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Mayor’s Foreword
Glen Eira City Council is delighted to present 
Stephen Haley: Somewhere About Now, an exhibition 
that traces the development of the career of 
nationally renowned artist Stephen Haley over the 
past six years.

Stephen Haley has exhibited nationally and internationally 
for more than 20 years. His work is held in the collections of 
major public galleries and museums in Australia including the 
national Gallery of  Victoria, the Bendigo Art Gallery, the RMIT 
university art collection and La Trobe university art collection. 
His works are also included in important corporate and private 
collections in Australia and overseas. Glen Eira City Council 
would like to extend a special thank you to those institutions 
and the private collectors who have generously loaned works 
for the exhibition.

The exhibition includes a new series of work created specifically 
for this exhibition, comprising a large-scale virtual projection, 
lightjet photographs and a retroreflective tape wall drawing.

An exhibition that celebrates the work of Victorian artists of 
national significance is an important centrepiece of the annual 
program at Glen Eira City Council’s Gallery. Such an exhibition 
provides the Glen Eira community with a special insight into 
the development of ideas and themes in artists’ work over a 
specific period of time.

Glen Eira City Council is committed to our artists and creative 
members of the community through the arts and cultural 
program. This exhibition and publication is part of a high quality 
program of arts, including music, literature and the visual arts, 
delivered by Council for our community. Council aims to 
facilitate a high quality of life, with arts and culture playing an 
important role in ensuring that quality.

Cr Jamie Hyams

Mayor, Glen Eira City Council
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One Second (Water Bottles 5,982) 2010
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 120 x 120cm
Private collection
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Stephen Haley’s artistic practice has teased the boundaries 
between real and virtual space for more than two decades 
to convey powerful messages about the rapid contemporary 
urbanisation, suburban alienation, consumerism, environmental 
degradation and a continually evolving digital world. Haley is 
concerned with the poetics of the planar glass mirror as the basis 
for much of contemporary space and, through its metaphors and 
mechanisms — virtual representation, simulation, reflection and 
repetition — as a means to comprehend contemporary culture 
and the simulation of actual space. As Haley explained, “The real 
is increasingly supplanted and preceded by the virtual forms of 
the digital and the model.”2 

In a career encompassing more than 17 solo exhibitions, 
numerous group exhibitions, national art awards, international 
residencies and an academic profile (he is currently Co-ordinator 
of Graduate Research, Master of Fine Arts (Visual Art) at the 
Victorian College of the Arts), Haley has achieved considerable 
recognition for his compelling visions of futuristic virtual worlds 
and a powerful exploration of the way cutting-edge digital 
technologies reflect on the uncertainty of contemporary 
conditions and mirror the realities of our urban spaces. Haley’s 
practice resonates with a richly layered and intoxicating beauty, 
offering the viewer an opportunity to become immersed in the 
realms of a lush, compelling and wondrous visual experience. 

This exhibition, Somewhere About Now, explores his unique 
artistic vision, tracing the evolution of major thematic concerns 
over the last six years of his career, through selected key works 
including a new series, comprising a large-scale virtual projection, 
a retroreflective drawing and lightjet photographs, bringing the 
exhibition up to the present.

In this age of global uncertainty, rapidly expanding urban 
development, technology and communications media saturation, 
the increase of the digital in our daily lives is exploited by 
contemporary artists to convey ideas about present conditions 
and the transformation of unique places into constructed 
generic spaces. Haley’s exploration of the conditions of virtuality 
and simulation and the constructed spaces that exist within the 

virtual realms of the computer is fundamental to understanding 
his practice. The prevailing Western condition of being elsewhere 
as a virtual presence in this rapidly evolving technological age 
is an integral focus of his work. Haley has commented, “As 
things are increasingly designed, and designed within computer 
programs, the world also comes to resemble something 
increasingly standardized and preconditioned, recognizable in a 
sort of waking déjà vu.”3

Contemporary artists around the world are engaged with notions 
of urbanity, investigating dystopian themes and conveying a sense 
of uncertainty in their futuristic realms. Like his contemporaries 
Darren Wardle and Dexter Dalwood (an international artist he 
admires), Haley reflects on living conditions in our globalised 
world, successfully conveying the alienation of urban existence 
and an uneasy future. He takes the viewer on engaging and 
often frenetic journeys through suburban landscapes and virtual 
spaces that allude to impending danger and resonate with the 
anxieties we all experience in life today. From high-density urban 
wastelands to pulsating freeways, Haley’s deeply immersive virtual 
environments offer an array of physical and cognitive realms to 
engage with and offer a transformative and often unsettling visual 
experience.

