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Negative Hauntology and the Nuclear Sublime: 
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vehicle for teaching our bodies how to be in that 
temporal non-time-space; the nuclear is the perfect 
subject for the medium of the virtual, one giving us 
a limbo of time, the other a limbo of (bodily) space. 

On the lasting power of nuclear catastrophe 
within the public imagination, which leads us to 
this negative hauntology, Jean-Luc Nancy writes: 

Nuclear catastrophe – all differences 
military or civilian kept in mind – 
remains the one potentially irremediable 
catastrophe, whose effects spread through 
generations, through the layers of the 
earth; these effects have an impact on 
all living things and on the large-scale 
organization of energy production, 
hence on consumption as well. The 
“equivalence” of catastrophes here means 
to assert that the spread or proliferation 
of repercussions from every kind of 
disaster hereafter will bear the mark of 
that paradigm represented by nuclear risk. 
From now on there is an interconnection, 
an intertwining, even a symbiosis of 
technologies, exchanges, movements, 
which makes it so that a flood—for 

Abstract
This article explores the relation between virtual reality and nuclear disaster as represented in several 
contemporary virtual reality artworks, including artist collective Chim↑Pom’s “Don’t Follow the Wind” 
and Lynette Wallworth’s “Collisions.” The use of VR technology to share “un-shareable” or unknowable 
experiences seems to be a trend in contemporary art, and the destructive power of nuclear energy, coupled 
with the equally dangerous (and invisible) radiation which lingers long afterwards, seem implicit in the use 
of VR for creating art about the nuclear. Utilizing Jean-Luc Nancy’s After Fukushima to link my theorization 
of “negative hauntology” with VR and the nuclear, this article understands the temporality of nuclear disaster 
as one in which we are always simultaneously “after” a disaster that has yet to come, in which there is “no 
future” because apocalyptic trauma has already occurred. This article claims that VR is an exemplary medium 
for teaching bodies how to exist in a context where neither time nor space can ever be solidly realized, a 
temporality that should be linked with the both past existence and future potentiality of nuclear annihilation.

While themes of immersion, empathy, and 
connection have been tied to virtual reality (and 
the literature and theory surrounding it)1 since its 
beginning (or at least its resurgence in 2012 with the 
announcement of the Oculus Rift), I have started 
to see a pattern of virtual reality artworks about 
nuclear disaster in a large variety of forms. I want to 
explore this particular theme as a potential space to 
re-evaluate the medium specificity of virtual reality 
in art –especially with the resurgence of themes of 
nuclear apocalypse within both academia and pop-
culture.2 The threat of nuclear disaster may be an 
especially apt vehicle for the medium of virtual 
reality, as both open new ways of understanding and 
making due with our bodies in time and space. I will 
rely heavily on Jean-Luc Nancy’s After Fukushima to 
explain what I see as a “negative hauntology” within 
virtual reality and nuclear threat. Whereas Jacques 
Derrida’s “hauntology” contends that “presence” 
assumes a temporality of having already been but 
yet to come (haunted by a past that is yet to happen), 
negative hauntology is the idea that the ultimate 
disaster—annihilation and the end of “presence”—
has already happened and is yet to come.3 Nuclear 
disaster puts us in this “always after / no future” 
time, and, I contend, virtual reality is the perfect 
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instance—wherever it may occur, must 
necessarily involve relationships with any 
number of technical, social, economic, 
political intricacies that keep us from 
regarding is as simply a misadventure or 
a misfortune whose consequences can 
be more or less easily circumscribed….4

We are now in a moment where this threat is 
always imminent and always interconnected with 
other threats. (The bomb has been dropped but 
total global annihilation has yet to come.) It is 
not surprising then, that artworks about nuclear 
disaster are ever-present. They arrive alongside 
the idea that catastrophes are, to some extent, 
fungible and have a general equivalence with 
the ur-catastrophe of nuclear disaster or war. It 
represents, in many ways, a total extinction that 
is both accidental and preventable but impossible 
to reverse; it makes nuclear disaster, to an extent, 
the disaster of time itself. Nancy claims that we no 
longer have “succession” but “rupture”, no longer 
have “anticipation” but “suspense, even stupor.” He 
claims that the “after” of After Hiroshima asks “..Is 
there an after? Is there anything that follows? Are 
we still headed somewhere? Where is our future?” 
and “It is a matter of finding out if there is a future. 
It is possible that there may not be one (or that 
there may be one that is in its turn catastrophic.)”5 

