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Adrian Ghenie’s Ethical Odyssey: Navigating History, Digital Dystopia,
and Society’s Transformation

Alexandra-Codruța Bîzoi, West University of Timisoara, Romania

Adrian Ghenie emerges as a pivotal figure in contemporary art, acclaimed for his
dynamic and thought-provoking paintings that navigate the complex intersec-

tions of technology, consumerism, and identity. His artistic vision distinguishes
itself by the unique synthesis of figuration and abstraction, which allows him to
delve into the depth of human experience with subtlety and intensity. In his can-
vases, historical narratives collide with personal memory, the grotesque encounters
the beautiful, creating an unsettling and captivating visual language.

Ghenie’s oeuvre is a profound commentary on the conditions of modernity.
Through meticulously layered works, he explores how technology’s omnipresence
and consumer culture’s ubiquity have fundamentally altered our perception of self
and society. Ghenie unravels the tapestry of contemporary life, revealing a world
where the tools it has created overshadow the human spirit. His art reflects a culture
in the web of digital connectivity and consumerist desires, highlighting the alien-
ation and fragmentation that characterize the digital age.

Ghenie’s works critically examine the modern world, wherein the pervasive
influence of technology and consumer culture converges to forge a new form of
oppression. This oppression is multifaceted, manifesting not only in the erosion of
individual identity but also in the subtle manipulation of collective consciousness.
By analyzing his exhibitions and works, we will uncover how the artist articulates
this contemporarymalaise, employing his canvas to dissect the dialectics of freedom
and constraint in the age of information overload and consumer excess.

GHENIE’S EXPLORATION OF TECHNOLOGY AND CONSUMERISM

Adrian Ghenie’s artistic exploration delves into the intricate web woven by tech-
nology and consumerism, profoundly reflecting contemporary human existence.
The BraveNewWorld exhibition at PaceGallery uses Huxley’s dystopian vision as a
backdrop to critique the promises of technology as a tool for connection. Ghenie’s
works depict the human body in confrontation with devices, underscoring the
ironic solitude accompanying our hyper-connected lives, articulating a complex
narrative about the human condition, and suggesting that while technology promises
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liberation, it also imposes new forms of confinement and oppression. This exhibition
reveals how modern devices, while ostensibly designed to connect, paradoxically
propagate a profound sense of disconnection and alienation. Ghenie harnesses the
power of visual metaphor to express the nuanced dynamics between humanity and
technology. His works in this series are particularly telling, depicting human figures
that are at once familiar and deeply estranged. The distortion and fragmentation of
these figures stand as poignant metaphors for the fragmentation of self in the digital
age. The Hotel Room (Figure 1) embodies this thematic undercurrent with striking
clarity, presenting a lone figure absorbed by the glow of a television screen, the

Figure 1: Adrian Ghenie, The Hotel Room, 2023, Oil on Canvas, 210 × 180 cm
Note. Photograph by Jörg von Bruchhausen. Courtesy of the artist.
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vibrant yet chaotic surroundings underscoring the isolation and myopia induced by
digital immersion. The individual’s connection to the device is depicted as a physical
extension of their being, suggesting a symbiotic yet ultimately dehumanizing rela-
tionship with technology.

The Spanish Room (Figure 2) further illuminates Ghenie’s critique of technological
alienation. In this work, two figures sit in amuseum, their backs to themasterpieces on
the wall, engrossed in their smartphones. The juxtaposition of cultural heritage and
digital engagement speaks about contemporary society’s shifting locus of attention
and value. Here, Ghenie suggests that the wealth of human knowledge and artistic

Figure 2: Adrian Ghenie, The Spanish Room, 2023, Oil on Canvas 240 × 210 cm
Note. Photograph by Jörg von Bruchhausen. Courtesy of the artist.
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achievement is rendered peripheral by the immediate gratifications of the digital realm.
The vibrant, almost violent brushstrokes that define the figures and their surroundings
emphasize the turbulence and disquiet of a life mediated by screens.