The potential of new technology is embraced by Haley in order 
to exploit the potential of the digital medium and investigate 
its powerful impact on contemporary existence. Of particular 
interest to the artist is how virtual spaces constructed in the 
computer become replicated in actual space. This technology 
offers Haley vast possibilities and ways of working that are 
suited to his creative processes, enabling him to build up 
intriguing scenes of layered objects, often sourced from internet 
virtual shopping sites. Employing a highly complex and labour-
intensive working methodology involving a lexicon of diverse 
3D computer software programs, elaborate models are created 
and imposed. Textures, including photographs, are constructed 
in other programs then imported and stretched over wire-
frame constructions. Virtual lights are employed to illuminate 
the scene and ‘photographed’ using a virtual camera before 

Beyond the Mirror
Diane Soumilas

Haley paints a world that isn’t a place but a grid of 
private boxes and driveways that only take you to 
another driveway. That shiver that you get from his 
work comes with the end of civic culture.1GameoverGame 2006

Screen still from single channel video projection
Dimensions variable 2.04mins

Collection of the artist
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From the early 1990s Haley embraced emerging digital 
technologies in his creative practice after discovering the 
limited possibilities of an old Mac Plus (his first computer) while 
simultaneously experimenting with the mediums of painting and 
drawing. This coincided with rapid advances in technology and 
global communication systems in the early 1990s. Computer 
technology became more accessible to artists with the 
development of the internet leading to a growing integration of 
digital media within artistic practice.  

A suite of inkjet prints featured in Haley’s 1997 Echo exhibition 
which was generated from his first experimentation with 
3D modelling software. The introduction of the new lightjet 
printing method in 1999 — described by Haley as “basically 
a digital/analogue photographic hybrid emerged that allowed 

a cibachrome-like image from a digital file” — offered him 
great potential to explore new territory in his practice.5 He 
was stimulated by this opportunity to create a kind of virtual 
photography — essentially a photograph in materiality and 
construction but one whose only indexical link is with virtual 
models, rather than actual objects in the world. Haley has 
utilised this technology ever since to create his complex lightjet 
photographs that pose a challenge to the traditional definition of 
photography as a medium. 

Residua Haley’s first solo exhibition held at Linden Gallery in 
St Kilda, in 1994, addressed concerns with the landscape, text, 
space and image. A key work in the exhibition focused on the 
poetics of the word echo, “an exciting mistake”, that took on 
significant meaning in his work for the next decade as almost 

Tracer 2006
Oil on canvas

71 x 168cm
Collection of the artist

GameoverGame 2006
Screen still from single channel video projection

Dimensions variable 2.04mins
Collection of the artist

seemingly endless test renderings of the scene check the results. 
A sophisticated rendering technique is implemented during the 
final stages, sometimes taking weeks of intensive processing to 
create environments that result in paintings, lightjet photographs 
and animations. 

Haley has explored suburban iconography in his practice for more 
than two decades, commenting on the inappropriate urbanisation 
and overdevelopment of the built landscape. Beginning from an 
exploration of landscape painting, Haley inverted the romanticised 
rural genre to look at the actual suburban landscape most of us 
inhabit, especially in Australia. Building on the Australian suburban 
tradition celebrated by Howard Arkley and other Australian 
artists in the 1980s and 1990s, Haley treats the suburbs with 
less affection or ambivalence, conveying a powerful sense of 
dislocation and an unsettling vision of suburban life.

