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Watch PICA Art Talks
video interview:

Under Waters
A Viewing Guide and Glossary

This guide explains what kind of artwork Under Waters is and how it works. As
you watch the PICA Art Talks video with the artists from Friends with Computers
—April Phillips, Pat Younis and Jordan East—you can use this glossary to help
understand words and ideas.

The artists talk about how they use symbols, visual elements, sound and digital
technologies to create immersive experiences, supporting learning in Visual
Arts and Media Arts across primary and secondary year levels.

Image: Friends with Computers, Under Waters,
installation view boorda yeyi Immersive Arts
Commission, Perth Institute of Contemporary
Arts, 2026. Photo: Guy Loudon
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Part 1: What kind of artwork is Under Waters?

The artists tell us about their artwork Under Waters for PICA's boorda yeyi
Immersive Arts Commission series. You may hear terms that describe the type of
artwork it is.

Immersive Art

Art you can physically enter, where sound, images and movement surround youl.
Immersive artworks are designed to make you feel as though you are inside the
world of the artwork rather than observing it from the outside.

Interactive Art

Art that responds to audience participation. In Under Waters, audiences take an
active role and influence what happens on screen through their movement. They
become live performers and part of the artwork itself.

World Building

The creation of an imagined environment with its own look, rules, and atmosphere.
In Under Waters, world building combines scientific research, cultural knowledge
and imagination. Real sea and galaxy references are blended with hand drawn
textures, digital models and interactive effects to create a believable underwater
and deep space world.

Projection

Images or videos cast onto walls or surfaces to transform a space. In Under Waters,
projection turn the gallery into an environment that shifts between ocean, coastline
and outer space.

Key ideas and themes

Deep Time

A way of thinking about Earth’s history across extremely long periods, far beyond a
human lifetime. Deep time helps us imagine the planet before humans existed and
how it continues to change.

Speculative Past
A creative way of imagining how the world might have looked or functioned in the

past. In Under Waters, the artists imagine a portal opening to 500 million years ago,
a time when much of Earth’s surface was covered by water.

The speculative past is common in science fiction and fantasy stories, where
creators reimagine ancient worlds, alternative histories or new possibilities shaped
by scientific ideas. This can be a way of exploring deep time and how the world
might change in the future.
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Part 2: Symbolic Elements

How and why are symbolic elements used in Under Waters?

Symbol
A shape, object or image that represents a larger idea. Symbols help artists
communicate meaning, values and connections without using words.

Deep Ocean / Deep Space

Two worlds are created in the artwork, one beneath the sea and one in the cosmos.
Both feel vast, mysterious and full of life. These worlds reflect scientific and cultural
knowledge, using a combination of real and imagined imagery to depict Earth 500
million years ago and draw parallels between ocean depths and outer space.

Star

A symbol linking ocean life and outer space. It refers to both starfish and stars in
the night sky, suggesting connections between marine ecosystems and the
cosmos. The word ‘celestial’ describes anything related to the sky, stars or space.

Spiral (Shell)

A spiral shape representing water, growth and time. It is also a Wiradjuri cultural
symbol connected to waterways and deep time. Audience movement changes the
shape of the shell, creating unique forms. This gives each person an identity in the
artwork and allows them to enter the speculative past without being fully visible.

The digital shells are based on 3D scans of real Xenophora shells from WA Museum
Boola Bardip. Information displayed on screen links each shell back to Country,
including places such as Murujuga and Ningaloo Reef.

Time Weaver (Jellyfish)

A large guiding creature that appears throughout the journey. Its layered, circular
patterns reference basket weaving traditions and how knowledge is shared and
carried across generations.

Page 3



P —p s, "

Part 3: Visual Elements

How do visual elements shape audience experience?

Light and Dark Contrast
The shift between bright surface scenes and darker deep ocean or deep space
environments. This contrast strengthens mood and atmosphere.

Camera Push
A slow, smooth forward movement through the digital environment shown on
screen. This guides viewers’ attention and helps reveal details gradually.

Rift
A dramatic visual opening or tear that signals movement between environments,
such as transitioning from ocean depths to outer space.

Colours, Patterns and Textures

Hand-drawn textures, sculpted forms and
digital patterns bring the underwater and
galactic environments to life, creating a sense
of constant movement.

Texture is explored physically as well as
visually. Tactile materials, such as the tassel
curtain that audiences move through to enter
the ‘room within a room’, encourage
awareness of touch as well as sight.

Part 4: Sound and Voice

How does sound shape experience and mark transitions?

Electronic Soundtrack
Music created using digital tools, including synthesised sounds, drones and
electronically modified instruments.

Digital / Electronic Music Tools
Technologies such as synthesisers and sound processors used to layer sound.

Spoken Word (Ngarluma Language)
Performed by Sam Walker, a Ngarluma Traditional Owner. Her voice call the shells
back to Country, such as ‘ngurrawangkagu’ meaning ‘Country has spoken’.

Singing (Wiradjuri Language)

Performed by Shauntai Abdul-Rahman, a Wiradjuri soprano singer. Lyrics include
‘bubarngka nhyularha ijgarla’, meaning ‘in the water here where I belong’ and
‘Marambangbilang’, meaning ‘exceedingly good’.
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Part 5: How the technology works
What technologies shape the immersive environment?

The technologies used in Under Waters work together to turn human movement into
images, shapes and changing visual forms.

Unreal Engine
A 3D computer graphics program used to build the digital worlds. It renders the
environments, lighting, textures and effects where the interactive visuals appear.

Body Tracking

Technology that senses how your body moves in real time, without recording video.
It uses depth information to detect people’s outlines and turn it into digital art.
Movement is captured as data and transformed into imagery.

Depth Cameras
Cameras placed on either side of the main screen use infrared light to measure
distance and shape. They detect bodies as moving silhouettes.

Infrared Light
A type of invisible light used by the depth cameras to measure space, distance and
movement.

Point Cloud

A digital map made of thousands of tiny dots that represent the shape and
movement of a body in space as a 3D ‘cloud’ As participants move, the point cloud
changes live to generate the digital shell imagery.

PointCaster
Software that analyses point cloud data and converts it into the changing outline of
the digital shell. It acts as a link between physical movement and digital imagery.

TouchDesigner

A node-based visual programming tool that turns audience movement into live
images and shapes. In Under Waters, it processes data from body tracking to
generate interactive shell visuals in real time.

Projectors

Three projectors create display imagery across curved surfaces which act as
screens, creating a wraparound environment that places the audience inside the
artwork.

Photogrammetry
A technique that creates a 3D model by combining many photographs of an object
from different angles. Over 100 images of each Xenophora shell were used to

produce detailed digital forms for the artwork.
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Produced for PICA's 2026 boorda yeyi Immersive Arts Commission series.

Image Credit

Pages 3, 4 and 6: Friends with Computers, Under Waters,
installation view boorda yeyi Immersive Arts Commission,
Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts, 2026. Photo: Guy Loudon

© 2026 Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts Limited, the artists,
authors and photographers. All rights reserved under international
copyright conventions.
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