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INTRODUCTION

I have known of Willy Le Maitre’s work for quite some time. Artists who have 
a long-standing commitment to working in virtual reality are far and few 
between in Canada. He was my first pick as I pondered how the ‘Reviews’ 
section of this journal could pivot given the usual circumstances of the last 
few years. Typically, in the past we have reviewed conferences and exhibitions. 
While there were certainly online events to review, I started to think about 
how we could make this section of the journal livelier for artists and tech-
nologists. Hearing directly from creators was something I was excited to try 
out. And Le Maitre’s interview below proved the point. I will let his bio and 
interview do the heavy lifting here, but it was a joyful and fascinating process 
learning more about how he thinks and makes art.

Lynne Heller: Do you use XR technology for professional purposes only? and/or for 
recreational purposes? both?

Willy Le Maitre: I would classify it as an experimental approach. It’s an 
engagement towards making art, which might sound like a nebulous project, 
but I am hoping that I might arrive at something that’s presentable. It’s not so 
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much about the artwork itself but the experience that a participant might have 
while in it and the objective is to let them enter an image and pause in it. I 
am interested in all things XR and VR but more as a research activity. I always 
found games a little perplexing and the same with VR cinema. But I am curi-
ous about these experiences and when there’s an occasion to see something 
new, I usually take it.

LH: Philosopher Nelson Goodman suggests that through art, we fabricate multiple 
worlds, we were making not just possible worlds, but actual ones. Through art our 
myths become real.

WL: That’s a big question! I’ll try to answer it. I think we’re constantly 
remaking ourselves anew in every moment. Our attention goes from one 
thing to another and that’s our experience, and this continuous temporality 
pulls us towards a consolidation or worlding. Every day, when we wake up 
and look for that. It’s a notion to find this continuity that builds our world 
again.

‘World’ is a really interesting term to use, and I think it speaks to a tendency 
to totalize perspective. There’s a fluid interplay between the actual and virtual, 
and that’s how I experience being in the world; there’s no separation between 
my thoughts and world – it’s all connected. And of course, this extends over 
to computers. What goes on in the computers is part of the world. As we’ve 
seen in the numerous worlds that come out of the Internet produced by 
special interest groups; their consolidating effects can be both empowering 
and divisive.

But in terms of world building and world making, there are distinctions 
and I think it’s helpful in terms of what we’re talking about in the VR and XR 
arts. It’s especially important to talk about medium. From within a world, it’s 
sometimes hard to think of the medium we’re immersed in. For instance, play, 
I think this can take place on a very deep level, and much deeper than the 
language of an analyst that might be employed to interpret that activity. The 
signs in play are pretty intuitive.

But, meaning and representation are usually superfluous to those play-
ing and having the experience. That is speaking to languages as a medium 
and I’m trying to evoke mediums that are invisible to us. Crudely described; 
science is something that uses measurement to interpret and verify what 
it studies in life. The ‘medium’ of science is mathematics. Eventually the 
medium takes over and truth becomes an abstraction. Science has gone so 
deep into the subatomic and beyond. If the medium is defined by quanti-
fied verification; a lot of what advanced physics concerns itself with the 
unverifiable. We still talk about it in terms of what our world is made of 
and in a lot of senses it’s made of math. This is invisible to us and it’s 
something of what pulls me into XR and VR as this kind of notion of world 
building.

I found that this is applicable to work that deals with simulated spaces. 
They’re always an expression of the mediums that produce them. You can’t 
really escape those structures. They’re very rigid and they always make an 
imprint on everything.

When you analyse what happens in games it is a transparent expression of 
medium, a very rational and binary dynamic that has to do with the original 
approaches to human machine interface. It was a kind of tactile hand thing 
that was the very same research topics of weapon design. We’ve heard about 
that for decades, but this legacy continues. Nonetheless, there’s much more 
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to it and there’s always something about these constructs that is unforeseen, 
supplementary and worthy of exploration. There’s something that opens up 
like a little flower and, that’s super interesting.

I love that idea of how we can make everything abstract. I’m just listening 
to podcasts about cryptocurrency and realizing the level of abstraction that we 
now live around almost everything.