Born in Melbourne in 1961, Haley lived with his extended family 
in a housing commission flat in Coburg until the age of four. 
His connections to suburbia stem from an early childhood spent 
growing up in the outer-eastern suburb of nunawading in the 
mid-1960s and 1970s. Despite limited exposure to visual art in 
this isolated environment, as a child Haley drew and painted, 
encouraged by his maternal grandfather and primary school 
teachers. He watched cartoons and movies on television and 
also developed a passionate interest in reading comic books. 
Haley observed “I saw my first Picasso in an Archie and Jughead 
comic book.”4 

Stanley Kubrick’s film epic 2001: A Space Odyssey provided 
exciting insights into the cinematic medium and the science 

fiction genre and as a teenager, Haley was intrigued by the lush 
cinematography and fantastic imagery. During Haley’s secondary 
school years, he was not encouraged to consider art as a 
possible career, instead his family urged a more secure future 
in secondary teaching. Secretly aspiring to become a writer, he 
excelled at Donvale High School in subjects such as geography, 
becoming dux of his school.  This formative period left a profound 
impression on Haley who was critical of the alienating urban 
environment. He foresaw a future of bleak suburban residential 
development and expanding housing estates that would feed his 
subject matter in later years. 

In 1979 Haley left suburbia and moved to the inner city at the age 
of 18, commencing a Bachelor of Arts in history and philosophy 
at the university of Melbourne. Immersed in a substantial 
academic world and learning experience, he explored diverse 
subjects such as English literature, the philosophy of science and 
social theory. Although he did not formally study art history, he 
became increasingly interested in art and quietly developed his 
drawing practice. It wasn’t until his first overseas trip, a yearlong 
journey beginning in China and then overland to Europe in 
1987, including a four month stay in Milan, that he finally viewed 
major international works of art in museums. He then decided 
to seriously contemplate an artistic career, enrolling in a Bachelor 
of Fine Arts (Painting) at RMIT when he returned to Melbourne 
in 1988. Enriched by an immersion in this creative milieu, Haley 
pursued a career as an artist when he graduated in 1991. Later 
study included a Postgraduate Diploma of Fine Arts and a Master 
of Arts at the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA) and eventually 
a PhD in 2005 (VCA/university of Melbourne).
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through a mesh, a screen that mediates between us and direct 
experience.”7 Dramatic moods of urban existence prevail, leading 
the viewer into hypnotic journeys through futuristic urban spaces 
and sequential mirrored forms.

Haley further explored the real and virtual in his second large-
scale video projection, GameOverGame 2006 — a high-tech 
unsettled vision of contemporary urban life dominated by a 
pulsating network of neon signs, glaring advertising and corporate 
branding. The impact of globalisation and a frenetic, consumer-
driven culture dominates this virtual space, immersing the 
viewer in its complex layered realms saturated with colour and 
light, mirrored repetitive forms and a hypnotic electronic sound 
component. Traversing vistas of sublime natural landscapes and 
futuristic virtual urban worlds from which there is no escape, 
the viewer experiences an overwhelming sense of anxiety 
and unease, where the real vanishes into simulation. The work 
references video games, but also an apparent and recurring 
cultural fascination with doomsday scenarios that the artist sees 
as symptomatic of a deeply felt social unease with contemporary 
conditions. Like Haley’s other projection works, GameOverGame 
loops endlessly back to the beginning, the fugue-like repetitions 
highlight the cyclic nature of being and memory but also provide a 
means to contemplate differing aspects of the work through time. 
In this way these works operate as paintings, where the same or 
different aspects of the work might be considered repeatedly.

Constructed generic urban spaces — freeways, suburbs, shopping 
malls and airports — prevail in the series Place into Space 2008. 
In the paintings from this series Forest, New Landscape Manifest 
Destiny, Place into Space, Freeway and the lightjet print Departure, 
unique places are transformed into ‘placeless’ spaces that appear 
universally generic and standardised, where ‘the virtual becomes 
the real and the mirror no longer reflects, we live within it’.8 
Advertising logos, corporate brands and standardised architectural 
structures occupy constructed spaces where suburbs engulf the 
natural world. Created once more in a 3D modelling software 
program, the paintings distinctively seamless and precise surfaces, 
carefully applied layers of acrylic and oil paint and an intense 
synthetic blue colour palette reinforces the overwhelming mood 
of alienation and anxiety.  These are sites with no real place, devoid 
of human presence. As Robert nelson has written, “universal 
architecture, interspersed by logos, obliterates our topographical 
awareness and recognition of community.”9

