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Abstract 

 

 
Our world is ever-changing due to technology’s rapid progress; some changes have been 

beneficial while others have been detrimental. My Honors Thesis focuses on exploring whether such 

progress has had a positive or negative impact on the art world and its audiences. As such, the purpose 

of this paper is to illustrate the difference between direct observation of still works of art versus being 

able to be fully immersed in said works via projection technologies. Starting with a brief history of the 

artist Vincent Van Gogh, as well as an examination of the Impressionist movement in Paris in the 19th c., 

will lead me to an analysis of direct observation of his paintings, which was how works during his 

lifetime were meant to be experienced. I will then take my experience of the Beyond Van Gogh 

exhibition and compare the two. While each method of viewing art has its merits, the ability to 

emotionally connect with Van Gogh’s works is magnified by the immersive format, and I will show 

how these technologies have the power to revive history for a whole new generation of young artists. 

 
Introduction 

 

 
When you think of artists such as Vincent Van Gogh, one typically can imagine going to a gallery 

and viewing the artist’s work in a setting that surrounds the work with negative space so the viewer 

and the work can interact one on one. But now with shows like Beyond Van Gogh, this 

traditional way of interacting with art is being drastically challenged and changed with assistance 

from modern day technology. Shows like these immerse the viewer into the artist’s work, and in a 

sense have them become one with the work that they are viewing as images are projected not only 

on the walls and objects that are surrounding them but also on the viewer themselves. While 

each method of viewing art has its merits, the ability to emotionally connect 
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with Van Gogh’s work is magnified by the immersive format and I will show how these 

technologies have the power to revive history for a whole new generation of young artists. 

Who was Vincent Van Gogh? 

 

 
Vincent Van Gogh was born on March 30, 1853, in the village of Zundert in the 

Netherlands. He had three sisters and two brothers: Anna, Theo, Will, Elizabeth, and Cor. His 

family was very adamant on going on family walks in the village which may have inspired Van 

Gogh’s love for nature. While attending school, Van Gogh would often find himself drawing 

which showed little insight to the great artist that he would become later in life. Not too long into 

his journey into secondary school, Van Gogh quit school and never returned for unknown 

reasons. This led to him obtaining a position as a trainee at the international art dealer Goupil 

and Cie, a position that his uncle helped him get. 

From the time he was 16 to 27 years old, he held many different positions which 

entailed him doing many different things: jobs such as working as an unpaid teacher’s assistant, 

working in a bookshop, and working as a lay preacher. This itinerant employment went on until 

his brother, Theo, advised him that he should concentrate on his drawings after seeing 

numerous sketches on the letters that Van Gogh had sent him. From then on, Van Gogh 

dedicated his life to practicing his artistic abilities and taking any chance he could get to get 

better and improve upon his work. He studied with celebrated artists such as Anton Mauve, 

who was a cousin of his by marriage. While practicing his works, he had Theo attempt to sell 

some of his works on the Paris art market, but alas nothing came of it since his works were not 

the favored style at the time. He began to add more bright colors due to the influence of the 

dominant style in modern art at the time—Impressionism, which employed bright and lively 

colors and vigorous, visible brush strokes
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that created a sense of movement in the piece, something that was drastically different from his 

earlier works. This setback did not stop him from creating more works and he even kept working 

on getting better and doing what he could to find his individual style. It was not until he was living 

with his brother Theo in Paris that he found his famous style as a post-Impressionist artist. 

After two short years of living in Paris, he decided that he wanted to leave since he longed for the 

countryside. 

Shortly after, he became ill and ended up staying in a mental hospital for a year. 
 

During his time recovering he created about 150 new paintings. When he finally was able to 

leave the hospital in May of 1890, he moved to an artists’ village near Paris where he continued 

making new works and even new friends. In correspondence with his brother Theo, it appears 

that Vincent began to worry more about his financial future as an artist. Not too long after this, in 

July of 1890, he ended his life. There are many conspiracies about how Vincent’s life ended in 

July of 1890; some say that he did in fact kill himself, but others think someone might have 

killed him. Unfortunately, this may be something that the world will never know for sure. 

