevin Nguyen, Cassidy Pong, Tyler Stannard, 
Michelle Tam, and Don Vo, Time Tunnel VR Installation, 2018, virtual reality installation, dimensions 

variable, San José State University, San José, CA.
4 The authors of this text include Dore Bowen, Associate Professor of Art History and Visual Culture, 
Department of Art and Art History, San José State University; Keith Daly, Cross-Disciplinary Artist and 
Alumnus of San José State University; Jo Farb Hernández, Director of the Natalie and James Thompson 
Art Gallery, Department of Art and Art History, San José State University; and Aaron Wilder, Curator 
and Exhibition Catalog Managing Editor, Natalie and James Thompson Art Gallery, Department of Art 
and Art History, San José State University
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Time Tunnel VR Installation Project Team

FACULTY ADVISORS

Andrew Blanton is a media artist and percussionist. He received his BM in music 
performance from the University of Denver (2008) and a masters of fine arts in new 
media art from the University of North Texas (2013). He is currently an assistant 
professor of Digital Media Art at San José State University in San José, California, 
where he teaches data visualization. His current work focuses on the emergent 
potential between cross-disciplinary arts and technology, building sound and visual 
environments through software development, and building scientifically accurate 
representations of complex data sets as visual and sound compositions. Blanton has 
advanced expertise in percussion, creative software development, and developing 
projects in the confluence of art and science.

Rhonda Holberton is an Oakland-based artist. Her multimedia installations make 
use of digital and interactive technologies integrated into traditional methods of art 
production. Holberton received her MFA from Stanford University and her BFA 
from the California College of the Arts. She was a CAMAC Artist in Residence at 
Marnay-sur-Seine, France, and was awarded a Fondation Ténot Fellowship in Paris, 
France. Holberton has recently exhibited at the San José Institute of Contemporary 
Art, FIFI Projects Mexico City, the San Francisco Arts Commission, and the Berkeley 
Art Center. Her work is in the collections of the San Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art, the McEvoy Foundation, and notable private collections.

PROJECT LEAD 

Roya Ebtehaj is an artist and educator. She received her BA degree in photogra-
phy in her hometown of Tehran, Iran. After working as a professional in the field 
of media for more than eight years, she moved to Silicon Valley and is currently 
pursuing her MFA degree in Digital Media Art at San José State University. Ebtehaj’s 
work incorporates a wide range of cutting-edge technologies that include virtual 
and augmented reality, creative coding, digital video, and modern web application 
designs. In the Time Tunnel VR Installation, she collaborated with a group of students 
as a team leader and guided them through the process of ideation and development.

STUDENT ARTISTS 

Kevin Minh Nguyen was born in San Francisco and attended San José State 
University to study Digital Media Art. Nguyen’s main expertise is in game design 
and pixel art; however, he also works broadly with virtual reality, augmented reality, 
Photoshop, and game development. For the Time Tunnel VR Installation, Nguyen 
worked on scripting the mirror, setting the lights, and organizing the space in Unity.

Cassidy Pong was born and raised in San José, California, and was a third-year 
undergraduate student at San José State University pursuing a BFA in Digital Media 
Art during the Time Tunnel VR Installation. Her practice focuses on depicting and 
illustrating topics based on personal experiences to address uncomfortable situa-
tions that much of society does not want to acknowledge. She works in a variety 
of media ranging from traditional art and sculpture to digital practices, such as 
photography, 3-D modeling, and video editing. Pong helped model the VR space 
for the Time Tunnel VR Installation and assisted in testing the user experience before 
installation.

Tyler Stannard, a digital media artist, received his BFA degree in Digital Media Art 
at San José State University. Stannard uses his interest in game design and devel-
opment to uncover the relationship between the digital realm of video games and 
humanity, as well as the resulting effects. His work integrates a wide scope of media 
and contemporary technologies using industry-leading game engines to blur the 
edge between digitality and reality. In the Time Tunnel VR Installation, Stannard’s role 
was designer/programmer and virtual reality specialist. His role in the project was to 
focus on the core virtual reality mechanics, user experience, and scripting.