using virtual photography to create a snapshot of what would 
be impossible to depict with traditional photography, the One 
Second, More 2010 series addresses issues of environmental 
degradation and a frenetic consumer driven culture. Based on 
verified statistical information that is unsettling and apocalyptic, 
each image comments on the excesses of global consumption 
depicting the world’s annual production of selected commodities 
each second, eg. 1,146 barrels of oil, 31,168 plastic bags and 
5,982 plastic water bottles. The sense of imminent global disaster 
that prevails in Haley’s practice and the devastating impact 

of environmental devastation and consumer excess is fully 
investigated in the large-scale lightjet photograph One Second (All 
Together) 2010. As Linda Williams explained “This work effectively 
invites us to imagine how this sky might look like filled with the 
detritus of only 1 second of global production.”10

Haley’s continued preoccupation with the effects of the growing 
urbanisation of the world,11 notions of simulation, repetition and 
rapid new digital technology developments on contemporary 
life is investigated in the lightjet photographs Here (255) and 
There (107) 2011. This diptych comments on mortality and 
overpopulation, presenting statistical data about the number 
of people that are born and die each minute (255 and 107 
respectively). Enticing the viewer to explore the interior detail of 
the replicated generic spaces, there appears to be no escape from 
the identical claustrophobic office environments or constructed 
virtual spaces occupied by anonymous photographic portraits 
of people downloaded from the internet who are virtually here 
and there, coming and going. Those alive, look toward us. Those 
no longer here, look away.

In the large-scale video projection Driveby 2011, Haley solicits 
the viewer’s active and physical engagement in a chilling futuristic 
virtual environment, witnessed as though through a wide-angled 
windscreen. The spectator experiences a total bodily immersion 
in a plausible, simulated journey as the video moves along a 
virtual road, from a forested landscape through constructed 
urban wastelands filled with neon signage, a deserted landscape 
populated by oil barrels and garbage bags flying through space 
— the detritus of world consumption, then rapidly along a road 
leading into zones occupied by groups of displaced anonymous 
figures suspended in space and dramatic views of a sunrise over 
the ocean, then panning out and repeating as a loop. This is an 
unsettling and alienating visual and physical experience, as it 
travels endlessly through a simulated journey from day to night, 
and alludes to a potential environmental disaster or the end of 
modern civilisation.

Here is There 2011, a retroreflective wall drawing of two mirrored 
suburban homes, invites dynamic and shifting viewing points as 
the spectator moves through space and engages with the work. 
The mirrored forms are intermeshed or connected through 
perspectival construction lines that extend beyond the forms. 
They then shift, move and actively change with the optical effects 
of the light reflecting from the Driveby video on the opposite 
wall. The wall drawing extends the physicality of the video works 
they reflect, essentially spatialising the two-dimensional work into 
real space and providing an embodied experience for the viewer 
rather than the passive one of merely observing. 

Haley’s most recent series from 2012 extends his ongoing 
concerns with the increasing condition that exists in contemporary 
existence and space, with virtual models and simulations of actual 
space, where “the mirror is the archetypal heterotopic space.”12 
An interior view of a transitory futuristic hotel constructed of 
replicated, uninhabited, standardised contemporary living spaces 

every work produced during that time contained the word as 
an image or form, sometimes appearing in the negative space 
between suburban roofs or the letters forming the walls of 
houses. The following period explored text as images inspired 
equally by Chinese ideographic writing, semiotics, the philosophy 
of representation, the works of the OuLiPo group of writers and 
the connotations of the word itself. Haley explained:

“We seem to live in a world of echoes. Our products and 
consumer items, our very behaviours are multiples, replications 
or reproductions of pre-scripted actions. We are surrounded 
by representations, photographs, texts, and images of all sorts, 
echoes of other things that take on a presence of their own. 
Real space is increasingly modelled on virtual space and the 
mirror is the metasign for our age.”6

West Space, a master’s exhibition in 1995, investigated concepts 
of how Western space is constructed in the postmodern world 
within language, and the play between absence and presence. 
Here the fundamental concepts of space — breadth, width, 
depth and time — appeared as words in the negative space 
between shaped medium density fibre (MDF) boards that were 
over painted with varying depictions of a toy plastic rabbit. While 
commenting on the rationalisation of Western space, the works 
also referenced colonisation of Australian space through the 
emblematic image of the rabbit as a cipher of invasion. 

