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Entering Virtual Realms,  
an exhibition dedicated  

to transferring videogames  
from screen to gallery

By Khee hoon Chan

State Of The Art
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Wall, Kojima 
Productions and  
The Mill, 2021

Eye, David OReilly  
and Onedotzero, 2021
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found itself caught in the realities of its 
present – in more ways than one.

The COVID-19 pandemic delayed the 
launch, its international tour beginning with  
a stint in Singapore’s ArtScience Museum in 
June, at a time when the country was in 
circuit-breaker lockdown, limiting the 
capacity of certain installations. The 
pandemic also led to difficulties for the 
exhibitors, including co-curator and Enhance 
Games CEO Tetsuya Mizuguchi. “I couldn’t 
move from Tokyo and I couldn’t go to 
London. All commissions gathered in London, 
at the Barbican Centre, and we had the final 
test over there. But I couldn’t go,” he tells us. 
“As co-curator, I couldn’t see all the works.”

It was a situation made even more 
difficult by the multi-sensory nature of Virtual 
Realms. This isn’t some static art gallery in 
which you wander past still images; the 
exhibition is composed of six interactive 
installations from game studios across the 
world. Take, for example, Mizuguchi’s 
exhibit, Rezonance, co-developed with 
Japanese art collective Rhizomatiks. Playing 
out in a dark enclosed space, it presents 
visitors with ‘seeds’: spherical controllers that 
can be used to manipulate sounds, haptics 
and visuals, and lifted up and down to 
create different sensations, pulsing in time 
with the resulting music.

 Virtual Realms is an exhibition with its 
eye firmly on the future, designed to 
build on the Barbican’s first foray into 

videogames, 2002’s Game On. “[That was] 
a historical show, looking back at 
videogames, and we wanted to do 
something that instead looked forward, and 
looked to celebrate how videogames have 
developed and changed over the last few 
years, how they speak to so many different 
audiences,” explains Barbican associate 
curator and Virtual Realms co-curator 
Patrick Moran. “The types of interactions 
and engagements they have with their 
audiences are so diverse now and so 
sophisticated, so we really wanted to 
celebrate videogame creativity in a very new 
way.” But as a physical event originally set 
to open its doors in 2020, the exhibition 
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Patrick Moran, 
associate curator of 
Virtual Realms and 
acting co-head of 
Barbican International 
Enterprises in London

“WE LOOKED TO CELEBRATE 

HOW VIDEOGAMES HAVE 

DEVELOPED AND CHANGED 

OVER THE LAST FEW YEARS”
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Rezonance by Tetsuya 
Mizuguchi, co-curator 
and lead game designer 
at Enhance, is built 
around the theme of 
synaesthesia. Visitors 
can create a shared, 
sensorial experience

Al
ex

is
 O

ng

EDG362.f_virtual.indd   82EDG362.f_virtual.indd   82 28/07/2021   23:0428/07/2021   23:04



M
ar

in
a 

Ba
y 

Sa
nd

s
M

ar
in

a 
Ba

y 
Sa

nd
s

 It’s not hard to appreciate, then, why 
precision is so important in setting up and 
tweaking these spaces – something that  
was made much more difficult by the 
circumstances. Many of the exhibitors were 
unable to be there for the tests in London, or 
Virtual Realms’ current home in Singapore, 
meaning that everything had to be installed 
remotely. “That was so tough, that was so 
tough,” Mizuguchi says. He still hasn’t been 
able to experience Rezonance in person, 
making it hard to tell if the final result truly 
meets his vision. “It’s really difficult to say 
something. I can only just see and watch 
videos and look at photos,” he says. “I really 
wanted to have the real experience.”

As if all that weren’t enough, 2021 had 
one final twist in store for Virtual Realms – 
one that Mizuguchi recounts with a wry 
smile. “The Barbican Centre shipped all  
the works via container shipping, but the 
Suez Canal problem happened,” he says. 
The components were aboard the Ever 
Given when the container ship famously  
got lodged in the channel. Looking back 
now, Mizuguchi is able to laugh about it: 
“That was like mission impossible.”

If the challenges that Virtual Realms 
faced are unprecedented, then at least the 
design of Rezonance is familiar territory for 
Mizuguchi. The exhibition’s subtitle is 
‘Videogames Transformed’, and, as per its 
own description in a press release, the event 
“presents 21st century game design as a 
unique form of contemporary art”. Mizuguchi 
is certainly no stranger to melding 
technology and the arts in novel ways. 
According to Moran, this is exactly what 
made him the perfect candidate for 
co-curator of Virtual Realms. 