This is indicative of what I’ve deemed 
above, a “negative hauntology,” one in which 
interlinked disasters—both natural6 and 
manmade, preventable and inevitable—place 
us outside of time and futurity. Nancy writes:

Our time—as it has been able to see 
itself at least since the first world war 
– is the era that knows it is capable of 
an ‘end of days’ that would be a deed 
created by humans. Günther Anders 
writes, ‘Today, since the apocalypse is 
technically possible and even likely, it 
stands alone before us: no one believes 
anymore that a ‘kingdom of God’ will 
follow it. Not even the most Christian of 
Christians.” He could have added that the 
very meaning of the word apocalypse is 
found to be affected by it. For in Greek 
it means ‘unveiling’ or ‘revelation.’ When 
a revelation reveals that there is nothing 

to reveal, it slams shut. Perhaps we could 
transpose this by speaking of a satori that 
awakens to nothing, to no understanding.7

And this awakening to nothing is especially linked to 
apocalyptic notions of the nuclear. Nancy continues, 
“What Fukushima adds to Hiroshima is the threat 
of an apocalypse that opens onto nothing, onto the 
negation of the apocalypse itself, a threat that depends 
not just on military use of the atom and perhaps 
not even on the sole use of the atom in general.”8

But, back to the primary focus of this essay: 
virtual reality in contemporary artwork. Why do 
works of art about nuclear disaster so often rely 
on the medium of virtual reality? While this essay 
will focus on works by the artists elin o’hara slavick, 
Lynette Wallworth, and collective Chim↑Pom, 
other examples abound. For instance, the 2018 
work It is Two Minutes to Midnight by Ellen Sandor, 
Diana Torres, Azadeh Gholizadeh, and Chris Kemp 
provides a virtual walk through the doomsday 
clock, and is part of an exhibit which focuses on 
“heightened threats of nuclear warfare, growing 
tensions between nations, and climate change 
alongside scientific discoveries, like CRISPR…”9

The fact that this work conflates or makes 
exchangeable the nuclear doomsday clock with 
other forms of disaster (climate change, geopolitics, 
techno-science anxiety) reiterates my concept of 
negative hauntology. Similarly, filmmakers Saschka 
Unseld and Gabo Arora directed the virtual reality 
experience The Day the World Changed which 
premiered at the Tribeca film Festival in 2017. This 
immersive virtual reality “experience” starts with an 
overview of the history of the atomic bomb, then 
moves into the aftermath of the Hiroshima attack. 
One can explore the city as it might have been, 
viewing historical objects that are on display in 
the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum in their 
“original” context scattered throughout the city. 
The final part of the work focuses on contemporary 
issues of nuclear power, weapons, and war and their 
ever-present threat. Most of the work relies on the 
Museum’s archives; using video testimony, objects 
collected from the city after the bombing, and 
photogrammetry of surviving sites.10 While there 
are still other examples, one final pillar to prop 
my point (albeit augmented reality not virtual): 
Artist Linda Dement created Maralinga-Babies’ 
Bones 2016 which was an augmented reality work 
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located on an the Maralinga airstrip (using the 
phone app Layar). The work’s title (and visuals) are 
a response to the Defence Report DEFE 16/808 
that revealed from 1957 to 1978 the femurs of 
21,830 dead babies were secretly taken and tested 
in order to determine the effects of radiation 
from atomic tests carried out in Maralinga. 

