
Using Digital Technology in a Fine Art Practice

Abstract 
The rapid changes in digital technology have led many 
artists across all creative platforms to incorporate digital me-
dia to their practices. In this paper, I demonstrate how fine 
artists can successfully employ computer programs and digi-
tal tools in their practices by referring to the works of Shirin 
Neshat and my own studio practice. In particular, I will eval-
uate and explore the efficacy of using a data projector and 
its desirable visual effect outcomes in body projection 
through discussing a body of my recent works made during 
my candidature at Queensland College of Art in 2014. Fur-
thermore, this paper also highlights the assistance of Adobe 
programs in generating ideas and compositional provisions 
for non-digital painting purposes. 
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Introduction 
At the turn of the twentieth century, art entered a new era of 
artistic mass production. Whereas the previous age was an 
era of artistic mass consumption, in our present time the 
situation has changed and there are two primary develop-
ments that have led to this change. The first is the emer-
gence of new technical means [digital technologies] for pro-
ducing and disturbing images, and the second is a shift in 
our understanding of art, a change in the rules we use for 
identifying what is and what is not art — Groys [1] 

Although the application of computer and digital art usually 
relates to design and applied art practices, multidisciplinary 
artists today are able to accelerate their visual practice by 
employing a digital medium. With the new possibilities that a 
digital tool such as a data projector provides, the visual artist 
may appear as both creator and subject of his/her practice. 
For my body of work illustrated and discussed here, I rely on 
the projected digital images of traditionally made paintings. 
These images are projected on the human body (often my 
own) as a non-digital organic matter, and then, once again, 
are captured with a camera and synched back to the com-
puter. The creative process that these final photographs 
have been through is intriguingly shaped by the interchang-
ing phases from physical to virtual. At first, traditionally made 
acrylic-based paintings were photographed and transferred 
onto my computer for digital manipulation. Then, the digital 
images were projected onto a human body via a data projec-
tor, and consequently the projected shapes on human skin 
were photographed and synched back to computer as digital 
images. As the creator of the piece, I am simultaneously the 
painter, the operator, the photographer and the model. The 

final phase of production occurs when the final images are 
printed on paper and exhibited as real tangible artifacts. 

Digital media has undoubtedly changed the traditional artist’s 
relationship with their created artworks. In his perceptive ar-
ticle “The virtualization of art practice”, Simon Penny pro-
poses that artistic methodologies are imposed by mechanis-
tic ideologies on the non-mechanical sub- consciousness of 
artists. Penny concludes that: “If the traditional intelligences 
of artistic practice are worth preserving, artists must develop 
a sophisticated understanding of the nature of their practice 
with respect to digital tools” [2]. 

Inscribed images and texts on human bodies play an impor-
tant role in the works of exiled photographer/video Iranian 
artist Shirin Neshat (whose work I will expound on later in 
this paper). Likewise, in my practice, the projected images of 
photographs and details of mythological painted motifs draw 
the viewer’s attention to the complex questions of cultural 
identity and displacement issues. As a diasporic Iranian 
artist, I use body projection to integrate my personal views of 
home, identity and gender into my work. This body of works 
hugely relies on digital devices; namely, a computer, a pro-
jector and a digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) camera to cap-
ture the final effects. In the following sections, I will describe 
the creative process of this series and will discuss on the 
effectiveness and usability of the mentioned devices to 
achieve preferred visual outcomes. Furthermore, I will also 
illuminate part of my studio practice that employs computer 
programs in the preparation and creation process. 

Body Projection Series 
The human body stands as a metaphor for identity and its 
perpetual connection to time and space. By using the female 
body, including my own, in my creative practice, I aim to 
raise questions around issues of gender, culture and dis-
placement. My research is particularly concerned with Iran-
ian diasporic identity. Therefore, these bodies are immersed 
in a variety of images that represent cultural and psychologi-
cal norms of displaced Iranian women. Personal pho-
tographs and paintings are the main resources for the pic-
tures I choose to project on bodies, since they represent 
mythology, nostalgias, and cultural complexities (Figure 1). 

After completing my acrylic and oil-based paintings, I photo-
graph them and then select particular patterns, figures and 
shapes to digitally prepare them for the purpose of projec-
tion. 