Working together, the pair expanded  
on the original vision to commission six 
installations, each tied to a single-word 
theme intended to represent the core 
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David OReilly’s Eye  
allows players to direct 
elements via huge 
controllers, making 
them spin faster or 
assume a smudged 
effect, as seen here

Visitors can watch 
these scenes play out 
in front of them across 
big screens, while 
lounging in spongy 
seats and listening to 
the installation’s 
orchestral soundtrack
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elements of videogames: ‘synaesthesia’, 
‘unity’, ‘connection’, ‘play’, ‘narrative’ and 
‘everything’. If you’ve played Tetris Effect or 
Rez Infinite in VR – or even had opportunity 
to sample the latter’s infamous Synesthesia 
Suit, with its 26 built-in actuators vibrating in 
time with the game’s music – you’ll hardly be 
shocked to learn which of those themes 
belongs to Mizuguchi’s own contribution.

Meanwhile, it’s hard not to notice the 
expansiveness of the last theme on that list. 
‘Everything’ is actually a nod to the title of 
the 2017 game from exhibitor David 
OReilly, and the inspiration for his Virtual 
Realms installation. Eye, created with design 
agency Onedotzero, is a meditative 
experience where waves of objects and life-
forms organise themselves into kaleidoscopic 
patterns on a large screen, moving and 
swaying to an orchestral score provided by 
the London Symphony Orchestra. These 
scenes can be manipulated and distorted 
using massive controllers within the exhibition 
space, while passers-by can watch idly, 
lounging on seats arranged nearby.  

Together, by media 
artist Field.io and 
thatgamecompany, 
responds to the 
visitors’ presence with 
sounds from Sky: 
Children Of the Light
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Tetsuya Mizuguchi, 
guest curator of 
Virtual Realms and 
game creator at 
Enhance, Japan
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Kojima Productions’ 
Wall is based on the 
theme of human 
connection in Death 
Stranding. Visitors can 
stand on both sides of 
a glass panel to sculpt 
cells with one another
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We watch atomic bombs and knives swirling 
around together, bobbing gently to the 
symphonious soundtrack.

It’s no surprise, then, to discover that 
Virtual Realms’ vision of games as a 
21st-century artform is one that resonates 
with OReilly. “There have been efforts to 
ignore digital art by the traditional art world 
for a very long time,” he says. “Only a few 
digital artists have been allowed to have 
their work considered to be contemporary 
art.” Like all the other exhibitors, OReilly was 
unable to see his installation in person in 
Singapore, though he’s looking on the bright 
side. “I’m delighted to be showing 
something,” he says. “It’s been a difficult year 
to, you know… Obviously, there haven’t 
been any events for such a long time.” 

Another highlight of the exhibition is 
Together: The Distance Between (Us) by 
Thatgamecompany, the studio behind 
Journey and more recently Sky: Children  
Of The Light. Created in collaboration with 
design agency Field.io, using elements 
borrowed from the latter title, Together looks 
like a simple, pared-down version of the 
games the studio is known for, and the theme 
of collaboration so prevalent in Journey and 
Sky shines through once again. In this pitch-
black room, circular lighting structures are 
installed on the ceiling, with participants free 

to wander about beneath. Lights, music and 
audio fragments from Sky are then triggered 
depending on the physical positions of 
people in the space. In line with the theme  
of unity, the idea is that participants can 
intuitively work with one another to create a 
lush, euphonious soundscape.

It’s an experience that has the potential to 
be transcendent but, on our first visit to the 
exhibition, Together is sadly marred by minor 
technical issues including crackling audio. 
When we drop by again, these problems 
have been fixed, but immersion is spoiled by 
the fact that the curtains to the exhibit are 
consistently flung open. It’s most likely an 
attempt by overeager museum staff to direct 
people to the installation, but it means that 
outside illumination streams into what could 
have been a serene and lightless space. 

It’s not the only exhibit to face issues. 
Wall, by Kojima Productions and visuals 
agency The Mill, has been created around 
the theme of connection, inspired by the 
ubiquity of human connections in Death 
Stranding. Since this is a Kojima project, it’s 
probably best to refer to the interpretation 
that’s presented alongside it: “The wall 
divides two opposing worlds – one alive 
with biological cells, and the other flowing 
with galactic energy particles.” In essence, 
you interact with the wall by waving your 
hands around the cell-like forms on one side, 
or watch as the cosmic particles on the other 
side respond to your presence, at times 
forming a silhouette of your body. This is a 
neat flourish, but the technology at play 
simply doesn’t feel sensitive enough, 
meaning we spend an inordinate amount  
of time pawing at the glass panel and 
gesturing wildly, wondering if we’re 
interacting with the installation correctly.

Faring rather better is Dream Shaping, 
an installation jointly put together by 

“THERE  HAVE BEEN EFFORTS 

TO IGNORE D IG ITAL  ART  BY 

THE  TRADIT IONAL  ART 

WORLD FOR SOME T IME”
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The unsatisfying 
responsiveness of 
Wall’s interactivity can 
be frustrating, since it 
impedes the sensation 
of connectivity you  
feel with each other 
through the reshaping 
of these particles
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game studio Media Molecule and art 
collective Marshmallow Laser Feast. 
Appropriately enough, given the theme of 
play it represents in the exhibition, this is 
perhaps the installation that most resembles  
a traditional game, giving you the capacity 
to interact and compete with other players 
towards a specific goal. Dream Shaping 
was created in Media Molecule’s Dreams – 
hence the name – and moves you through 
three acts, from interacting in a virtual ball pit 
to stealing orbs from other players, as you 
wield oversized controllers in the form of 
cushioned geometric shapes. 