Through these visual metaphors of disconnection, Ghenie portrays the
alienation fostered by digital devices and invites a deeper contemplation of its
implications. The fragmented figures in The Brave New World are not just repre-
sentations of individual alienation but symbols of a collective existential crisis.
Distorting and disassembling the human form, Ghenie captures the essence of a
society where constant connectivity and consumerism increasingly lose the self
amidst the noise. His work serves as a stark reminder of the paradox at the heart of
the digital age: that in our quest for connection, we have, in many ways, never been
more isolated.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES AND CONTEMPORARY REFLECTIONS

The intersection of historical narratives with contemporary thought and society is a
significant theme, particularly in the exhibition Darwin’s Room. This exhibition
invites viewers into a contemplative space where the legacy of historical figures,
notably Charles Darwin (Figure 3), is explored and interrogated. Ghenie’s fascina-
tion with Darwin extends beyond the biologist’s monumental contributions to
science; it encompasses the broader implications of Darwinian thought for contem-
porary technological and ethical dilemmas. Ghenie presents a series of paintings that
pay homage to Darwin’s intellectual legacy and pose critical questions about the
nature of evolution, progress, and the human condition in the age of technology.
Through his intricate and often tumultuous compositions, Ghenie reflects on how
Darwinian ideas of natural selection and survival have been co-opted and distorted in
the service of ideologies and agendas Darwin himself could never have anticipated.
Darwin’s exploration of natural selection and evolution becomes a metaphor for the
survival mechanisms humans deploy in a consumer-based world dominated by
technological advancements. This exhibition underscores Ghenie’s belief in the
importance of reflecting on our evolutionary past to comprehend the present and
future of our technology-saturated lives.

The manipulation of historical memory forms another crucial axis around which
Ghenie’s work revolves, particularly evident in his exhibition The Fear of NOW,
which delves into how corporate and political forces construct, deconstruct, and
manipulate historical narratives, highlighting the precariousness of collectivememory
in the digital era. Ghenie’s work underscores the role of technology not only as a tool
for disseminating information but as a mechanism for controlling and reshaping
historical narratives, delving into a world where one can edit, delete, or rewrite history
with a button click, raising profound questions about identity, truth, and power in a
society saturated with digital media (Figure 4). By juxtaposing the exploration of
historical figures with contemporary reflections on technology and memory, Ghenie
crafts a complex narrative that bridges past and present, illuminating how our under-
standing of history—and ourselves—is continually shaped and reshaped by the forces
of technology and consumerism.Hiswork invites us to consider this dynamic’s ethical

4 B E Q

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2024.11
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.118.0.38, on 18 Sep 2024 at 18:26:48, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2024.11
https://www.cambridge.org/core


and existential challenges, urging us to reflect on the futurewewish to create in light of
our historical legacies and contemporary realities. Through Darwin’s Room and The
Fear of NOW, Ghenie not only critiques the manipulation of historical memory by
external forces but also celebrates the resilience of the human spirit in the face of such
challenges, offering a nuanced perspective on the power and pitfalls of technology in
our quest for understanding and meaning.

Figure 3: Adrian Ghenie, Study for Self-Portrait as Charles Darwin, 2013, Charcoal on Paper, 45 × 35 cm
Note. Photograph by the artist. Courtesy of the artist.
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The exhibitions, Pie-Fights and Pathos andDarwin’s Room, extend beyondmere
artistic expression, delving into the dark corridors of twentieth-century totalitarian
regimes, including the Fascist and Communist eras. His paintings, characterized by
their haunting, distorted figures and layered, chaotic environments, serve as art and
repositories of memory and reflection on the ethical dimensions of governance,
political ideologies, and human cost (Figures 5 and 6).