In my studio, I use a laptop computer to synchronise the im-
ages to the projector. This allows me to control the position 
of images and to quickly change the pictures when neces-
sary. When working with a projector, certain adjustments 
result in different outcomes. These usually include the link 
between the distance of the device and the subject or 
screen, and the scale of projected image. As the space be-
tween device and screen increases, the projected image 
scales out and since most of the projectors don’t have wide 
zooming options, a ratio of 1:1.2 being most common, 
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putting the device in a proper distance to the subject is im-
portant for achieving the anticipated projection size. Fur-
thermore, setting the brightness of the projector to a certain 
amount is key to having a brighter or duller projection. It is 
also noteworthy that the brightness of projected images de-
pends on the amount of ambient light in the room and the 
quality of images themselves. This is when photo-editing 
programs such as those in the Adobe suite become practi-
cal. Such programs are the best tools to prepare images for 
the purpose of projection. In fact, in my studio research, I 
benefit from the vast possibilities and endless openings that 
these tools provide me; from the modification of colour and 
brightness to the juxtaposition of elements and photomon-
tage.  

As seen in Figures 2 and 3, the surrealistic themes are made 
by the functions offered in the Adobe suite and in combining 
of different individually taken photographs with other visual 
elements.  

Contrast is another factor to consider when preparing the 
images for projection. Usually, the quality of projected im-
ages relates to both the model of the device and the images’ 
attributes. Typically, the higher the contrast is, the sharper 
and clearer the projected images are, as the dark colours 
look darker and light colours look lighter. Therefore, to attain 
a desirable projection quality, a number of technological fac-
tors and settings need to be considered. However, the quali-
ty of final works relies on yet another important device, which 
records and captures all this together and makes the final 

outcomes accessible for further digital showcasing, printing 
and so on: a DSLR camera. 

To shoot pictures of the prepared arrangements, I put my 
camera on a tripod, change the settings properly and have it 
shoot subjects against the screen while they are immersed 
in projected patterns and images. As mentioned before, I am 
both the photographer and photography subject in many of 
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Figure 1. Sara Irannejad, digital photograph, 2014.
Figure 2. Sara Irannejad, photomontage, 2014.

Figure 3. Sara Irannejad, photomontage, 2014.



my works. In such cases, an incorporating relationship forms 
between me as the model who poses for the camera and me 
as the eye behind the camera. In a way, I am looking at my-
self from an outside view, in order to explore a certain identi-
ty I am representing. For many Westerners, the stereotypical 
expectation of the appearance of Iranian women is to see 
them at least partly veiled or traditionally clothed in a way 
related to their Iranian culture.   

Many westerners usually are surprised when they meet Iran-
ian women who are indistinguishable from Western women 
in terms of clothing and appearance. Featuring me standing 
unclothed in front of the camera, without any prescribed 
hairstyle or gesture, my photographs aim to dismantle such 
generalised social norms and expectations. This is to reject 
identifying and categorising myself with a conventional iden-
tity. The interchanging positions of me as a photographer 
and as a model invites the viewer to question the psycholog-
ical side of a diasporic woman and her identity in terms of 
her feelings, memories and culture instead of any oversimpli-
fied distinctiveness.  

New York–based Iranian artist Shirin Neshat uses herself as 
the subject of many of her photographs. Questioning so-
ciopolitical Islamic norms and the situation of Muslim women 
in Iran, her Women of Allah (Figure 4) was the outcome of 
her short trip to Iran in the very first years following the Is-
lamic revolution; the years of Islamic dictatorship and war.  
This body of works, which shaped and shifted her creative 
career, showcased Iranian Muslim women wearing veils, 
their face and bodies filled with text inscription and images.  

As a renowned video artist and photographer, Neshat uses 
all sorts of digital media in her creative practice. While she 
usually manually adds her handwriting in ink onto her large 
digitally printed photographs, many of her recent works are 
created by utilising digital tools such as computer and pro-
jector where a pre-existing particular image or symbol was 
needed. In such cases, the images are added either later to 
the photographs by using computer programs or projected 
on the body parts at the time of taking the pictures. The 
growth of digital photography itself and the endless world of 
computer media has had a great impact on Neshat’s creative 
process. For instance, if we compare her early works of 
1993 to 1997 when she produced her Women of Allah se-
ries, with the later video works, such as Women without Men 
in 2009 and then her new series of photographs Book of 
Kings in 2012, not only do we notice a significant transforma-
tion of excellence in terms of visual representation and prop-
erties of the works, but it also helps us to trace the progress 
of digital cameras and computer technology.  Digital photog-
raphy as Roy Ascot suggests, has a complex link with the 
virtual world of computer — a hyper-media kingdom where 
advanced means of storage, construction and combination 
of data coexist with the concurrent sensory and semantic 
modes of sound, video and text [3].  