It makes for the exhibition’s most 
physically intensive experience by far, as we 
find ourselves competing with children a third 
our age and infinitely more agile, who leap 
and sprint to capture the controller orbs 
before we get the chance. This is in line with 
Media Molecule’s intent, to encourage 
players to break away from their inhibitions. 
“I just wanted you to be able to go in as an 
adult, as a child, and just embrace that 
performative aspect where you can just do 
stuff and it doesn’t matter,” explains the 
installation’s senior principal designer, 
John Beech. There is no right or wrong way 
to interact with Dream Shaping, he says. 
“You can do interesting things by connecting 
stuff together, but you don’t have to. You can 
throw stuff – that’s why the shapes make 
sounds as you move them around. It was just 
about being a sandbox, and having no 
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Book Of Sand, by  
Rime developer Tequila 
Works and The Workers,   
is the least visually 
abstract offering on 
show, making it an 
inviting option for  
the less adventurous

“ I T  WA S  J U S T  A B O U T  

B E I N G  A  S A N D B O X …  

N O  C O N S T R A I N T S ,  J U S T 

E N J O Y I N G  B E I N G  T H E R E ”
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rules, no constraints, just enjoying being 
there in the moment with either your friends 
or complete strangers.”

It’s a fine sentiment, only slightly 
undermined by cautious museum staff who, 
in an understandable bid to ensure that the 
exhibits remain functional, repeatedly warn a 
child about the things he shouldn’t do. Don’t 
stack the controllers on top of one another. 
Don’t throw them around. Don’t sit on them. 
(We find ourselves hurriedly redirecting our 
own backside, which was just about to be 
planted on a cubical controller.) On a repeat 
visit, we notice extra controllers are tucked 
away in a corner of the room when not in 
use, which seems to rather discourage 
alternative uses of the exhibition’s elements.

Admittedly, offering such assistance 
can be a fine line to tread, particularly for 
exhibits with more ambiguous instructions. 
That’s certainly the case with Book Of Sand, 
the installation from Deadlight and Rime 
developer Tequila Works and media 
production agency The Workers. 
Representing the theme of narrative at the 
exhibition, it’s delivered without explicit 
instructions. Visitors can progress the tale,  
set in Rime’s gorgeous Mediterranean world, 
by using their own bodies as controllers, 
stepping into spotlights together at 
appropriate moments. We watch one 
perplexed visitor diving for the spotlights as 
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soon as they appear, which stops the story 
from advancing. Fortunately, a sharp-eyed 
museum attendant is able to offer 
appropriate hints to help the player proceed. 
It’s a good example of how the presence of 
staff can enhance, rather than hinder, the 
experience of visitors. 

This is, unfortunately, an exception to the 
rule: on our visits to the exhibition the staff 
are friendly but at times seem ill-equipped to 
oversee installations that house interactive 
art. But, along with the occasional technical 
difficulties, it’s an understandable result of the 
way Virtual Realms has come together; an 
artefact of the moment it exists in rather than 
the one it looks forward to. “A lot of the 
experiences [in Virtual Realms] are around 
emerging elements of spatial computing 
which aren’t really present in videogames 
yet,” Moran says.

“It’s also giving videogames a very 
different audience to a traditional game,”  
he adds. “So, you know, you’re not an 
individual player with a controller or a 
connected group online – you’re a gallery 
audience. You’re not expecting to complete 
something to win something. It’s an 
experience – you take different elements  
from it.” This recontextualisation of familiar 
elements – whether it’s the synaesthesia of 
Mizuguchi’s installation, or the snatches of 
Sky in Thatgamecompany’s Together – is a 
potential way of opening up this medium to 
people who might not be willing to pick up 
a traditional controller, and finding common 
ground with veteran players. 

Despite its stumbles, this kind of 
connection can be seen throughout Virtual 
Realms: in the collection of artists and game 
developers who have collaborated on its 
innovative installations, and also in the teams 
in disparate countries putting together an 
exhibition remotely. And then on the ground, 
too, in the attendant guiding a visitor through 
a difficult patch, the adult being outpaced 
by their younger rivals, the darkened room  
of strangers collaborating to produce 
emergent music. Whatever the individually 
assigned theme of each installation, what 
truly unites this exhibition is the idea of 
bringing people together. Given the 
circumstances that caused Virtual Realms  
so many difficulties, at least that theme is  
one that resonates more than ever. n
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Play, by Media 
Molecule, is built in 
Dreams. Players wield 
oversized geometric 
controllers as they 
work towards specific 
goals together

Dream Shaping, Media 
Molecule and Marshmallow 
Laser Feast, 2021
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