The decade from 2000 onwards was a significant period for 
Haley that consolidated key concepts and themes, and saw an 
increasing experimentation with emerging technologies coinciding 
with a rapid expansion into the digital age and the strengthening 
of a distinctive creative vision. He utilised digital technology to 
convey notions of repetition, reflection and the conditions of 

simulation and the virtual that exist in space in the 21st century. 
Since 2005 his work has become increasingly interactive and 
immersive, with the development of more elaborate, large-scale, 
virtual projected spaces.

The first of these works was Mirror Land, a large dual-channel 
projection created in 3D modelling software that produced a 
sense of bodily disorientation in the viewer. Reflecting on the rapid 
proliferation of standardised contemporary urban spaces and 
existence, the works from this period resonate with eerie visions 
of consumer-driven worlds, crowded, repetitive views of virtual 
mirrored cities and the frightening impact of global urbanisation 
and environmental decay on contemporary life. In part, these and 
subsequent works were inspired by Haley’s various trips to Japan, 
beginning in 1999 after he won the Deacons, Graham & James: 
Arts.21 Award that provided a four month residency in Tokyo. The 
intense urbanisation and commercialisation of that city and its 
similarity with other cities in the world, has found expression in 
the works which the artist maintains are not so highly exaggerated, 
rather they are poeticised interpretations of the actual. 

An Australia Council residency in Los Angeles in 2006 
introduced Haley to the intricate networks of that city’s thematic 
urban spaces, culminating in the Mesh 2006, series of lightjet 
photographic prints, paintings and virtual environments that 
often incorporated visceral optical effects, including the so-
called scintillating grid. Morphing from a grid structure to the 
3D optical depths of the polygonal mesh of the 21st century, 
the images parallel the enmeshed nature of contemporary life, 
not only through its use in designing space but as the mesh of 
communication networks and language by which we apprehend 
the world. According to Haley: “We live and regard the world 

Vanishing Point 2008
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 118 x 300cm
La Trobe university Art Collection

Purchased 2010 La Trobe university
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is visible in the majestic lightjet photograph Interval 2012. These 
are strangely unreal spaces, aligned to what Michel Foucault 
called ‘heterotopic space’. He stated:

“I believe that between utopias and these other sites, these 
heterotopias, there might be a sort of mixed, joint experience, 
which would be the mirror. The mirror is, after all, a utopia, 
since it is a placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself there 
where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up 
behind the surface …”13

Haley interrogates this increasing Western condition, or the idea 
of being elsewhere simultaneously, as a virtual presence in this 
age of new technology, luring the viewer into the translucent 
layered depths of seductive, beautiful and luminous environments 
which mirror the realities of contemporary living conditions. As 
the artist observed, “Mobile devices allow us to be here, and 
there, concurrently.”14 Although these mesmerising, light-filled 
living spaces invite contemplation of their utopian mirrored 
layers, they also reveal a mood of disquiet, predicting a darker 
vision of a futuristic urban life, reinforced by their repetitive, 
standardised or generic nature and the lack of human presence. 
Sites of transitory living (such as Eureka Tower in  Melbourne 

and Burj al Arab Hotel in Dubai), buildings representing media 
communications technology (Berlin TV Tower, Pudong Tower in 
Shanghai) or purely symbolic structures (Eiffel Tower, Statue of 
Liberty) are sourced from the internet or Haley’s own archive of 
travel images and discretely reflected in the glass facade of this 
translucent, futuristic building saturated with light and colour and 
a powerful virtuality.

Haley’s most recent projected installation Repose 2012, embodies 
the viewer in sequential mirrored forms and the beauty of a 
repetitive, light-filled, futuristic living environment, transporting 
us into enigmatic zones of increasing technical complexity. 
Combining laboriously rendered and layered textures and 
even more elaborate and sophisticated 3D modelling software 
than in his previous work, this virtual projection challenges the 
viewer’s expectations of what is real or simulated. This effect is 
heightened by the model for the video also being the model for 
the print Interval, producing an uncertain discontinuity. Shifting 
between realms of the real and unreal, difference and similarity 
(a key theme in all the works), we are drawn into a dream 
environment, traversing in and around an uncannily ‘real’ space, 
illuminating details and strange events taking place in the rooms, 
then panning out and infinitely looping. 