In 2012, Neshat exhibited a new body of works, Book of 
Kings. With a look at the political complications in the Middle 
East and the traditional gender roles in Muslim societies, 
these recent photographs draw visitors’ attention to the an-
cient historical and cultural power of these regions in con-
trast to the recent situations.   

This series of photographs juxtaposes the graceful elements 
of the ancient history and today’s complex identity of Irani-
ans by bringing ancient heroes and their poetic and perfect 
ethos onto the contemporary world and its political issues 
[4]. She first has exhibited them at Gladstone Gallery in New 

York in January and February of 2012. The body of works 
comprises a series of black-and-white photographs show-
casing men and women and their body parts. Verses from 
Persian classic and contemporary literature, and images 
from Persian manuscripts narrating stories of war and killing 
cover these photographs. These images belong to lith-
ographs and paintings from well-known eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Persian manuscripts. 

In the exhibition’s press release it is said that “These texts 
and illustrations—drawn from Shahnameh as well as from 
contemporary poetry by Iranian writers and prisoners—both 
obscure and illuminate the subjects’ facial expressions and 
emotive intensity, intimately linking the current energy of 
contemporary Iran with its mythical and historical past. In this 
arresting body of work, Neshat returns to the confrontational 
nature of her iconic Women of Allah series, while re-focusing 
on themes of revolution and the bold-faced defiance of 
youth.” [5] 

Lithographic illustration is synonymous with Iranian literature 
owing to the stereotypical character of popular literature with 
its repetitive scenes of battle and amusement [6]. The im-
ages of lithographs in Neshat’s photographs, illustrate the 
mythological stories of Shahnameh (The Book of Kings). 
Written in the eleventh century by poet Ferdowsi in more 
than 60,000 epic verses, Shahnameh is the most complete 
source of Persian mythology and plays an important role in 
constructing Iranian identity.  

Digitally manipulated images in Neshat’s Book of Kings play 
a powerful role in signifying the messages behind the pho-
tographs. By narrowing the selection of illustrations to war 
scenes and highly saturated red colour (evocative of blood), 
Neshat draws viewers’ attention to the recent political inci-
dents in the Middle East, global thinking of terrorism and 
ethnicity.  Undoubtedly, photography is a strong medium to 
connote issues of identity, society and cultural history. At the 
same time, Neshat’s works’ visually appealing outcomes, 
soft light and shadows on the human skin and high contrasts 
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Figure 4. Shirin Neshat, I’m its Secret (from Women of Allah), 
1993, Fuji colour print.



indicate the artist’s wise and professional use of this tech-
nique (Figures 5 and 6).  

In my practice, I explore the relationship of Iranian diasporic 
identity and ancient Persian mythology. Broadly speaking, 
Iranian identity is a mixture of ancient Persian culture and 
those of post-Islamic times that were intermixed and refash-
ioned during the centuries after the Arab’s invasion of Iran. In 
Iranian classic literature, dislocation is seen as a dark and 
depressing experience. According to Abbas Milani, the “var-
iegated connotations and denotations of Ghorbat [and Moha-
jerat], the common Persian words for exile, suggests the cul-
ture’s troubled relationship with the exilic experience” [7]. 
While acknowledging the undeniable difficulties of displace-
ment, I would rather perceive displacement as a unique, in-
spiring and challenging experience, and a displaced person 
as being a strong contestant with heroic charisma. The fe-
male figures of my photographs are both strong and emo-
tional. They surely carry scars of troubles and nostalgias but 
are willing to let the past go and move forward to a brighter 
future (Figures 7 and 8).  

Both Neshat and I rely on digital photography and enhance 
our practice with visual and digital effects. Digital technolo-
gies allow me to control and adjust light, contrast, and even 
the colour of the projected images and final photographs. In 
these works, I intentionally used a variety of pattern and 

shades to indicate the hybrid identity and emotional and 
psychological patterns of my diasporic subjects (Figures 9 
and 10).   

Applying Adobe Programs 
Today, with their fast-developing capabilities, Adobe suite 
programs provide every possible creative aspect to the world 
of art. From comprehensive editing, filtering and sketching 
options to making highly technical multimedia works in 
sound, film and animation, artists of all disciplines can bene-
fit from utilising digital mediums in their creative practices. 
While such technology may not suit artists working with tradi-
tional media, certainly it can lead to a breakthrough in their 
practices. Since embarking on my undergraduate studies in 
graphic design and illustration, I have used Adobe programs 
in many design and animation works (Figure 11).  