A NEW FORM OF OPPRESSION

The Impossible Body series explores the human-technology relationship, delving
into the nuanced ways this interaction has morphed into a modern form of

Figure 4: Adrian Ghenie, Figure with Remote Control, 2022, Oil on Canvas, 205 × 178 cm
Note. Photograph by Jörg von Bruchhausen, Courtesy of the artist.
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oppression. Ghenie meticulously dissects the alienation and fragmentation wrought
by the digital age, portraying the human figure as entwined with and trapped by
technology. His paintings vividly encapsulate the sense of isolation that digital
devices engender, despite—or perhaps because of—their promise of connection
and community. Ghenie articulates a profound disjunction between the physical self
and the digital persona through distorted, sometimes grotesque representations of
the human form (Figure 7).

Figure 5: Adrian Ghenie, Untitled, 2012, Oil on Canvas, 50.5 × 40 cm
Note. Photograph by the artist. Courtesy of the artist.
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Beyond the immediate experience of alienation, Ghenie’s work probes the complex
web of corporate responsibility and ethical dilemmas inherent in technological
advancement. Ghenie unveils a critical narrative that questions the motives and
consequences of relentless digital innovation by drawing connections between con-
sumer culture, corporate interests, and individual autonomy. His art serves as a
commentary on how corporations, in their quest for profit and dominance, often
prioritize technological proliferation over the well-being of the individual, commod-
ifying personal data, manipulating desires, and fostering dependency. This critique
extends to the ethical quandaries emerging as technology becomes increasingly
integrated into every aspect of human life, from social interaction to self-perception.

Ghenie’s art prompts a critical examination of technology’s impact, urging a
harmonious balance that honors personal freedom while recognizing digital tools’
advantages. He explores the alienation and ethical challenges stemming from
corporate-driven technological progress, encouraging reflection on how consumer-
ism affects our minds and society. Ghenie advocates for a thoughtful engagement
with technology, emphasizing human connection, empathy, and ethical consider-
ations over mere convenience and profitability.

Figure 6: Adrian Ghenie, Turning Blue, 2008, Oil on Canvas, 30 × 31.5 cm
Note. Photograph by the artist. Courtesy of the artist.
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ART AS A MEDIUM FOR ETHICAL ENGAGEMENT

Adrian Ghenie urges us toward deeper ethical engagement with technology and
consumerism, exposing the digital era’s dystopian aspects and highlighting art’s role
in promoting justice and empathy. He encourages us to reflect on technology’s
profound effects on our lives, advocating for active participation in a dialogue about
the impact of digital tools on our perceptions and relationships. He invites us to
question our technological interactions and consider the ethical implications of our
consumer behaviors, emphasizing the choice to engagewith technology inways that
foster human connection and authenticity, acting as a catalyst for change, inspiring
us to envision a society where technology enhances, rather than diminishes, our
humanity.

Adrian Ghenie’s art critically explores the nexus between technology, consum-
erism, and the human condition. The Brave New World, Darwin’s Room, The Fear
of NOW, and The Impossible Body present a compelling visual narrative that
interrogates the alienation and fragmentation wrought by our digital era. Through
his distinctive blend of figuration and abstraction, Ghenie captures the essence of a
contemporary society ensnared by the allure of technology, unveiling a new form of
oppression that distorts human connections and manipulates historical memory.
His art deftly navigates the interplay between historical events and contemporary
issues, particularly the impact of technology and consumerism. His depiction of
fragmented, alienated figures amid digital and corporate landscapes metaphorically
addresses the isolation in today’s digital era.

Figure 7: Adrian Ghenie, The Night Bird, 2023, Oil on Canvas, 105 × 155 cm
Note. Photograph by Jörg von Bruchhausen. Courtesy of the artist.
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Furthermore, Ghenie’s work critically examines ethical issues and corporate
responsibilities arising from technological progress, urging audiences to consider
its effects on personal freedom and societal values. Beyond mere aesthetics, his art
challenges us to rethink our engagement with technology, consumerism, and his-
tory, promoting a deeper understanding of today’s complex world. Ghenie’s con-
tributions not only enrich the art world but also encourage critical discourse on
ethical engagement and the quest for a more empathetic society in the face of the
challenges posed by technological advancement and consumer culture.

. . .
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This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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