While I’ll return to my three primary artworks 
(by o’hara Slavick, Wallworth, and Chim↑Pom) 
shortly, I first want to discuss how I see the stakes of 
virtual reality and sensation. If, as Jacques Rancière 
claims in The Politics of Aesthetics, the politics of 
aesthetics are to police the boundaries of what is 
made seeable (or sensible), and additionally what 
can be said about it, how does virtual reality play 
out as a potentially new aesthetic regime of politics? 
Additionally, what is to be made of the largely un-
seeable effects of nuclear radiation? How does this, 
then relate to “actual” politics, and what political 
ends beyond the bounds of aesthetics does virtual 
reality have to offer? I want to focus on how 
artists are using both virtual reality and how they 
portray nuclear disaster through that form. For, as 
Ranciere states: “It is on the basis of this primary 
aesthetics that it is possible to raise the question 
of ‘aesthetic practices’ as I understand them, that is 
forms of visibility that disclose artistic practices, the 
place they occupy, what they ‘do’ or ‘make’ from the 
standpoint of what is common to the community. 
Artistic practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ 
that intervene in the general distribution of ways of 
doing and making as well as in the relationships they 
maintain to modes of being and forms of visibility.”11

In terms of medium specificity, I also want to 
discuss the haptic/optic binary – in a sense using 
one of the founders of Art History – Alois Riegl’s 
definition  of haptic as “tactile vision”12 in combination 
with how Mark Hansen describes the medium of 
the digital as intertwined with the body (or a body’s 
movement). Hansen discusses the separation of 
body image (primarily visual) from body schema 
and explains that the body is always in excess of 
itself, coupling with its external environment. This 
coupling is “increasingly accomplished through 
technical means, this excess (which has certainly 
always been potentially technical) can increasingly be 
actualized only with the explicit aid of technics.”13 
I’m using motion in an art historical sense and then 
haptic and optic in a representative sense as well, 
maintaining that touch is haptic, and haptic includes 

proprioception and is not differentiated from it. 
Even more specifically, this essay will focus on how 
that body, virtual reality technology, and the nuclear 
are interacting with ideas of the Sublime; not only 
the 18th century sublime of Burke and Kant, but also 
the more specific concept of the Nuclear Sublime, 
first widely mentioned in the article of the same 
name by Frances Ferguson inspired by an insurance 
notice stating that they were not covered for nuclear 
incidents, and later expanded upon by William C. 
Wees.14 Wees deemed his “nuclear sublime” as a sub-
category of David Nye’s “American Technological 
Sublime.”15 Nye described the sublime of the nuclear 
thusly, “…the astonishment amounting almost 
to terror, the horror and sacred awe felt by those 
witnessing a nuclear explosion–from a safe distance, 
of course…It was a terrifying and irresistible force, 
like a hurricane or a volcano…”16 

The haptic/optic binary can be addressed 
through the primacy of vision throughout the 
history of art. Leon Battista Alberti’s ideas about 
the window as frame for the canvas are only one 
point of discussion in the priority given to the visual 
in art and how the theme of the nuclear (especially 
when dispersed through the medium of virtual 
reality) might disrupt this. In his 1435 text De 
Pictura Alberti said that an artist should consider 
the flat canvas and its rectangular frame as an open 
window.17 Martin Jay, citing William Ivins Jr., has 
said that “the history of art during the five hundred 
years that have elapsed since Alberti wrote has been 
little more than the story of the slow diffusion of his 
ideas through the artists and people of Europe.”18 
Jay goes on to say that “the modern era, it is often 
alleged, has been dominated by the sense of sight in a 
way that set it apart from its premodern predecessors 
and possibly its postmodern successor.”19 

Anne Friedberg expands upon Alberti’s theory 
of vision and adjusts it for the digital age in her 
essay “The Virtual Window.” She writes that “we 
know the world by what we see” and “how the 
world is framed may be as important as what is 
contained within that frame.”20 Friedberg goes 
on to explain this vision allows for various frames 
and windows, be they filmic, textual, digital, etc. 
But, when thinking about the visual through the 
nuclear, these frames of vision are seemingly not 
enough. So much artwork and memorialization 
around nuclear energy, around nuclear disasters 
are based not on the optic, but the haptic. 