Michelle Tam recently graduated with a BFA in Digital Media Art from San José 
State University. She is experienced in 3-D modeling and texturing. Her interests are 
creating 3-D environments and interactive experiences using media such as games 
and virtual reality. Some of her recent projects include the use of virtual reality to 
tell a narrative of her experiences as an Asian American. She created textures and 
maps for the Time Tunnel VR Installation.

Don Vo is a Digital Media Art and Mathematics student at San José State University. 
Vo worked for a clothing company as a character designer before attending college. 
Vo’s interests include 3-D modeling, 3-D animation, video gaming, and stop-motion 
animation. For the Time Tunnel VR Installation, Vo provided support in modeling 
certain objects in the VR environment.
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Reflecting on the entire Time Tunnel exhibition, the faculty advisors for Time 
Tunnel VR Installation, SJSU Assistant Professors of Digital Media Art Andrew 
Blanton and Rhonda Holberton, took the opportunity to discuss the expe-
rience of advising a team of students to actualize a VR installation inspired 
by Nauman’s Corridor Installation with Mirror—San Jose Installation (Double 
Wedge Corridor with Mirror). They explored how this unique artistic applica-
tion of VR relates to the nature of the art viewer experience, the limitations 
of both physical perception and technological capabilities, and some of the 
consistent underlying questions of Bruce Nauman’s artistic career.

RHONDA HOLBERTON: I find Nauman’s corridor very tender, in a way, 
because it necessitates the presence of another viewer in a way that his 
other [corridor] pieces don’t. You need another person to understand what 
is happening mechanically. 

ANDREW BLANTON: To understand what you are seeing?

RH: Right, to understand that what you are seeing [in the mirror at the end 
of the hallway] is not yourself, that it is another person. There is a reliance 
on another body to be the third-point referent. What if we try to concep-
tually reflect [Nauman’s Corridor Installation with Mirror—San Jose Installation 
(Double Wedge Corridor with Mirror)] in the way that we construct the essay? 
How could two points of view converge, and what would that look like?

AB: On the one hand, we should frame the prompting in the work. We 
were initially asked to address the accessibility of the Nauman corridor. 
Principally, would there be a way for those in wheelchairs to also be able to 
participate in the work? But really, in the end, what I found to be one of the 
most interesting things about it was the relationship between the work, the 
viewer, and the external virtual installation. In a way, we were able to create 
what felt like a very natural extension of the work into the virtual world. 
That was a bit unexpected. But because the work in some way is thinking 
very carefully about viewership, that’s very naturally extended into virtual 
reality and the complications of viewership in simulated environments.

RH: Right, the thing about Nauman’s [corridor pieces] is that the body is 
at the heart of the practice. So, of course, through the development of the 
project, there are these conceptual conceits that reveal themselves that 
are in line with his original intent, but there are other places where the [VR 

installation and physical installation] diverge. It reminds me of the mirror at 
the end of the wedge as a site for reciprocity but also a site of divergence, in 
a way like the physical and virtual versions, trying to find the overlap. Where 
is that overlap? I think it happens where you get close enough to the thing 
to figure out where you are in it. For the physical installation, that happens 
in the “nose,” when you make that turn around the sharp bend. In the VR 
installation, it happens both when you put the headset on … no, not when 
you put it on. I’m saying that because I knew what to expect when I put it on. 
For most viewers, it probably happens when you take it off.

AB: Yeah.

RH: Right, that moment when you understand the virtual space well enough 
to exit, it’s another kind of unveiling.

AB: The other complication is that, in the physical installation, when another 
person was in the space, the paradigm for interaction completely changed 
for me. Like when you are walking down the corridor with someone else 
walking in front of you. Then they turn the corner, but you can still see their 
back. It’s hard to explain why that experience is so particular, but it really 
stuck with me. Being in virtual space is really different. There is an important 
intimacy with our reflections in mirrors that is lost in virtual reality, princi-
pally because the data for the position of our body are almost nonexistent in 
these systems. This is totally different in the physical installation. The shape 
of the corridor provides this uniquely phenomenological experience in many 
ways that are totally tied to our connection with our physical bodies.

RH: You have to stretch your arm out to try to see your reflection, to try to 
see both sides, but you can never quite catch it.

