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Then in every way such prisoners would  
deem reality to be nothing else than shadows 
of artificial objects.

Quite inevitably, he said. 
–Plato, “Allegory of the Cave”

Being born and held captive in the bowels of 
a cave, the prisoners in Plato’s “Allegory of 
the Cave” know nothing of the world outside.1 
Behind them, their captors project shadows 
of puppets by campfire onto the cave’s stone 
wall, defining the prisoners’ reality through the 
moving silhouettes (fig. 1). To the prisoners, the 
shadows in the cave are tangible forms—not 
representations that point toward other things 
that are physically absent. Perceived as actual 
objects, the shadows in Plato’s scenario present 
a philosophical question about representation—a 
system of forms that stand in for absent refer-
ents, symbolically or cognitively.2 The prisoners’ 
ability to constitute their reality is dependent 
on the distinction between physical object and 
visual image. Yet the conditions of the cave make 
it impossible for them to understand this very 
distinction. If a system of representation depends 
on reference to an absent object in an exterior 
reality, what happens when the methods of repre-
sentation fuse the image and its object seamlessly 
together, collapsing absence and presence, inte-
rior and exterior?  

1  Plato, Plato: Collected Dialogues, ed. Edith Hamilton and 
Huntington Cairns, trans. Paul Shorey (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1963), 748, http://www.rowan.edu/open/philosop/
clowney/Aesthetics/scans/Plato/PlatoCave.pdf.
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fig. 1  Jan Pietersz Saenraedam, after Cornelis Cornelisz van 
Haarlem, Plato’s Cave, 1604; Engraving on laid paper, 10 ½ x 17 ½ 
in.; National Gallery of Art, Washington.

fig. 2  Ken Okiishi, gesture/data (feedback), 2015; Oil paint on 
flat-screen television, feedback, .mp4 files (color, sound); (left) 
40 in.: 35 ⁷⁄₁₀ x 20 ⁷⁄₁₀ x 2 in.; (right) 48 in.: 42 ³⁄₁₀ x 24 & x 2 in.; 
Courtesy of the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery.
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2  Anne Freadman, “Representation,” in New Keywords: A Revised 
Vocabulary of Culture and Society, eds. Tony Bennett, Lawrence 
Grossberg, Meaghan Morris (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2005), 306–09.

The convincing power of the “shadows of artificial objects” 
described by Socrates finds a contemporary parallel in the percep-
tual assumptions that surround our engagement with screen-based 
representations. Unlike commercial screen technologies that prior-
itize user experience, contemporary art practices engage screens 
beyond their utilitarian functions through material, experiential, 
and conceptual investigations. In 2015, American artist Ken Okiishi 
constructed a series of multimedia, screen-based works collectively 
titled gesture/data (feedback). Okiishi paints on the surface of 
digital flat-screens that are simultaneously playing a pre-recorded 
digital video; using the screen as a site of perceptual experimen-
tation, Okiishi paints in response to the video image that has 
become the support for his mark-making. The replication of images 
and mediums displayed on Okiishi’s screens thus instantiates the 
vast representational possibilities generated through screen-based 
engagements. Contrasting the gestural painting with the moving 
video even as they are combined on a stationary digital screen, 
Okiishi’s work performs technology’s ability to replicate almost 
anything. This multivalent capability leads us in turn to understand 
what we view on-screen as undifferentiated from the object it 
represents, the indexical handmade mark reduced to its virtual 
corollary. This fusion problematizes Plato’s traditional model of rep-
resentation, which posits the necessity of an object or concept as 
existing prior to, and separate from, its depiction. Replicating the 
visual conflation of object and image found in the cave, the tech-
nological screen can be positioned as a new site of self-referential 
representation. Okiishi’s gesture/data (feedback) produces on-screen 
images that collapse the role of the shadow into its referent; they 
appear as one and the same, the shadow extended by its repre-
sentation and reiteration of itself. In doing so, (feedback) reveals a 
paradox of screen-based imagery in our increasingly electronic and 
digital visual landscape that calls attention to how it can potentially 
reshape our conception of visuality.