I think that it’s important for academics to get involved and interpret 
what’s going on. We need help. Journalists will talk about something going on 
but seldom beyond its effect – establishing a concept without the context to 
support a critique.

LH: If you work with avatars is your avatar a tool, an extension of self, your neme-
sis, something other or non-existent?

WL: The perspectival structure of VR and XR provides a binocular view into 
the machine. It’s this sort of construction where you enter as a human through 
its interface. So, by default, you are some sort of avatar, even if it’s just your 
perspective on a given thing. I have work that is explicitly about that, where I 
take a look at the construction of perspective and visual perception. The idea 
is to move aside from the given human like perspective and look at it as a 
multiplicity of perspectives – including the machine’s.

There are several pieces that I’ve been working on for the past five years. 
The first one was the Clear Lake Archipelago, where participants inhabit an 
avatar and move through spaces encountering other humanoid characters. 
The figure’s movements more or less match our own. The avatar’s face hovers 
in front of ours, turning and moving to where we look – mask like, expressing 
itself. It provides a spoken commentary on what we proceed through, so it’s 
as though we are in a puppet. There’s an ambiguity of gestural nuances; the 

Figure 1: Still from external view of avatar inhabited by participant. Clear Lake Archipelago, VR 
installation, 2016–19. Courtesy of the artist.
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hybrid of this character that’s talking for/to you and the seeming freedom to 
act and gesture yourself.

Another piece, Mixed Doubles, which I have been working on most recently 
uses a head-mounted display that has a stereo camera pass through. You expe-
rience the piece in this hybrid of CGI that’s programmed and the processed 
view of the headset cameras. The installation takes place in a translucent 
chamber – a semi-concealed space. As a spectator, one can see the participant 
experience the piece from their spot within the chamber but only vaguely. 
The idea is to make the participant of the VR, a performer of the mediation. 
So, they might be moving around gesturing, and the idea is to create a sort of 
movement piece. It is a somewhat playful depiction of an intense mediation of 
the virtual woven into the physical.

I haven’t figured out how to co-habit images in a collaborative space or 
what have you – where a full articulation of an avatar and an attention to 
constructing character would occur. I just haven’t found that.

Figure 2: Still from avatar’s POV showing island captive. Clear Lake 
Archipelago, VR installation 2016–19. Courtesy of the artist.
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What I’m examining is the notion that we’re living inside of images now. 
And simply put, I’m referring to the privileging of our eyesight that leads to 
the separation of other senses. It leads to a tendency for images to operate on 
our dimension. And this is the medium that we’re in, we visualize in terms of 
images, and we dream images.

In VR and XR we are participants of an image. Through the limitations of 
the apparatus, we’re semi-paralysed. I equate this with glimmers of conscious-
ness from within a dream. We have some agency but it’s not agency we 
express in normal space. It’s actually something where the image is exerting 
on us – the sense of being driven by the image.

There are elements in the proprioceptive dimensions that are quite inter-
esting – in the gaps, in the dislocations that speak of the modulation of our 
bodies at play. It’s the flaws that seem organic, equating the glitchy with 
nature. Long ago, when we discussed VR, we talked about disembodiment, 
but we’ve been so knocked around by technology that the discussion isn’t so 
much about disembodiment, but as new emergent forms of life (laughing) 
from our wheelchairs.

LH: If you did work with an avatar would she/he/it be a reflection of you or the 
other way around?

WL: That question allows for reflection on other aspects of an avatar such as 
seeing the condition of a figure ground relationship for instance, within VR. 
So, it’s interesting to think of the fusion of the figure in the ground in that 
space and the ambiguity of human/non-human artefact.

LH: How has working in XR informed the type of artist you are?

Figure 3: A participant inhabits the physical structure and is visible through a translucent boundary. Mixed 
Doubles, VR installation, 2020–21. Courtesy of the artist.
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WL: It’s questionable how I can work in this medium which is so difficult and 
demanding. But it’s sort of brought out an OCD aspect [of making] that has 
held me. When I think about a lot of my approaches to making art in the past, 
they have really pointed towards this sort of image, and this potential for art 
making.

LH: What keeps you making in XR if/when you are fed up with the state of the 
technology?