34 FALL 2020

NEGATIVE HAUNTOLOGY
So, why? Not, of course, why make these 

images which evoke both beauty and violence, but 
why involve the haptic? Why is there the desire to 
bring these objects closer to us? Not just visually, 
but physically into our space and then tactically to 
touch them? To rub them? An answer lies, perhaps, 
within sublimity. As Edmund Burke writes, his 
concept of the sublime is explained as “Whatever 
is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and 
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, 
or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates 
in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the 
sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest 
emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”23 

To understand Hiroshima as an indexical 
relationship to an object itself, to the ways in which 
these artworks and memorials are operating, we 
must talk about the tragedy and destruction of 
nuclear bombs and energy disasters in two ways 
– through the terror and horror which make up 
the sublime – and by doing so heightens certain 
temporal claims about sublimity. Terror and horror 
are often discussed but distinguished as making 
up experiences of sublimity. Most notably, English 
novelist Ann Radcliffe discusses them individually. 
She writes, “Terror and horror are so far opposite, 

The haptic, especially direct and indirect touch, 
is certainly at play with nuclear memorialization. 
Think, for example, of the many memorials to the 
bombing of Hiroshima, spread across the world, 
including the Hiroshima peace memorial flame in 
Wellington, New Zealand. Often they consist of 
stones and large rocks which are from Hiroshima, 
there when the bombing happened. There is also 
the very popular activity of etching these stones – 
placing paper onto them in order to press charcoal 
or crayon against them and create rubbings, a 
tactile remembering that you were there, that you 
touched them and now this memento you have 
created also touched them. MONA, (the Museum 
of Old and New Art, outside Hobart, Tasmania) 
has had a piece called “Hiroshima and Tasmania – 
the Archive for the Future” by Masao Okabe and 
Chi Hiro Minato on display since 2011 in which 
charcoal and mud which would have been exposed 
to the radiation at Hiroshima are used to etch stones 
from the Ujina Railway Station. Further, these 
stones are on display at the museum and visitors are 
encouraged to make their own etchings at all times. 

Also working through the haptic and indexical 
of the nuclear is artist elin o’hara slavick. She 
too makes rubbings of stones and other objects 
from Hiroshima, including etches of bridges and 
basement floors in Hiroshima and cyanotypes of 
radiated objects. For example, Lone Blue Bottle is a 
cyanotype of a bottle melted from the heat of the 
bombing. o’hara lavick writes, “The cyanotypes of 
exposed objects taken briefly out of the vaults of 
the Peace Museum’s collection to be exposed to the 
sun, render the traumatic objects as white shadows, 
ghostly silhouettes—like Anna Atkins botanical 
cyanotypes from the 1800s but with a violent 
force.”21  She also makes beautiful and shadowy 
works inspired by Henri Becquerel’s experiments 
with uranium and autoradiography. In these works, 
which o’hara slavick made during a collaboration 
with the staff of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial, 
she places a-bombed objects from the museum’s 
collection onto x-ray film and encloses them in 
light-tight bags for over a week (Figure 1). The 
result reveals the invisible radiation lingering 
in these objects, evidenced and made visible by 
their direct contact with the film. o’Hara slavick 
says “I am utilizing exposures to make visible the 
unseen, to reveal what is denied and hidden.”22

Figure 1. elin o’Hara slavick, Lingering Radiation (contact gelatin print 
of x-ray exposed from A-bombed tree stump fragment)
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disastrousness, the need to reconcile with the fact 
that we are the first few generations able to end 
ourselves,26 is it surprising that we find it so hard 
to visualize this? The nuclear and all it comes to 
represent to try and not only visualize, but feel in 
our bodies? He writes, “A proper noun is always 
a way to pass beyond signification. It signifies 
itself and nothing else. About the denomination 
that is that of these two names [Hiroshima 
and Fukushima], we could say that instead of 
passing beyond, they fall below all signification. 
They signify an annihilation of meaning.”27 

Burke’s iteration of the sublime revolved around 
the simultaneous emotions of fear and attraction, 
or a “negative pain” that could produce delight. 
When danger and pain are not too close, then they 
are delightful and approach the sublime. We know 
that the stones of the memorials have been de-
radiated, that they no longer contain harmful levels 
of radiation, but still, the threat is there in front of 
us to imagine and to delight our imagination. o’hara 
slavick’s work makes this visible through touch, the 
radiation the objects still hold within them creates 
their shadowy doubles when they press against the 
paper for long enough, and o’hara slavick’s etchings 
give a sense of “I was there, exposed to the danger.” 