Response to the creation of the camera 

 

 
 

During the time that Vincent was alive, creating, and living life as an artist, there was a 

new technology that had been invented a few years prior to his birth that was taking the art 

world by storm. This invention was the camera, which was invented in 1816 by Frenchman 

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce. Photographs at this time looked very different from the ones we are 

accustomed to today. They were either black and white or a sepia color, many which 
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consisted of portraits of people or families sitting since it would take a long time to capture the 

image so everything needed to remain still due to long exposure times. There would even be 

other assistive devices that would hold the person’s head still to ensure that it would not move 

during the process of the photograph being captured. These photographs could take hours to 

days to be finished. 

As a reaction to this new technology, artists began to create works, especially oil 

paintings like Van Gogh’s, that showed things that the photographic camera at the time could 

not such as color, emotions, and most importantly, movement. While many artists still worked 

in the standard genres of portraits or landscapes, they added vivid contrasting colors that catch 

the eye and draw one into the painting, something the camera could not do at the time. 

Another thing that these artists capitalized on was the fact that they could highlight movement in 

their paintings, another thing that the camera at the time could not do. The movement in these 

works easily highlighted the emotions that the artist wanted to express rather than having a still 

image, that due to its nature, could not easily express the same emotions. This was just the 

beginning of how the art world would continue to formally change in response to newer 

technologies. 

 
 

How were paintings traditionally viewed and the change 

 

 
While Vincent was alive, there were two main ways of viewing artwork, such as paintings. 

 

The first, and the older tradition, would be that of the Salon. In a Salon, artists would submit 

their works and if they were accepted, they would be shown on a wall in close proximity with 

other works—an arrangement that would cover the wall completely from floor to ceiling. The
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Salon style of exhibition started in 1667 with the Royal Academy salon in Paris. This created a 

narrow view for the audience if they were trying to look at an individual piece. This style of 

exhibition lasted until the 19th century when artists started breaking free of the rules of the art world 

that was run by the ruling class and started going their own way. 

Another way to view art that was gaining popularity at that time and is still popular today is 

the gallery setting. This started to take place when the National Gallery in London during the mid-

1800s decided to take the critics from the salons and started hanging works at eye level. This was 

so the audience did not have to struggle to view works and instead could look at them straight on. 

Due to this, the walls that were surrounding the pieces of work became a highlighted area and the 

color of the walls became something that was thought about more. While this was a revolutionary 

way to view works from artists, many museums at the time struggled with the issues of storage since 

they had nowhere to put the art but the walls. This problem was solved in the early 1900s when 

the Museum of Fine Art in Boston moved to a new building which let them display the works that 

they wanted to while having enough storage in the building to store the works that were not being 

shown at the time. The gallery setting positions work so that they are surrounded by negative 

space, typically white walls so as not to detract from the images themselves and give the audience a 

more focused view of the work which creates a sense of connection with the work. 
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Salon Style Viewing:Charles X Distributing Awards to Artists Exhibiting at the Salon of 
1824 at the Louvre January 15, 1825 by François Joseph Heim 

 
 

 

Gallery Style Viewing: Starry Night by Vincent Van Gogh, MOMA 

 

 
As technology has advanced, so have our ways of viewing art and interacting with it. New 

creators have been able to harness these technological advances and helped connect new 
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generations with artwork from the past. Some examples of these can be seen in recent works of 

cinema, such as Loving Vincent (2017), which is rendered in the unique brushstroke of Van Gogh 

and explores his final days. This is a huge advancement in technology because it is an animated 

film that is fully hand-painted, which is impressive by itself, but is also a feature-length film. This 

took the style of hand-painting and showed it in such a way that the audience could view it in 

motion from anywhere that they had access to the film—there was no need for a viewer to travel to 

a museum to witness and experience Van Gogh’s innovative style. Another example of technology 

and art working together to showcase Van Gogh’s work is the virtual reality (VR) game The Night 

Café: A VR Tribute to Vincent Van Gogh by Borrowed Light Studios. In this VR game, the player 

is able to be fully immersed into the Van Gogh’s works. This game literally takes you inside the 

paintings, which in a way makes the players then a new part of the artwork itself for a moment in 

this virtual world. While technology is advancing, new ways to view art are becoming more and 

more popular and keep challenging the traditions of the art world and what is seen as art. 