WL: The technology is quite amazing and simple gestures are perhaps all that 
are needed in it, but, reflecting on medium, I think it demands a lot more and 
there is a need to flip it over and to create a whole entry into it that people can 
approach. It contains the dream that it is our native, inherent and on-board 
art form. It’s very interesting and it shows promise in some way to perhaps 
make something that approaches a collective dream. It could occur in ways 
that we’ve only seen as suggestions in art before. That’s very grand, but I think 
there’s something that is pulling all of this along and I believe it has to do with 
dreams.

LH: How do you feel about the investment the audience needs to make in order to 
experience your work, for example, wait in line for a headset or overcome sensations 
of discomfort.

WL: There are very few things that come close to the intimacy that are expected 
of a participant in a VR/XR experience. I’m interested in trying anything out, 
but I can’t say there are too many artworks that are really that satisfying, and 

Figure 4: A participant interacts with tactile objects that fuse with a virtual layer. Mixed Doubles, VR 
installation, 2020–21. Courtesy of the artist.
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I think that wanes on the public’s tolerance for it as well. COVID has obvi-
ously put a biological damper on the types of projects, I had been working on, 
and I’ve had to find other ways that use the avenue of people in their homes; 
where they can look at this stuff there – making something that’s not a unique 
kind of gallery-like spectacle and something that’s distributive and replicable. 
I’ve been obliged to move towards that.

There’s a headset that’s come out this year that is quite affordable and 
works really well I understand. So, it’s more approachable if the public doesn’t 
lose interest by drinking in the desert of content. Perhaps something will 
emerge that is exciting for people interested in art.

LH: How is social XR an aspect of your work? If you do not use it do you avoid it 
purposefully?

WL: I find it a bit too much and I feel stuck in it and too aware of my limita-
tions. If I found something that is really exciting, something that entertains or 
a new concept of physics or changes a dimension rather than just the repli-
cation of the spaces we inhabit – that would be interesting. I’m not really 
attracted to that. I’m just not a gamer. I don’t have the skills.

LH: What software are you most partial to using and why?

WL: I’ve been using Unity and other auxiliary tools like Reaper and After 
Effects. But Unity is very sensible and flexible and has a good community base, 
enough users that if there’s a problem there’s often somebody who’s dealing 
with the problem that can be consulted. That is quite nice. And their business 
model is very favourable to artists and people that aren’t expecting a huge 
profit from their efforts.

Figure 5: Documentation of participant in the fabric tent structure. The projection shows the avatar as it 
moves through the virtual world. Clear Lake Archipelago, VR installation 2016–19. Courtesy of the artist.
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LH: This last question deviates from virtual reality a bit, but what are your reac-
tions to selling digital work through blockchain technology as NFTs. Is this some-
thing like you would want to do or not?

WL: I’m very interested in other models, especially those that buck the capi-
talist model. For instance, let the artist prosper from the value increases in a 
resale of work… but the technology behind NFTs, I don’t think it’s really there 
yet. It’s sort of a toy. It’s a bit disappointing, and maybe no surprise that it is. It 
just seems to be used to emulate the worst tendencies of the larger art world, 
greed and speculation. I know some people that are working in that space and 
have made some projects that are legitimately seeking to have a decentralized 
method of archiving and protecting work, the uniqueness of an artwork. I’m 
hopeful that other worlds will come out of this.

LH: And finally, is there anything else you’d like to say or a question you would 
pose yourself?

WL: I’m not sure. Maybe, can we leave that open?

LH: For sure.
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Willy Le Maitre’s artwork has been featured in public galleries across Canada 
and in New York at the New Museum, The Kitchen, Canada Gallery, CCS Bard 
College Galleries, Bitforms and the Baryshnikov Art Centre. It has garnered 
international acclaim including awards from Vida, Spain and the Telefilm 
prize at Images Festival in Toronto, Canada. His work, with Eric Rosenzveig 
co-produced pioneering generative and networked artworks such as The 
Appearance Machine and the Fleabotic Hypermedia Nonet. During the past 
fifteen years he has developed a body of immersive image work that includes 
Stereo 3D videos and installations, live VRML performances, VR and 3D 
lenticular prints. He is represented by Canada Gallery in New York.
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