This trend carries over to the ongoing work 
Don’t Follow the Wind  by the collective Chim↑Pom 
in which, when displayed at the 2016 Sydney 
Biennial, banal objects such as café tables and 
phones from the evacuated areas surrounding 
Fukushima are displayed alongside a virtual reality 
work showing their larger project. The virtual reality 
video was displayed through vibrantly decorated 
headsets made by members of artist Bontaru 
Dokuyama’s family. They resembled, among other 
things, astronaut helmets, horses, and birds (Figure 
2). The work was initiated by Chim↑Pom and 
developed alongside curators Kenji Junota, Eva and 
Franco Mattes, and Jason Waite. In Don’t Follow 
the Wind Chim↑Pom returned to Fukushima 
on the fourth anniversary of the earthquake and 
tsunami which triggered the nuclear power plant 
disaster to create an inaccessible exhibition. The 
collective, including Ai Weiwei, Aiko Miyanaga, 
Grand Guignol Mirai, Nikolaus Hirsch and Jorge 
Otero-Pailos, Kota Takeuchi, Eva and Franco 
Mattes, Meiro Koizumi, Nobuaki Takekawa, 
Ahmet Ögüt, Trevor Paglen, and Taryn Simon 
created an art show physically in the exclusion zone 

that the first expands the soul, and awakens the 
faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, 
freezes, and nearly annihilates them.”24 Horror 
startles, but terror comes from obfuscation, the 
unseen. Radcliffe also claims that “the sublime 
obliterates bodies.”25 And nuclear bombs do possess 
this horrific threat of total bodily obliteration. It has 
been reported (and spread through the infamous 
shadow images of non-bodies) that those near the 
hypocentre of the bombing simply disappeared into 
nothingness – the temperature being so high that 
their bodies were essentially vaporized The touch 
was in the present, its presence effecting; the disaster 
has happened and yet, the disaster is to come; there 
is also, in the wake of bombings or energy disasters 
the terrific threat of radiation which cannot be seen 
and yet slowly sickens, poisons, and kills.  This 
again shows us the negative hauntology of nuclear 
devastation death fast and slow, after and always. 
It is this invisible danger housed within objects 
from Hiroshima, and as will be seen momentarily 
Fukushima, that may explain the continued need 
for indexical traces and direct touch within nuclear 
art and memorial. To return to Nancy and his claim 
that nuclear disasters indicate a new form of being 
in the world: a lack of futurity, a new interconnected 

Figure 2. Exhibition view of Chim↑Pom’s Don’t Follow the Wind with VR 
headset, 2016 Sydney Biennial.
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of Fukushima, which no one will be able to visit 
in person for an indeterminate length of time. But 
with the added element of the virtual reality video, 
one can visit the impossible exhibition without any 
real risk right now. The point of the work, as I read it 
through my negative hauntology, is not telepresence 
but its opposite; virtual reality here is used to 
demonstrate the impossibility of the condition it 
presumes. Instead of physical touch or presence, the 
haptic is used to demonstrate the impossibility of 
contact and temporal movement. The idea of frames 
of vision, of visibility and invisibility are present 
throughout the work – Ai Weiwei, for example, 
created his work while under house arrest in Beijing 
– his presence virtually transported (but again, 
what do we mean by this presence in a bodily and 
temporal way). His work, titled A Ray of Hope was 
made of solar powered lights which are turned on 
for five hours a day in a house within the exclusion 
zone, meant to stand in for the bodies of those who 
cannot be there. Kota Takeuchi dressed himself in 
clothing left behind by residents of the exclusion 
zone. Trevor Paglen’s contribution (which, at the 
Sydney Biennial sat on an irradiated café table from 
Fukushima) is called Trinity Cube – a cube made 
of irradiated broken glass collected from inside 
the Fukushima exclusion zone, with an inner core 
of Trinitite, a mineral created by the first atomic 
bomb explosion on July 16, 1945 by the United 
States near Alamogordo New Mexico. The extreme 
heat turned the desert’s sand surface to green glass.