 

 
A still from Loving Vincent by Break Thru Films 2017 
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A screen capture from The Night Café: A VR Tribute to Vincent Van Gogh by Borrowed Light Studios June 3, 

2016 

 

 
Next stop, full on immersion 

 

 
There is a new way of viewing and interacting with art on the playing field and it is the 

immersive experience brought to the world by the Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience 

show created in 2020 by Mathieu St-Arnaud and his team at Montreal's Normal Studio. During 

this immersive experience, the audience becomes one with the artwork that is not only projected 

on the walls and objects that surround them but also on their person and the people that are 

surrounding them. This new way of viewing art creates a greater sense of intimacy between the art 

and its viewers. This is happening because the audience becomes one with the artwork by having 

the images projected onto them which makes the audience a living part of the work that is being 

shown. This creates an even more intimate and more accessible way than what was created in the 

VR game. In the game you are only able to walk around the art piece in a virtual reality setting—

while your mind may believe it is being engaged, your body is still unaffected. 
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Additionally, not everyone has access to that kind of technology, whereas this show pulls you into 

the work by projecting it on to you and is more accessible because it is exhibited in a set location. 

 

 

 

Image from the Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience 

 
 

 
During the show, the images that are projected flow in a seamless motion with music in 

the background to help set the ambiance of the images that are being shown. This is a big deal 

when viewing artwork because it lets you see two key things that were difficult or impossible to 
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see before, the small details in work and the process that it took to create certain works in the 

before. The interaction is not stagnant, it moves so the audience is provoked to move around 

the area to see all the work that is being displayed. Movement in the show even works to 

highlight certain areas. 

 

 

Image from the Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience 

 
 

While the immersive experience is a new and exciting way to view art, it does come with 

questions that need to be considered. First to be addressed would be how technology has 
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changed our view of art. It could be argued that technology has fed into societies’ short attention 

span and our desire for more and more novel experiences. During this time, we also have digital 

catalogs of artwork, which can make people expect to be able to see many different works of art all 

at once. Luckily, the immersive experience can keep up with all these contemporary expectations 

because it is a fast paced and fully sensory experience. 

 

What comes next 

 

 
The next thing to consider would be whether this technology changed the way we interact 

with art. The answer is in short yes. Technology has changed the way we interact with art because 

in our technological age we are so used to having everything available to us whenever we want to 

access it. A negative impact of the world that we live in when looking at the art world, is that we 

expect art to meet our expectations rather than the art fulfilling a certain message from the artist. 

This is because as a society we are so accustomed to our content that we consume being catered to 

us. This can be seen in what you are able to see on the homepage of your streaming service to the 

FYP (for you page) that is on TikTok, things that curate the content that you see on the daily. This 

affects our current way that we view art because we tend to prefer to see the specific works that we 

want to on our phones or computer screens, rather than going to museums and galleries and sitting 

with a curated body of artwork. We as a society are so used to being able to find what we want to 

see in art in a manner of seconds rather than taking in a larger body of artwork that may or may 

not be to our taste. Where the difference comes in play from the curated content online to seeing 

a show at a museum or gallery would be that we can select the art that we do and do not like online 

to make our homepages and FYP’s completely to the work we enjoy. Whereas if we go to a 

curated show, even if it is by an artist(s) that a person 
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enjoys, there is no telling if every single piece of work will be to that person’s taste. Another vast 

difference between the two is the accessibility to access that content. When you go online in your 

curated content world, you can find a sea of content from artists that is shown to you because it is 

something that you have shown interest in, in some way, during your time using the internet. In 

contrast, when you want to see a show at a museum or gallery most of that artwork will still mainly 

be shown in person to get people to come through the doors and there isn’t an algorithm that is 

showing you what you want to see, the museum or gallery is showing you what the artist(s) want 

you to see from them. 

Lastly, this brings up the question of what this all means for the future of the art world in 

a technology-obsessed society. Will this result in an increase in shows that are similar to the 

Beyond Van Gogh show? Will new or current artists have to create their own immersive shows? 

