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The Hereafter Institute: An Art Project
That Takes Care of Digital Remains

Tanja M. Laden
August 29, 2016

A VR experience where you can visit those that have passecl in a virtual afterlife.

|mage courtesy the artist and LACMA Art + Techno|ogy Lab. All other photos by the author, unless otherwise noted.

After you die, will you want people to still be reminded that it's your anniversary on Facebool(, or to be able to endorse

Y Y peop Y Y

your obsolete skills on LinkedIn? What about all your decaying online dating profi|es, or all the remnants of your financial
information stored on e-commerce sites? And if you do want to be remembered online once you die, then how: music,
words, images, or all of the above? |nspired by these thorougHy 21st century questions, artist Gabriel Barcia-Colombo
has created the Hereafter Institute at LACMA's Art + Techno|ogy Lab, an immersive, persona|ized art installation
designed to get peop|e to consider what's going to happen to their digita| remains.
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HEREAFTER INSTITUTE

Consultants greeting clients at the Hereatter Institute

Themes across Barcia-Colombo's entire practice include memorialization and digita| |egacies. The New York-based
artist once gave a TED talk called "Capturing Memories in Video Art," followed by another called "My DNA Vending
Machine." He just founded the art-and-techno|ogy pop-up ga”ery Bunl(er.nyc and is current|y on the facu|ty of NYU's
Tisch Schoo| of the Arts in the |nteractive Te|ecommunications Program, where he teaches c|asses on how to produce
an immersive haunted house as well as how to deve|op empathy through virtual rea|ity fi|mma|<ing. With the Hereafter
/nst/'tute, he actua”y does both.

With the Hereatter /nst/'tute, Barcia-Colombo enlisted a cast of higHy convincing white-cloaked "consultants” to walk
museumgoers, a.l(.a., “c|ients," through various memorialization options and foster a dia|og about what happens to one's
online presence after death. The consultants start out by |aying out three a|ternatives, beginning with "continuation," in
which one's data stays exact|y the same as while alive. For this, the institute claims to offer "virtual bot software" that
ana|yzes individual social-media sty|es and rep|icates them with new status updates. So for examp|e, if someone writes on
adead person's wall "RIP, miss u," the bot will respond “smh | miss food,” or any other response using the deceased's
|anguage patterns, thus maintaining the appearance of presence. Deletion is the second option, but the third and most
popu|ar category at the Hereatter Institute is memoria|ization, in which the ersatz institute uses persona| data to pay
tribute to someone after they're gone. This involves 3D body scanning, VRfacilitated memory reconstruction, digita|

records, and memorial data services.
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A view of the locket with video iootage. Courtesy The Artist And Lacma Art + Teci\noiogy Lab

With 3D body scanning and motion capture, the client stands with with feet shoulder-distance apart and arms siigi‘ntiy
outstretched, revoiving siowiy on a turntable while a technician scans the body. After the person ciies, the Hereatter
Institute can then ostensibiy take these images and make the client appear to engage in activities he or she enjoyed in iiie,

such as cooi(ing, reading, writing, or i‘naving sex.

After 3D body scanning is compiete, the consultant then takes museumgoers/ciients/audiences on a tour of different
kinds of digitai memorials. These include a tech-enabled version of Victorian mourning jeweiry, oniy with video encoded
into a locket instead of hair. "That way, with the flick of a switci1, a digitai memory of the deceased appears," Hereatter
Institute consultant “Jessica” tells The Creators Project. "This piece of jeweiry is designed speciiicaiiy to encourage
pubiic discussion of death. It can also provide an introduction in what otherwise migi‘nt be a very difficult conversation for

"
some peopie.

The Hereatter Institute offers other ways to preserve digitai remains. One involves custom-made vinyi records that
convert a dead person's social-media timeline into audio tones using irequency-si‘niit i(eying, with text versions of updates
appearing on a piatiorm beneath the record piayer. "This digitai record is then decoded by the Hereatter Monument,
which serves as a transiator, orif you wi”, a beacon for remembering the lives of those we have iost," Jessica expiains.
"The sound that's coming out of the record is actuaiiy associated with the tone of the post: so ifit'sa happier post, it's a

iigi‘nter sound.”
Another memorialization option offered by the institute is the Hereafter i_iie, which consultants describe as a

"participatory virtuai-reaiity installation in which we invite guests to step into an ever-expanding world where ti1ey can

revisit the dead, commune with the iiving, and even pian for their very own afterlife.”
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3d body scanning technician at the Hereafter Institute

For ti1is, auciiences use a Vive VR heaciset anci heacipi‘nones to enter a virtuai mausoieum with memoriais to ti1ree
ciiiierent peopie: a writer, an art coiiector, anci a musician. Each scenario is its own kind of tomi), oniy transiormeci into an
environment that the deceased enjoyeci while he/si‘ne was alive, set to a voiceover of a different loved one recount
memories. For instance, ti1e musician hangs out ti1e i)each, wi1iie ti1e art coiiector paces a rooitop terrace in San

Francisco, and the writer clacks away at his typewriter in his sun-drenched baci(yarci.

"Now in this final section of the tour, we'd like to show you how we use tecimoiogy we've created together with some of
ti1e more traciitionai rituais of memoriaiization. This iast section of ti1e tour can i)e distressing for some of our ciients,"
Jessica warns. She then leads the client to a smaii, ciari(, empty theater in which a iormaiiy-ciresseci man is stanciing ata
pociium next to a screen and a pair of impressive sympathy i)ouquets. This facilitates the rare chance for someone to

attend their own memorial service.
The man i)egins i)y euiogizing ti1e ciient i)aseci on iniormation ti1at was gathereci previousiy oniine. Then, ti1e ciient's own
Facei)ooi( status upciates iiici(er rapiciiy across ti1e screen untii a disruptive giitch tai(es over anci sucicieniy, in a scene of

supposeci serenity, an image oi ti1e ciient irom ti1e 3D i)ociy scan conciucteci eariier wanciers onto ti1e screen, turns away

siowiy, anci hoi)i)ies oii into ti1e hereaiter.

iittps://www‘viceicom/en/articie/nz4xe|(/i1ereaiter—institute—(iigitai—remains—cieati\—oniine—art—project
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