The use of virtual reality for Don’t Follow 
the Wind allows viewers to enter the dangerous 
exclusion zone of Fukushima, to view the artwork 
without being exposed to nuclear radiation. We 
can bring our vision there without our bodies, see 
but not touch, using a technology that is tactile, 
not visual. But the irradiated objects brought 
into the gallery space from Fukushima allow us 
to feel an immediate physical presence with the 
invisible danger of radiation. They claim to be 
irradiated, but as was the case with o’hara slavick’s 
experiments, we can never see visual evidence of 
this with our bare eyes. Chim↑Pom demonstrates 
this dichotomy further through their website, 
which is an entirely aural experience: a white 
screen and just under three minutes of “Don’t 
Follow the Wind” spoken in different languages. 

The final virtual reality artwork I want to discuss, 
Collisions by Lynette Wallworth focuses on the story 

of Nyarri Nyarri Morgan, an indigenous elder of 
the Martu tribe in Western Australia. In his youth, 
Morgan witnessed the Maralinga nuclear bomb 
tests by the British firsthand, when he accidentally 
came upon the test cite during a bombing. His story, 
which delves into larger issues of land ownership 
and uranium mining with Australia, is told through 
digital animation and drone film footage.  Woolworth 
states “We’ve used the newest technology to talk 
about something that is ancient in this country.”

Although it should be noted that Wallworth 
has shown this work both as a virtual reality work 
and a film, what does this work being presented 
through virtual reality do that film would not? 
In the work we meet Morgan, visit his home, 
and watch as he tells his story. We see the atomic 
bomb he saw explode (albeit through digital 
renderings), we hear the fallout all around us – we 
can turn our head skywards and see it the massive 
debris, and yet we cannot feel the rocks we observe 
hit our face. The use of virtual reality versus 
traditional film speaks again to the haptic versus 
optic, and back again to Alberti’s way of framing 
vision. In using a haptic technology to represent 
what can’t be touched, only seen, Wallworth 
(and virtual reality) are acting dialectically, 
speaking to impossibility and not fulfillment. 

Friedberg claims that our perspective 
intrinsically shifts when moved to computer 
desktop “windows” and that “perspective may have 
met its end on the computer desktop.”28 Yet vision is 
still the primary focus, and the frame still holds the 
most power for that vision. She writes “A ‘windowed’ 
multiplicity of perspectives implies new laws of 
‘presence’ – not only here and there, but also then 
and now – a multiple view – sometimes enhanced, 
sometimes diminished – out the window… This 
newly wrought combination of mobile and virtual 
visualities provided a virtual mobility for immobile 
spectators who witnessed movement confined to a 
frame. As cinema ‘spectators’ we sit immobile in front 
of moving images; our bodies do not move, but out 
‘point of view’ may change....”29 And as Martin Jay 
echoes, “we confront again and again the ubiquity 
of vision as the master sense of the modern era.”30