Will museums have to change the way they display art or include an immersive factor? And as 

technology evolves, will the art world have to follow in suit? These are not inherently negative 

developments; rather, they are exciting glimpses into the future thanks to this new immersive 

technology being used in the art world. 

 

The Beyond Van Gogh Experience 

 

 
The Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience is the show that has created such a 

demand that it is being shown in cities all over the world. This show exhibits over 300 pieces of 

Vincent Van Gogh’s and breathes a new life into them with a high resolution portrayal. While there 

have been attempts at an immersive format prior to this, such as video games that situate you in 

paintings that you can “walk” around in, none match the full sensory experience that comes with this 

show. When you get to the main room where all the images are shown, you step into what 
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feels like another world. There are projections of Van Gogh’s paintings all over the room that are 

moving across the walls, objects in the room, other people, and yourself when you enter. While 

the images are projected and in motion, there is background music that pairs well with the images 

being shown. This overall creates that multi-sensory experience for the viewer because it activates 

you to be fully engaged with the works since it is putting you into the artwork itself. 

The reason that I chose to focus this paper on art and technology and how it is reviving 

Vincent Van Gogh for a new generation is because of this show. I originally wanted to just focus 

on Van Gogh and then relate his work to my own photographic work, but this show gave me a 

better opportunity to show my photographic work with the help of the show that was highlighting 

his works. This show did not allow anyone to take photographs with their phones as long as it did 

not have flash, so it would not disrupt the show itself. This is where the images on the next few 

pages come in, all of these images that are shown are from the Beyond Van Gogh: The 

Immersive Experience show in Buffalo, New York on November 28, 2021. 

How I started this process was just to take images during the whole show, while at the 
 

same time, being able to enjoy the whole experience. I was able to stay for two whole runs of this 

projected show on that day because I bought two timed tickets for myself so I would have ample 

time to do my photographs as well as understand the show and get the full experience. With my 

photographs, I attempted to highlight how the show was different from any other exhibition of an 

artist’s work due to the unique nature of the technology. While at the show, I did take over 200 

images which made editing it down to below 50 a challenge. The way that I selected images was 

based on some key elements that I wanted the image to have such as highlighting the new way the 

works of Vincent Van Gogh were shown, highlighting how the audience became one with the 

works that were being displayed, highlighting movement, and highlighting the transitions that came 

with the works. All these elements are important because it is what makes 
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this show so unique. 
 

Next in my process came the editing of the photos that I had chosen and lining them up in 

a way that made sense. I went through all the images and made sure that it was highlighting the 

areas that I wanted to so that they would be the focal part of the images. This did take a little more 

work than it would have if I was able to take the photos with my camera because they were all 

taken on my phone, a necessary set back due to the restrictions that had been set by the company 

that was exhibiting this show. Each image in this set received a close editing to ensure that it was 

really capturing the moment in time of the show. Once each image was ready to go, I created a file 

in InDesign and lined each photo up in a specific way to ensure that as one looks at the photos 

that they can see the movement that was highlighted in this show. While the images do not always 

progress chronologically, they are based on theme and movement so that those who view the 

images as they go from the first to the last really can gain an understanding of how the show 

functioned and why it is unique. 

Taking these images was such an important factor in this thesis work because if this was just 

a paper, one would not be able to fully understand the show and why it is important unless they 

had already been to the show. I wanted to be able to show anyone, those who had been to the 

show or not, of why it is so important to the artworld and what this means for the next generation 

of artists, including myself. The images that I took are proof that this show is doing something 

different that really sets it apart from the way we are used to seeing art works. 

 

Conclusion 

 
Overall, the immersive experience that has become popular (and will most likely become 

even more popular) due to the Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience show, which creates 

an exciting 



 16 

future for the artworld and revives history for a new generation of artists. The show creates such a 

connection with the audience that it matches the desires of today’s society when viewing artwork. 

This show also brings the art world in line with the ever-changing world of technology by using it to 

create a fully sensory experience for the audience. Some people will still prefer the traditional 

methods of viewing art in gallery-like settings, but the immersive experience opens the doors for 

those who do not care for tradition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Beyond Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience Images 

(see next page) 
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All images are from the Beyond Van Gogh exhibition in Buffalo, 

NY on November 28, 2021 
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