In one diptych from Okiishi’s gesture/data (feedback) series, 
two flat-screens have been turned vertically and installed side by 
side—a small screen on the left and a slightly larger screen on the 
right (fig. 2). Each screen is physically marked on its glass surface by 
an accumulation of expressive strokes of paint, spiking horizontally 
outward from the right of the screen in cadmium red, mint green, 
and an array of murky grays. On the left screen, the marks’ sense of 
energy contrasts the digital gradient of a powder-blue background 
playing beneath it. Re-rendered in video on the right screen, the 
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entire combination of video and paint from the smaller screen is 
reproduced, scaled to fit the second screen’s larger size. The same 
explosive marks that appear as a video background have also been 
recreated a second time in paint on this screen’s glass surface, mul-
tiplying the number of marks in the screen’s frame. 

This mediated repetition of image and surface conflates the 
two video-plus-paint compositions in a way that forces us to con-
sider the screen as a specific model of representation that accounts 
for its own mediation. The two screens mirror one another, con-
structing a complicated layering of self-referential representations. 
From left-to-right, the flow of production reads; digital video, paint 
on screen, digital video of paint, and painted reproduction of digital 
video, which then folds back into (feedback)’s total diegetic image 
as a small painted screen with video, then a larger painted screen 
with video, and finally a diptych. The back-and-forth between these 
layers and semiotic references centralizes the screen as a key ele-
ment in the production and reproduction of images. 

The commonplace presence of the technological screen is 
largely responsible for contemporary culture’s widespread privileg-
ing of visual representations over somatic experience. The awesome 
ability that smart devices possess to reproduce images, text, video, 
real-time feeds, interactive exchanges, sound, and haptic stim-
ulation leaves no question as to why screen-based technology 
has become the primary format for engaging with such an array 
of media.3 To media scholar Lev Manovich, the cultural demand 
to display new forms of media in turn drives the development of 
screens. He argues that new technologies have been constructed in 
order for each kind of media to come into being; the canvas served 
as a surface on which to create images with paint; the computer 
screen evolved from the technology of radar, and so on, each inven-
tion formally connected to those that came before it through their 
consistent rectilinear shapes.4 Manovich states that technologically 
produced images are “synthetic,” meaning that their representations 
of reality exist outside human visual potentiality, due to the capac-
ities of the computerized platform (fig. 3).5 His approach assumes 
that screens serve a singular purpose: to define what they depict as 
a product of the screen, intrinsic to it, rather than as a re-creation 
of something exterior to the technological device. If the screen 
exclusively produces synthetic realities, then screen-based represen-
tations are conflated to the devices themselves, implying a refusal 
of anything external to their projections. 

3  “The New Multi-screen World: Understanding Cross-platform 
Consumer Behavior,” Google, last modified August 2012, accessed 
February 6, 2016, http://services.google.com/fh/files/misc/
multiscreenworld_final.pdf.

4  Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge,  
MA: MIT Press, 2001), 99.
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fig. 3  In another unit from the gesture/data (feedback) series, 
Okiishi’s use of digitized media emphasizes Manovich’s notion  
of technological imagery as a “synthetic” reality. 

Ken Okiishi, gesture/data (feedback), 2015; Oil paint on flat-
screen televisions, feedback, .mp4 files (color, sound); (left) 
48 in.: 42 ³⁄₁₀ x 24 & x 2 in.; (right) 40 in.: 35 ⁷⁄₁₀ x 20 ⁷⁄₁₀ x 2 in.; 
Courtesy the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery.

fig. 4  Ken Okiishi, gesture/data (feedback), detail, 2015  
(see figure 2 for full image).
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5  “It is a realistic representation of human vision in the future 
when it will be augmented by computer graphics and cleansed of 
noise. It is the vision of a digital grid. Synthetic computer-
generated imagery is not an inferior representation of our reality, 
but a realistic representation of a different reality.” Manovich, 
Language of New Media, 202; italics original.

The conflation of media and their screens is problematized 
when a viewer attempts to determine an image’s exterior references. 
Scholar Jonathan Crary argues that the rapid development of visual 
technologies in nineteenth-century Europe changed the ways in 
which people understood vision by introducing machines—such as 
the zoetrope—that split vision from our bodies, transforming it into 
something reproducible by incorporeal means. The reproduction of 
vision via technology creates what Crary refers to as an obedient 
“observer” who complies with the representational logic facilitated 
by the technological device. It is up to the observer to distinguish 
the disembodied, reproduced, technological imagery as an artic-
ulation of reality exterior to the body.6 But the machine’s ability to 
artificially mimic bodily vision through its scientifically produced 
replications can make it difficult for the observer to differentiate  
the mechanical representation from human vision.7 If the observer 
fails to make this distinction, then mechanically—and therefore,  
technologically—produced vision can become perceptually synony-
mous with corporeal vision. Expanding on Crary’s argument about 
nineteenth-century technologies, when the synthetic reproductions 
of vision are produced within the context of the technological 
screen and recognized by the observer as interchangeable with 
corporeal vision, I argue that the resulting misconception—the con-
flation of synthetic and actual representations on-screen—affects 
our very concepts of visuality for the twenty-first century. 