AB: Yeah, but in VR our response to the reflection question was to create 
an avatar for the [viewer that could be reflected in the mirror]. There’s also 
the attendant who helps the viewer into the VR headset, but who would 
always be masked as soon as the viewer put the headset on. The viewer was 
always being observed in the space.

RH: There’s always a third-party observer.

AB: Right.
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RH: That’s actually really interesting too, the intimacy of the other. Something 
that I’ve always found in VR in institutional settings. There’s usually someone 
there to explain to you how it works but also put the device on you. You 
need a guide, kind of like a shaman, into virtual space. Someone to literally 
take care of your body phenomenologically while you have this completely 
psycho-retinal experience.

AB: A physical guide into the virtual space.

RH: Yeah, because the body becomes—even able bodies become—
completely cleaved from their sense of a natural flow of physical proprio-
ception. I know that I flail, that I’ve almost fallen down, in VR. You completely 
lose sense of your body in space in a way that doesn’t happen in movies, 
in screen space. That doubling or uncoupling of self from expectations of 
causality in physical reality is at the heart of much of Nauman’s work. The 
sense of splitting of self within space and then reuniting with self that happens 
in the “nose” of the V of the physical installation also happened for me when 
the students were building the VR environment. During development, they 
had come up with an iteration of the VR project where you could walk out 
of the door in the reconstruction of the physical gallery and across the hall 
into the gallery that housed the VR installation where you were physically 
standing. The students had placed virtual sculptures that they created in the 
room, and while it wasn’t appropriate for this project, that kind of flipping 
of the conceptual conceit of physical reality was exactly the kind of cleaving 
that happened for me in the “nose” of the V in the physical corridor. I’m kind 
of sad we lost that.

AB: It’s amazing how navigating a known [physical] space in VR gives you 
a sense of familiarity, but also a sense of distance. A kind of third space 
where you don’t know exactly what will happen. Like when the students 
built the exact replica of the gallery, then built the adjacent rooms and hall-
ways because they wanted to explore that physical-virtual interplay, that was 
really amazing and really at the heart of what is interesting pedagogically—as 
a teacher, that was so cool to see. I like this idea of cleaving. I agree; there 
was a really interesting aspect of the corridor where the standard interac-

tion, what we expect to happen in physical space, is suspended. And that 
was all compounded by the extending of the physical space into the virtual 
space. Like you could be in the adjacent gallery in virtual space but then 
navigate virtually across the hall into the space that we were occupying. 
It’s funny, because it’s quite technically involved, but I wonder if this type of 
intervention will seem technically banal in fifteen years. The novelty of the 
work gave me a sort of Hole in Space5 feeling, but I do think the connec-
tion to the physical installation of the Nauman corridor was also just very 
interesting conceptually. That was certainly my primary interest in working 
on the installation. The extension of the digital space was a really nice way 
for the students to explore some of those boundaries and what they could 
mean in virtual space. The digital installation really evolved to something 
unique at that point.

RH: Yeah, to use an overused term, it’s the uncanniness of the unknown 
known; it’s another one of those V points; the ability to both experience 
the virtual and physical thing. For Nauman, it was really important that 
your perceptual sense of self in physical space completely changes when 
you enter into the corridor—it’s dampening the physical waves that are 
making sound in your eardrums—that the corridor narrows down to a point 
where you have to turn your body sideways to fit through to the end. Those 
are beautiful performative moments that [Nauman] discusses in relation 
to conversations he had with the choreographer Meredith Monk in 1968, 
where he really honed in on a sense of self that comes from action. A sense 
that you can’t get from just thinking about yourself or your body. What is 
the difference that is left between the expectation of the experience and 
the enactment of it?

AB: Which really relates to what we are doing. Some points there that 
are really interesting to me are that we purposely chose not to deal with 
sound [in the VR installation]. The sound has a lot to do with our sense 
of space and volume, so that compression of sound and space where you 
have to turn sideways in the physical installation is something that we lost in 
the virtual iteration. In the VR experience, you have the retinal experience, 

5 Galloway, Kit, and Sherrie Rabinowitz, Hole in Space, 1980, public communication sculpture in New York 
City, http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/hole-in-space/.
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which is really dominant, but that decoupled from the auditory experience 
is really strange.