In recent years, my concerns have been linked to the com-
plexities faced by diasporic communities, including sociopo-
litical issues, as well as still being informed by the mytholo-
gies that shaped my youth. I have found that other platforms 
of visual art, such as painting and photography, provide 
more openings into my practice in expressing my concerns. 
However, this does not mean that I have completely sepa-
rated myself from design and its related digital components. 
In fact, I still quite often employ computer mediums such as 
Adobe programs in my new studio practice. For example, 
when I need to generate an idea for a new painting, I use 
design software to develop my sketching and find a desir-
able composition layout by playing with and replacing the 
elements that would be embedded into my painting later 
(Figure 12). This way not only accelerates the creative 
process but also improves my perception of the final work. 
Another example would be when a certain type of design or 
image is required to be further collaged into the painting. 
There are many instances where I may need to use a certain 
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Figure 5. Shirin Neshat, Bahram (from the Book of Kings series), 
2012, digital photograph.

Figure 6. Shirin Neshat, Divine Rebellion (from the Book of Kings 
series), 2012, digital photograph.
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Figure 7. Sara Irannejad, digital photograph, 2014

Figure 8. Sara Irannejad, digital photograph, 2014

Figure 9. Sara Irannejad, digital photograph, 2014

Figure 10. Sara Irannejad, digital photograph, 2014



symbol or photo into my painting.  In such cases, I typically 
use Adobe programs to render and adjust that image for this 
purpose and later on use its print version either as a collage 
or to be transferred using traditional techniques. In Figure 
13, I have used design software to outline the kangaroos 
and then collaged the silhouettes in a repeating form. Fur-
thermore, in this figure, the image of the demon mimics its 
original Persian manuscript image source as it is a particular 
icon in Persian mythology (Figure 14).  

In his article “Computers and visual art”, Franke asserts that: 
“There is no doubt that some phases of art-creating pro-
cesses can be mechanised and automated. If we set aside 
the mystic aura, the essential task in producing a work of art 
consists in designing a composition from basic elements-
shapes, sounds or words. The sole condition that these ele-
ments must satisfy is that they have to be visually or aurally 
perceptible” [8]. By comparing my computer-generated 
sketches (forming layouts and preparing visual elements for 
the purpose of producing non-digital painting) with those that 
are hand drawn, I have explored that the computer makes 
the image far more visually tangible since most of the visual 
aspects could be under control.  

Most of my paintings draw their inspiration from Persian 
miniature painting in terms of their symmetrical layout and 
the repetition of some elements. In Persian painting, space 
is very controlled (i.e., there are strict formal elements that 
need to be adhered to) and the pace of creation is slow and 
measured. Each step leads to another, so a final image is 
built up by following certain steps. Hence in many cases, 
digital sketching and drafting before creating physical paint-
ing help to have a virtual visualisation of the final work. It 
also facilitate with the mathematical measurements that are 
vital for producing symmetrical layouts (Figures 15 and 16). 

Justin Marshall, a traditional ceramist, writes on how he uses 
the computer in his practice in the article “Computer technol-
ogy and creative practice”: “As an artist/craftsperson rather 
than an industrial designer, ‘designing through making’ is 
central to the creative process. Rather than working towards 
fixed final outcomes as many industrial designers do, my 
works evolve through my engagement with the materials, 
processes and technologies. Therefore this software was not 
investigated as a passive tool for modeling pre-existing de-
signs, but as a medium with which one actively experiments. 
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Figure 11. Sara Irannejad, digital sequences for animation  
U-turn, 2008

Figure 12. Sara Irannejad, digital draft. 2014

Figure 13. Sara Irannejad, Battle with Div, 2014, acrylic on board

Figure 14. Unknown artist, early 19th Century 
Lithograph from the Book of Kings, Iran



It was considered as an integral part of the creative process 
of developing new forms and surfaces, not simply a means 
to a pre-defined end” [9]. 

Conclusion 
As pointed out in this paper, utilising digital media in visual 
practice not only accelerates the creative process, but also 
opens new and vast openings that feed into and enhance 
the quality and exceptionality of visual outcomes. With 
everyday life increasingly relying on digital technology, it is 
inevitable that art be influenced and enhanced by it too. 
Though digital tools can still have their own restrictions, an 
artistic point of view can push these boundaries and bring up 
the questions of innovation and simplification into multi-dis-
ciplinary practices. For me as a practicing artist in both areas 
of digital and traditional media, digital tools and computer 
programs facilitate the demonstration of the multi-layered 
aspects of my mind.  
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