6  Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity 
in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), 26.

7  The distance of technology from everyday understandings grants it a 
status of “truth” that comes with the logical and procedural processes 
of science. See: Edward A. Shanken, “Historicizing Art and Technology: 
Forging a Method of Firing a Canon,” in MediaArtHistories, ed. Oliver 
Grau (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 43–70. 

Okiishi’s diptychs do not propose that the technological is  
an alternative to corporeal vision, but rather frame the screen’s repre- 
sentations as incorporating both forms. This blurring of technologi-
cally produced vision and corporeal vision is palpable in the shifting 
nature of (feedback)’s images. Toward the top of (feedback)’s larger 
screen, an arc of light purple paint almost breaks the picture plane. 
Compositionally above it but visually beneath it, a copy of its form 
in midnight blue is reproduced in video (fig. 4). The dark blue mark is 
the video recording of the smaller screen’s composition, and the 
purple mark of paint on the larger screen’s surface was copied from 
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the video playing in the background. The rendering of the same  
mark in different materials manifests Crary’s problematic of the 
observer being able—or not—to distinguish between corporeal/material 
and synthetic/technological representations. However, by layering the 
different iterations of the mark in the same space, Okiishi suggests 
the possibility of reconciling their material separation through a flat-
tening of visual difference. The relationship between these two forms 
of representation in (feedback) maintains the distinction between 
technological and corporeal vision but, by doing so, produces a com-
posite that increases the likelihood of the observer misinterpreting 
it as undifferentiated. Okiishi’s use of the word “feedback” in the 
title implies a response, or better yet, a chain-reaction that results 
from an output being reinserted into a system as an input, creating a 
looping effect. (feedback)’s combinations are a cumulative endeavor, 
a palimpsest of loops rather than a substitution of one image for 
another. To recognize the difference between representations—even 
as one views them simultaneously—allows Okiishi’s viewer to con-
template a generative model of imagistic production that accounts 
for both forms—material and digital—fusing as ubiquitous elements  
of contemporary visual experience. 

Through the layers of material pigment, technological device,  
and digitized video, Okiishi’s diptych produces a new type of vision 
that marries the moving to the static image—a feat unachievable 
without technological aid. Cultural studies scholar Vivian Sobchack 
uses the term “technological vision” to describe this new model of 
vision that allows us to understand and engage with media in ways 
that extend beyond the limitations of analog production. Sobchack 
claims that, as a medium, film is “a subject of its own vision, as well 
as an object for our vision,” articulating a dual register for moving 
images that can be extended to the ephemeral quality of device-
based media.8 Within (feedback)’s larger screen, the video footage of 
the smaller screen becomes the subject of the larger screen’s vision, 
while remaining an object to the viewer. Turning this duplicity of 
technological vision onto itself, Okiishi reveals the dual role of the 
screen as both object and image.

8  “Thus, perceived as the subject of its own vision, as well as an 
object for our vision, a moving picture is not precisely a thing that 
(like a photograph) can be easily controlled, contained, or materially 
possessed—at least, not until the relatively recent advent of electronic 
culture.” Vivian Sobchack, “The Scene of the Screen,” in Carnal 
Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: University of 
California Berkeley Press, 2004), 148–49; italics original. 

The interwoven relationship between material and synthetic 
production that occurs within (feedback)’s frames creates a closed 
circuit of reference. The new painting created from the digitally repro-
duced video mirrored on Okiishi’s larger screen inverts the traditional 
system of representation that refers to a physically absent object. 

53



fig. 5  Some units from the series are not diptychs, concealing  
the presence of an “original.” 