RH: I think that dominance of the retinal versus somatic feedback is a great 
jumping off place for our students (and for us as artists). One of the wonder-
ful things about this project was being able to have the physical installation 
next door to the virtual installation. In many ways, that proximity revealed 
the difference more than it exposed alliances or similarities. One of those 
differences, like you said, was the sound component. One jumping off point 
is the ways that you might be able to cross wires and represent that acoustic 
dampening through visual or synesthetic approximation of haptic feedback 
in VR.6 There are many devices built for VR that make use of the relatively 
weak somatic sensory processors. There are egg-shaped chairs that approx-
imate motion, where you can lean to move in a direction, but just engag-
ing the hip muscles produces that synesthetic moment; it feels like walking 
when coupled with visual cues from the headset that tell you that you are 
moving through space in a walking-like way. Another example is the hand-
held controllers that vibrate when you touch something; the feedback to 
the brain interprets the vibration as a sense of pressure. It’s the same way 
that Apple fakes the sense of a button being pressed on the trackpad with 
a vibration, it kind of works—or at least passes. As long as the retinae are 
engaged and there are enough indicators to corroborate the sensorial feed-
back, we are not really sampling at a high enough rate to understand that the 
vibration we feel isn’t pressure, that it’s just haptic feedback. There’s a lot of 
creative space in that difference or mixing of signals. We were trying to play 
it very close to a one-to-one recreation for the purposes of this installation, 
but I think that’s where things could really open up and where our students 
got really strange and creative. Their imagining of what would happen when 
you walk out of the recreation of the physical installation across the hallway 
and into the VR recreation of the room, that the viewer would actually be 

physically standing in. That’s beautiful, not necessarily the point of the piece, 
and so we took it out of the final iteration, but it’s not entirely outside of 
Nauman’s conceptual framework either. 

AB: Right, to return to your point about having the virtual installation one 
door down from the physical installation, the poetics really became more 
apparent to me after the physical installation was completed. There’s a 
decoupling that was really important, really beautiful. Feeling those differ-
ences between the two spaces, and understanding what those differences 
were, was incredible. At some point, we really hit it, where it was like “Oh, 
this is really close to the physical installation.” But the virtual installation is 
slightly different in these really interesting ways. We had a day where we 
were playing with scale. All of a sudden, the virtual avatar was way too small, 
and the corridor in the Thompson gallery became really enormous. [In VR] 
you can affect these spaces in weird ways. The students really ran with 
the idea of realistically representing not just the gallery but the rest of the 
building and where we would be standing. The modeling of the two rooms 
became a device for them to conceptually start to wrap their heads around 
the project.

RH: I think that part is really important. In terms of the planning phase, 
that was something I really tried to highlight: build the mockup first and 
then figure out what needs to go in it. [The students] wanted to start with 
discussions about the design of the avatar, but I think you really need to get 
into the VR space before you can start designing assets. You maybe need a 
headset or a head reference for the reflection, but hands are the things that 
really give you the sense of embodied experience. I think it was just a couple 
months later that the research came out of Japan that proved you don’t 
really need anything other than hands and feet for embodied experience 
in VR.7 I think that, for artists, it’s much quicker to get to those places, like 

6 See Willoughby Sharp, “Interview with Bruce Nauman.” Avalanche, no. 2 (Winter 1971): 22–31; 
reprinted in Kraynak, ed., Please Pay Attention Please, 133–54.

Bruce Nauman: When the corridors had to do with sound damping, the wall relied on soundproof-
ing material which altered the sound in the corridor and also caused pressure on your ears, which is 
what I was really interested in: pressure changes that occurred while you were passing by the material. 
And then one thing to do was to make a V. When you are at the open end of the V there’s not too 
much effect, but as you walk into the V the pressure increases quite a bit, it’s very claustrophobic...
Willoughby Sharp: Pressure is also felt on the spectator’s own body. Does that come from your ears?