Repose 2012 
Screen still from single channel video projection 

Dimensions variable 2.04mins 
Collection of the artist

Interval 2012 
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 125 x 222cm
Collection of the artist
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Notes

I am indebted to Stephen Haley for his support and advice in the 
preparation of this essay.
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Details of idealised interior spaces are visible, zooming in on 
portraits of leading French philosophers Michel Foucault and Jean 
Baudrillard, the film work of Guy Debord and a video interview 
with Jacques Derrida, all of whom ‘best describe these aspects of 
contemporaneity’.15 Interspersed throughout are potent symbols 
of communications technology: televisions, telephones, books and 
paintings. Scenes from the first Gulf War loom ominously on the 
LCD television screen — a frightening reminder of virtual global 
warfare — juxtaposed with a scenario of comings and goings in 
a mythical paradise depicted in the painting by Antoine Watteau 
The Embarkation for Cythera 1717, close by. The spectator is 
engulfed by the rapidly shifting, multiplying virtual scenes, zooming 
into interior living spaces before revealing views of exploding 
fragments of housing estates and suburban developments, to aerial 
vistas over a desolate landscape terrain, scenes of an intricately 
layered mirrored bathroom environment and then out to the 
pulsating, intersecting realms of a futuristic city reflecting historic 
and contemporary global political events, popular culture, media 
saturation, neon signs and the excesses of consumer culture 
in an endlessly looping cycle. Despite the seductive beauty of 
the mirrored, repetitive layers of a mesmerising dreamlike 
environment, this work ultimately references the darker realms 
of contemporary existence, providing a disconcerting visual, 
intellectual and physical experience for the viewer. 

We are Somewhere About Now, immersed in the virtual realms 
of simulated spaces and mirrored worlds that echo, multiply 
and resonate with the anxieties and uncertainty that prevails in 
urban life. Haley’s simulated virtual worlds powerfully reflect on 
rapid environmental devastation and consumer excess, relentless 
urbanisation and the transformative power and impact of digital 
technologies on contemporary life and existence, alluding to a 
potential threat or global disaster, offering the viewer unsettling 
scenarios to engage with and contemplate for the future. 

Here (255) and There (107) 2011 (diptych)
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 120 x 235cm (each image)
Collection of the artist
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One Second (Plastic Bags 31,688) 2010
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 120 x 120cm
Justin Collection

One Second (Oil Barrells 1,146) 2010
Lightjet photograph

Edition: 5, 120 x 120cm
Justin Collection
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Driveby 2011
Screen still from single channel video projection 

Dimensions variable 2.04mins
Collection of the artist
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Here is There 2011
Retroreflective tape wall drawing

Dimensions variable
Collection of the artist
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Stephen Haley’s ongoing fascination with and investigation of 
simulation and virtual environments — and the seductive use 
of repetition, reflection, fragmentation and distortion that these 
‘mirror worlds’ embrace — is built upon the kind of push-pull, 
attract-repel sensibility that lies at the heart of every successful 
romance novel or contemporary romantic comedy. For a 
while there is no doubt that Haley is deeply attracted to the 
shimmering surfaces of the vast, seemingly endless cities that 
fill his paintings, photographs and projected works, his creation 
of them is equally fuelled by a deep concern about the way in 
which their shiny, alluring attributes so easily beguile and entrap 
us; hiding, initially at least, their innate emptiness, along with 
darker connections to a kind of rampant consumerism and a 
ravenous colonisation of space that increasingly threatens our 
planet. Caught in a double bind of his own making, Haley loves 
and in turn fears the not-too-distant futures that his imaginary 
worlds predict. Like the wonky, uncontrollable and sometimes 
kaleidoscopic effects of an endlessly spinning mirror ball — a 
device that for Haley reflects the sense of uncertainty and at 
times, fleeting clarity that characterises contemporary life — the 
attract-repel tension of the artist’s works continues to build as 
his unreal worlds increasingly mirror the realities of urban life. 
In fact, the real fear is that the future Stephen Haley depicts is 
already here and we just don’t know it. 