But with virtual reality, this primacy of vision 
is changing – we must move our bodies in order 
to fully experience the world of VR; the fixed gaze 
of the window frame is unbound. For instance, in a 
scene in “Collisions” we see in front of us a movie 
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screen attached to a side of a truck. It is playing an 
interview with J. Robert Oppenheimer discussing 
his famous use of the Bhagavad Gita. This would 
be, for the modernist Alberti-driven form of vision, 
the image, and the only image, and our eye could 
bounce around our unmoving head across it as we 
please – but in this VR work we can turn around, 
and see behind us members of the Martu tribe 
watching Oppenheimer, and the discovery that 
they are watching what we have been watching 
unbounds our frame of reference in a dizzying way 
– we can return to the main image, but still know 
that they are watching too – although our bodily 
location is between them and the screen, and so 
they seem to be watching us watching, although 
their gaze cannot meet ours when we turn back 
to watch them watch. This scenario is not purely 
visual, it is vastly different from the cinematic 
screen and gaze, and whether we argue that when 
the act of moving vision, an unbound and unframed 
gaze that is governed by the movement of our own 
bodies and is thus based in more phenomenological 
contexts is neither haptic nor optic, or is both – 
we must contend for the haptic returning in some 
sense, or at least begin to address the telepresence 
aspect of virtual reality and why some artists 
might want to use it. And, as I am arguing here, 
the threat and allure of the nuclear makes a fitting 
partner for the virtual. Virtual reality emphasizes 
the haptic, not the visual (building on Hansen’s 
argument), and is thus used to try to portray tactile 
experiences of things that cannot be touched. 
When the crisis of digital media temporality 
can be interchanged with the ur-crisis of nuclear 
disaster, these forms come to prominence.31

These forms create the aforementioned 
negative hauntology: to stay on that dizzying 
moment one second longer—that moment with 
the Martu tribe members staring through you—
seems like a hauntological one – no matter how 
immersive the rest of the experience, this outs 
you as a ghost in their machine.32 But again, it is 
not Derrida’s hauntology but Nancy’s negation 
of it; you are a being without a body, a presence 
for which time has come and gone and there is 
only after. This moment shows an annihilation 
of time and space; rather than a to-come “being” 
or “fullness” of ontology to be revealed/unveiled, 
this negative hauntology is a negation of being to 
come, the realization of absence/destruction/etc.

I want to hold this moment up not as a failure 
within the technological aspects of the video work 
but a benefit. Too often virtual reality is merely seen 
for its sense of immersion, realism, and increasingly 
today empathy – with the idea of inhabiting 
another person’s experience, usually with ideals of 
liberal tolerance in mind. These beliefs are limiting, 
and I want to push against empathy and look 
towards other aesthetic and political potentials 
of virtual reality as a medium (for example, 
different forms of interpellation, identification or 
alienation). These virtual reality works do have a 
sense of bringing your body there, as though the 
safe tactility of works such as o’hara slavick’s are 
not enough, and we must bring our bodies as close 
as possible without being obliterated. (How far 
into Burke’s “negative pain” must the immersion 
quest take us?) The drive to experience what cannot 
be touched in person moves from the indexical 
trace to the telepresent, while also demonstrating 
the failure of telepresence (not tele-absence). 

In New Mexico, at the Los Alamos National 
Library, scientists are creating virtual models 
of nuclear facilities using “software from the 
entertainment industry –the kind of realistic 
animation produced by Pixar, Dreamworks and 
Industrial Light and Magic…”33 The project, called 
VISIBLE (Virtual Simulation Baseline Experience) 
is helpful because, as coordinator of nuclear non-
proliferation projects at Los Alamos explains, 
“In virtual reality, we can let people learn about 
a facility by standing in places that would not be 
safe or possible to stand…”34 This “groundbreaking” 
use of virtual reality was reported on in 2010, and 
there is little to be found after that. It certainly 
didn’t prevent the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant disaster (although, again, this speaks 
to Jean-Luc Nancy’s statements on interconnected 
environmental crisis, with the natural disaster of an 
earthquake and tsunami causing the nuclear disaster). 

Basically, there are, as I see it, two paths 
forward for virtual reality, one that follows the 
telepresent genealogy from Alberti to those working 
on projects like VISIBLE which transcends the 
body’s physical location to enter and become 
present in another space: through the frame. 
Or, the other option (glimpsed in Wallworth’s 
Collisions) moving beyond the frame, beyond the 
body, enabling vision from nowhere where the 
observer (or, more correctly, time) is obliterated. 
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