BN: It has a lot to do with just your ears.
WS: So space is felt with one’s ears? 
BN: Yeah, that’s right. (pg. 134)

7 Kondo, Ryota, Maki Sugimoto, Kouta Minamizawa, Takayuki Hoshi, Masahiko Inami, and Michiteru 
Kitazaki. “Illusory body ownership of an invisible body interpolated between virtual hands and feet via 
visual-motor synchronicity.” Scientific Reports 8 (2018). https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-
25951-2.
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“What are the most efficient ways to do the thing that I want to do? What 
happens if I play with this aspect, or what does it feel like when this other 
thing happens?” So in terms of the beautiful poetics between the virtual and 
physical spaces, those brilliant moments started to expose themselves once 
the students started to actually build the thing. It didn’t happen in planning 
phases. It’s kind of like the way a painter would lay down a stroke and then 
address the way the stroke relates to the canvas as a whole. I think artists 
using VR in an intuitive or creative way can tell us a lot about what VR is and 
what it can do.

AB: Yes, and there is some really interesting research happening right now 
in terms of bodily experience and VR. Some researchers at Stanford were 
experimenting with adding a third arm and trying to get their participants to 
learn how to use it.8 I’m not sure if those researchers are familiar with the 
work of Stelarc, but it seems like a nice extension of his Third Hand work.9 
It also makes me think of that work Gender Swap by BeAnotherLab, where 
embodiment through the eyes of someone else is explored through VR.10 
It’s a really unique challenge to have to take on both the technical and artistic 
challenges of a work like this. For instance, one of the other interesting tech-
nical challenges that came up was the building of the mirror. And the mirror 
becomes a really interesting question: “What is a mirror in virtual reality?” 
In physical space, a mirror is a reflection of light rays off a glass surface, so if 
you have a virtual camera that is reflecting virtual light rays back into itself in 
virtual space, can you see that mirror? Those are all really complex calcula-
tions that are a bit unnecessary. In VR, it is easier to just duplicate the scene 
instead of having a reflection of virtual light rays. You can just build a second 
room that physically mirrors all of the actions that are happening in the first. 
So, the mirror in virtual space becomes something more like an actually 

mirrored 3-D space, like all of the actions in one space are duplicated and 
seen through a small portal that is the mirror. 

RH: Well, I guess that also has to do with the limitations of the technology. 
The question isn’t “Is it easier?” but “Is it more computationally efficient?” 
That computational efficiency effects sampling and refresh rates, which turn 
into a lot of other things in VR. Like how nauseous do you get inside of it? 
How real does it look? How many other things can happen at the same 
time? How quickly can you move without dropping frames? I think it’s a 
really weird question, such an Alice in Wonderland question. Is it better to 
create a surface that can computationally reflect our own? Or is it better 
to create a backwards world that we peer into to understand our own? In 
many ways, this is kind of Nauman’s question too. In the interview he did 
with Willoughby Sharp after the original installation of Corridor Installation 
with Mirror—San Jose Installation (Double Wedge Corridor with Mirror) at 
San José State College, Nauman talks about his use of video as a kind of 
electronic mirror.11 The mirror is both a reflection and a splitting of self. You 
see this in a lot of his other work, when he’s filming himself trying to pull 
his cheek out to stretch out the surface of his body or walking around the 
square.12,13 He’s tracing a topology, tracing the space where the body meets 
the reflection of the body vis-à-vis technology (and I would submit that a 
mirror is technology). 

AB: It seems to fit so nicely into this provocation that we had for the 
students: How do we recreate this space and what does the recreation look 
like? What are the spanning differences between the recreation of space? 
What is the mechanism for the recreation, and how does that fit philosoph-
ically with the initial endeavors that Nauman was exploring? In some way, 

8 Lang, Ben. “Stanford Studies Control Schemes for Three-Armed Avatars in VR.” roadtovr.com (November 
17, 2016). https://www.roadtovr.com/why-have-2-arms-when-you-could-have-3-stanford-studies-con-
trol-schemes-for-three-armed-avatars-in-vr/.
9 Stelarc, Third Hand, 1980–1998, performance, http://stelarc.org/?catID=20265.
10 BeAnotherLab, The Machine to Be Another, 2013–present, experiential work, http://www.themachine-
tobeanother.org/.
11 See Sharp, “Interview.”

Willoughby Sharp: Did you consider using a video system in the San Jose piece?
Bruce Nauman: Well, in this piece the mirror takes the place of any video element. In most of the 
pieces with closed circuit video, the closed circuit functions as a kind of electronic mirror.