The urban worlds suspended within the glossy surfaces of 
Stephen Haley’s lightjet photographic prints provide us with a 
strangely participatory, almost known experience, for despite the 
dizzying array of lights and overlapping planes of colour and form 

pictured within them, they are literally built within the computer 
using 3D modelling software premised on the Cartesian grid — 
a centuries-old form of mapping that consequently determines 
our understanding and experience of perspectival space.2 
However, while we may be familiar, indeed comfortable, with the 
manner in which these images are laid out before us, our actual 
physical and sensory experience of many of these works — and 
this is especially true of Haley’s projections — is otherworldly 
and sometimes unsettling. The manner in which mediated 
experiences such as television, video games and the cinema (eg. 
Blade Runner and The Matrix trilogy) now inform our knowledge 
and sense of understanding of the world, both physically and 
intellectually, is played out to great effect in the shift between 
two and three-dimensional space in these works. As a result, our 
perspective is often tilted and off-kilter, as if we move through 
them three-dimensionally while wearing a virtual reality headset.

By engaging with Haley’s works we succumb to a kind of bodily 
surrender that results in us hovering over and somehow swooping 
within, the scenes of the artist’s creation. We don’t just look at 
them, we participate in them; yet despite our presence they 
remain mysteriously and resolutely unpopulated. Even Haley’s 
group of otherworldly, eerily toned blue paintings of 2008 seem 
to lead us into their compositions before abandoning us among 
their disparate elements — tree-like forms disconnected from 
the natural world; row upon row of lighting that maps the space in 
grid-like configurations (but to what end?) and blocky structures 
of text that, on closer inspection, are revealed to be teetering 
amalgams of brand names and clearly recognisable corporate 
logos. These names — part of our everyday experience that can 
so easily be passed over without a single thought — assume 
a slightly more sinister presence when we become aware of 
Haley’s belief in and use of text as another equally powerful form 
of image-making. As the artist has written:

Text is a powerful device and I am a bit obsessed by it. 
The West has a tendency to see text as primary and as a 
simple, unmediated embodiment of ideas. Ideas are generally 
regarded as fundamental, motivating forces that shape our 
material world. This then becomes, more or less, a reflection 
of them. Plato has a lot to answer for. In fact, most ideas 
arise from the material world, or from a dialectic between 
the two spheres. Moreover, text is essentially a form of image 
making but most people think text comes first and images 
just illustrate the ideas they contain. That happens, but when 
it does, it is not art, it is illustration.3 

To be ‘in’ and ‘part’ of Stephen Haley’s work is a solitary 
experience — as if you are having a science fiction ‘last person 

Virtually There 
Kelly Gellatly

The planar glass mirror, its logic, its mode of 
representation, its metaphors, are the basis for 
contemporary space. We live in a mirror world – 
not a coherent, totalizing mirror dreamt of during 
the Enlightenment, but a shattered, fragmented 
mess, pasted back together to resemble a mirror 
ball. Faceted as it is, it provides no unified vision but 
a shifting series of glimmering lights that illuminate 
the darkness only briefly. This mirror world is more 
prosaic than Alice’s looking glass, but no less 
fabulous for that, and no less disembodying.1 

Forest 2008
Oil and acrylic on linen

153 x 153cm
Collection of the artist
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alive on the planet’ kind of adventure, wandering alone in these 
splendid, sparkling, awe-inspiring environments, wondering for 
whom they were built and where everyone has gone. The sense 
of inner panic and encroaching dread that this situation could 
indeed engender is also central to the otherworldly beauty of 
the group of images comprising Haley’s recent series One Second, 
More 2010. While the picture planes of these photographs are 
literally teeming with objects — oil barrels, plastic bags, water 
bottles — they remain hauntingly and disturbingly devoid of 
human life, as if we are finally witnessing the endgame of our 
global obsession with production and consumption and our 
inability to effectively deal with the inevitable waste. In his mad 
but ultimately sobering venture, Haley determined the world’s 
annual production of a number of commodities from statistical 
data, and then divided these astonishingly large figures by the 
number of seconds in a year in order to yield the average 
production of each commodity for a single second. He then 
decided to “picture the results — capriciously, aesthetically, with 
numerical accuracy.”4 His interest in the metaphor of the mirror 
and its implications for contemporary society — in replication 