Ken Okiishi, gesture/data (feedback), 2015; Oil paint on flat-
screen television, feedback, .mp4 files (color, silent); 42 ³⁄₁₀ x 
24 ⁴⁄₁₀ x 2 in.; Courtesy the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery.
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(feedback) performs an agency of synthetic representation, activat-
ing “technological vision” as a model of vision believable enough to 
generate copies of its own likeness (fig. 5).9 When the technological 
screen synthetically reproduces the somatic gesture—the brushstroke—
the representational convention of symbolic reference collapses 
onto itself. Supplanting the singular object for a synthetic visualiza-
tion problematizes an observer’s relationship to the physical world, 
implying that the differentiation between fact and fiction is no longer 
relevant, or even existent. The polarizing model of material versus 
synthetic representations, corporeal versus technological vision, and 
the vectors of reference and genesis between them become inter-
changeable, conflated and enabled by the technological screen. The 
outcome is an image that refers to the concept of representation by 
using another iteration of itself as its referent.

9  For more on the art historical practice of copying the techniques 
of master painters as a means of authenticating originality and its 
effects on representation, see: Richard Shiff, “Representation, 
Copying, and the Technique of Originality,” New Literary History 15, 
no. 2, Interrelation of Interpretation and Creation (Winter 1984): 
333–63, accessed November 6, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/468860.

It is here that the paradox of representation circulated 
through technological screens connects most strongly to Plato’s 
model of the cave. The technological screen convinces the viewer 
that its imagery is synonymous with the objects it represents, mim-
icking the notion of the shadow being both referent and object to 
the prisoners in the cave. In (feedback), the screen allows the image 
of paint to be represented twice—the video mirroring the paint of 
the first screen, mirrored again by the reproduced marks on the 
second, larger screen. This doubling within the diptych creates a 
paradox: if the paint is presented as both a physical object and a 
digital image, then each reproduction simultaneously refers to itself 
as an absent object and a present image. In this way, when the 
technologically based (i.e., materially absent) image is considered as 
the (material) presence of a technological screen, traditional modes 
of representation begin to fail, unable to accommodate the screen’s 
fusion of referent and sign. 

In order for the traditional model of representation to 
function, an exterior must always exist. Yet, within the technolog-
ical screens of (feedback), this necessity is denied. The interaction 
between referents in (feedback)’s dual screens mirroring each other 
constructs the exterior of its diegetic space as a technological—and 
therefore interior—representation of itself.10 (feedback)’s production 
and reproduction of images on material and digital levels posit that 
the technological screen functions as a nexus for new production— 
a “blank canvas” suited for the generation of indexical gestures.11 
Thus, to consider the technological screen as an active agent in 
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contextualizing its displays produces a new model of visuality 
specific to the fusion of digital and analog mediums that coexist in 
screen-based representations.

10  Media scholar Alexander Galloway defines the liminal exchange  
of mediatic forms in a diegetic space as “the interface effect.” This 
effect involves the contextualization of an image’s logic through 
a focus on the maintenance of either an interiority or exteriority. 
See: Alexander Galloway, The Interface Effect (Cambridge, England: 
Polity Press, 2013).

11  For more on the use of the term “index” within an art context, 
see: Rosalind E. Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Part I,” in The 
Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 1986), 196–209. 

Allowing the technological image to inscribe itself as the 
foreclosure of an exterior forces us to ask whether we can con-
tinue to consider screen-based media as “artificial.”12 Ken Okiishi’s  
gesture/data (feedback) presents us with an unlikely amalgamation 
of gesture and data at a cultural moment in which conceptions of 
representation have been thrown into turmoil. In Plato’s narrative, 
Socrates speculates as to what would happen if a prisoner were 
to escape the cave and enter the world outside, beyond previous 
horizons of perceptual knowledge. The philosopher’s answer, of 
course, is that the escaped prisoner would choose to return to the 
comfort of the cave. Our own assumptions about screen-based  
representations as indistinguishable from traditional models provides 
us a similar comfort: we are enthralled by the idea that screens pas-
sively and innocently mediate rather than actively engage and create. 
On-screen media are our contemporary shadows, while the cave that 
obstructs our access to exterior context becomes the screen itself. The 
soft glow of the screen providing us with endless simulations seems 
preferable to the harsh light of the sun that illuminates a foreign, 
exterior world. In the all-encompassing simulation of the screen, the 
seemingly illogical return to the cave transforms from classic  
speculation to contemporary reality.

12  This substitution of synthetic representation for a metaphysical 
“truth” predicated on reality echoes the concerns of cultural 
theorist Jean Baudrillard as expressed in his 1994 book Simulacra 
and Simulations. See: Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulations, 
trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan 
Press, 1994). 
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