WS: So you are really throwing the spectator back on himself. That’s interesting. I hadn’t realized the 
similarity between the mirror and the video image before. Is there a natural extension into video from 
a certain situation, such as this piece? Or didn’t you even consider that?
BN: I didn’t consider it. The mirror allows you to see some place that you didn’t think you could see. 
In other words you are seeing around the corner. (pg. 150)

12 In 1968, Nauman produced a series of holograms, titled Making Faces, in which he contorted and 
stretched his face into a series of exaggerated gestures.
13 Walking in an Exaggerated Manner Around the Perimeter of a Square (1968), 16-mm film transferred to 
video (black and white, silent), 10 min.
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this idea of a mirror that is a portal into a data-reflected room furthers the 
V or the wedge in the work.

RH: Right. Well, again, that split of self. That split happens in all of his corri-
dor pieces. I’ve experienced one of the first corridor pieces he did.14 It’s a 
single corridor created by two freestanding walls. The space between the 
walls is narrow like the double wedge is at the end of the V, so you are 
forced to walk sideways down the entire length. It felt more like a journey 
or a passageway to create a performance. The subtle shifts in material and 
perspective split the self in a way that narrows the distance between the 
mind and the body. It brings you closer to yourself by forcing you to focus 
on your movements in relationship to the material environment. Something 
must have happened for him during the perimeter pieces, where he was 
walking the square. Something at the corner, like at that moment where he 
turned to walk on another plane, there was also a possibility of becoming 
something other. This is a lot of speculation on my part, but take Going 
Around the Corner Piece (1970). In this work, Nauman took the perimeter he 
had drawn on the floor of his studio and extruded it vertically. He built four 
walls that met to create a freestanding square. At each corner, he mounted a 
video camera. Underneath each camera was a monitor that showed the live 
feed from the previous wall, so that every time you turn the corner you are 
chasing the ghost of the image of yourself. In a similar iteration, in Live Taped 
Video Corridor (1970), he creates another narrow corridor that butts into a 
wall with two televisions stacked on top of one another at the end. The two 
screens look identical, but as soon as you enter into the corridor you start 
to see yourself from behind on the top screen. When you get close enough 
to apprehend yourself properly on the screen, you are far away from the 
camera and small on the screen. So, in addition to surveilling yourself from 
behind, you are always chasing the apprehension of the image of yourself. If 
you turn around to face the camera to try to see yourself as you normally 
expect to in reflections, your image disappears. In both of these works 
there are these amazing points of difference in terms of phenomenological 
experience of the rendered space; you are constantly trying to reconcile the 

splitting of self through image. It’s really easy in the fantastic experience of 
VR space to lose yourself in visual sensorium and have a completely retinal 
experience of space.

AB: Because the image is all encompassing.

RH: Exactly. But what we had was a really boring environment. I mean, 
boring in the best way. It wasn’t a very interesting thing to look at: drywall 
and normal building materials. 

AB: Well, I do think that—let’s call it the simplicity of the design—was a 
really important part of what made the work so powerful. The core of 
Nauman’s idea was really a reflection of the viewer’s perception, sort of 
where we started with this idea of accessibility being at the heart of the 
work. It’s somehow accessible because it’s externalizing each participant’s 
experience with the work, or at least highlighting the experience. The tech-
nology involved with virtual reality is really the exact opposite in many ways, 
like the user’s reality is hidden and removed to construct another world. For 
that reason, it becomes a bit tricky to highlight the user’s perceptual interac-
tion with the work, but I think we were able to do so in certain ways. Like in 
the physical installation, you have your own physical presence in the space, 
and it’s a very felt experience.

RH: Right, so what happens is this kind of splitting of cognitive self, or this 
reciprocity of recognition of self. So, you can only really acknowledge your-
self as body in two ways: one, because of the banality of the image, and two, 
because of the double mirroring in both your reflection in the VR model 
and the reflection of the physical encounter with the physical installation. 
It’s really asking a lot of the viewer to be able to combine these experiences.

AB: In a room that is adjacent to the physical installation.

RH: Yeah, you are asking the viewer to reconcile embodied memory, but 
also a kind of embodied projection of that embodied memory into the simu-
lation. It’s doing a lot of weird things.

14 Bruce Nauman, Green Light Corridor, 1970, on display at the Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego, 
2011.
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