and seriality, and all the associated notions of the original and 
copy that no longer quite adhere in a digital world — reach 
their ultimate and terrifying potential in these images. They are 
a perverse 21st century version of an historical sublime, where 
mankind looked to the grandeur of nature in wonder and awe, 
and as a powerful and inestimable source of inspiration. Today we 
look to what we can produce, purchase, use and discard. Perhaps 
this is where Haley’s love of his subject matter ends — for what’s 
to love? As the artist has said, in his own inimitable way:

“It seems for all my life that there has been an ongoing expectation 
of doomsday scenarios. In the 60s there was the threat of a Cold 
War nuclear holocaust, in the 70s petrol was set to run out 
and environmental collapse loomed, in the 80s it was nuclear 
holocaust again, in the 90s no one seemed to care anymore 
and just got on with shopping until the millennium y2K bug and 
various disease threats (remember Ebola?). now, the end of 
petrol is back again, along with a new mode of environmental 
collapse — global warming. I am very glad that the end of the 
world keeps failing to eventuate, but even if the timing is off, it 
doesn’t look too rosy. But this recurrent theme of immanent 

catastrophe is pretty interesting. It is as though there is an abiding 
sense in our culture that we are all well stuffed, and we know 
it. Like some binging alcoholic who can’t believe their luck at 
surviving yet another excess, we stand momentarily admonished, 
then plunge back onto the sauce again, vainly hoping someone 
will organise an intervention and save us.”5

Kelly Gellatly is Acting Senior Curator, Contemporary Art, 
National Gallery of Victoria.

Notes

1 Stephen Haley, ‘Words on place, in space’, in Place into Space: An Exhibition 
of Paintings and Virtual Photographs by Stephen Haley (exhibition catalogue), 
nellie Castan Gallery, South yarra, 2008, p. 3.

2 Lightjet photographs are created by a laser which directly exposes 
photographic paper from the information contained in a digital file, thus 
substituting the traditional use of a negative. The exposed paper is then 
printed, just as a photograph would be. As Haley has noted (Stephen 
Haley, Mirror as Metasign: Contemporary World Culture as Mirror World, PhD 
thesis, School of Art, Victorian College of the Arts, university of Melbourne, 

Carlton, 2005, pp. 160–161), this complicates the notion of photography 
itself: “Photographs have always been assumed to bear a ‘trace’ of a once 
present form that existed in the world. Whatever their formal qualities 
they bore an indexical relationship to an actual object, space, person … 
Leaving aside for a moment the manipulation of the photographic image 
that might occur in the computer (or the darkroom) this relationship of 
correspondence has been considered as fundamental as the relationship 
between the object and its reflection in the mirror. yet here is an image 
of a scene that is entirely virtual with no real existence except as a series 
of binary pulses of electricity. The photograph then does have some form 
of indexical relationship in these circumstances — it bears witness to the 
previous existence of a series of pulses but this is something very removed 
from a notion of ‘existence’ usually associated with photography since the 
final image does not in any way resemble its source. If they are representations 
they “must be regarded as the representations of a reality that is itself 
already nothing but the play of representation” (Geoffrey Batchen, ‘Ghost 
stories: the beginnings and ends of photography’, Art Monthly, December 
1994, p. 8, quoted in Haley).” 

3 Haley, ‘Words on place, in space’, p. 5.

4 Haley, One Second, More (exhibition catalogue), nellie Castan Gallery, 
South yarra, 2010, n.p.

5 Haley, ‘Words on place, in space’, p. 27.

One Second (All Together) 2010
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Edition: 5, 120 x 300cm
RMIT university art collection
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New Landscape Manifest Destiny 2008
Oil and acrylic on linen

153 x 157cm
Collection of the artist
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Place into Space 2008
Oil and acrylic on linen

153 x 153cm
Collection of the artist
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