
Blast Theory: pioneering interactive art using digital media 
 
Overview 
 
This case study examines Blast Theory’s creative use of digital technology and 
media to make original interactive art works, looking particularly at the group’s 
current project: ‘Rider Spoke’.  
 
Background 
 
An artists’ group of international renown, Blast Theory is an innovative, 
groundbreaking and adventurous collective developing creative concepts through the 
use of interactive media. 
 
The group’s work is the subject of critical acclaim, and explores the relationship 
between real and virtual space, with a particular emphasis on the political and social 
aspects of technology. Using video, installations, performance, mobile and online 
technologies, the group experiments with the conventions, implications and 
possibilities of modern technology. Blast Theory’s art works, in addition to being 
innovative creative pieces, also form the basis of valuable research in the field of 
digital interaction.   
 
Blast Theory founder Matt Adams has worked with digital media since 1991, 
developing a fascination with the interaction between artists and the public, and the 
ways in which technological advances can alter and shape the nature of 
communication. 
 
Matt is particularly interested in the way technology changes perceptions and shifts 
paradigms, evolving communication and altering what can, and cannot, be said. 
Interaction – between members of the public, between the public and the artist – has 
subtly changed with the advent of an age which allows seamless communication 
around the world, across time zones and over continents. The possibilities presented 
by these developments inspired Matt to examine the ways in which art can exploit 
digital media, to transcend traditional boundaries and create new avenues of 
interactivity.  
 
Origins of Project 
 
The ‘Rider Spoke’ piece is a continuation of Blast Theory’s investigation into the 
interplay between social spaces and technology, inviting the audience to shape the 
narrative and structure of the work itself. It calls into question preconceptions 
regarding context and dynamics in performance. 
 
‘Rider Spoke’ is part of an ongoing, integrated project on Pervasive (multi-user, 
locative) Games, an EU-funded research initiative in collaboration with the Mixed 
Reality Lab at Nottingham University and Sony Net Services. Their artistic work 
assists in the development of highly specialised research programmes. 
 
Process 
 
Blast Theory’s latest piece entitled ‘Rider Spoke’ will premiere at the Barbican on 
October 11th 2007, and is played out in the surrounding streets. It is a work 
developed for cyclists, with a hide-and-seek theme; a simple, playful concept that 
examines the ways in which being alone in a city, on a bicycle, at night, can be a 
reflective, enlightening and liberating experience. As Matt explains: 



 
‘The game, perhaps, allows people to articulate things that could not otherwise be 
spoken.’ 
 
Cyclists are provided with a portable computer that attaches to their handlebars. 
They are then given a question, and invited to hide their answer in the city. Using a 
WiFi navigation system, the computer reveals to the participant available hiding 
spaces, and then, having hidden their own message, assists them in the discovery of 
the hidden answers of other game-players, engaging them in an interactive task. 
 
One of the starting points for the research project was to examine the way in which 
pervasive games could be developed on existing consoles. The process led to the 
development of Rider Spoke’s distinctive use of a WiFi positioning system. Each 
console automatically identifies WiFi hotspots as the participant cycles around the 
city. At the end of each day, the devices are synchronised and updated. This forms 
valuable research, enabling analysis of the ways in which people cycle, how they 
communicate with their computer, and how they travel through the city whilst 
interacting. After the project, Nottingham University will produce papers summarising 
the results. 
 
The range of technological options open to Blast Theory in the development of this 
project was vast. Choices were carefully made according to the basic creative 
concept, before a long process of prototyping the game then testing and refining it 
could begin.  
 
From inception to delivery, the timeframe for this project was nine months, with 
modifications made every day. To date, six major tests have been carried out, with 
two more planned in the time remaining before the launch; evidence of the evolving 
nature of Blast Theory’s work. 
 
The development process is not without its obstacles, as Matt explains: 
 
‘One of the biggest problems is trying to combine creative goals for the work with the 
research interests of our collaborators.’ 
 
However, to date, Blast Theory’s work has maintained this balance, being well 
received artistically, whilst also contributing internationally significant research in the 
field of pervasive games development. 
 
Resource Implications 
 
Blast Theory operates predominantly through grants from partner organisations, who 
invest in the valuable research the group generates. 
 
Their works are generally developed extensively in their first year, yet after this 
period become static as the collective, being grant-funded, lack the resources to 
sustain projects for longer than this. However, the unusual nature of their works and 
unique operating practices mean that their ambitions are driven by a set of 
interlocking goals, rather than the ‘bottom line.’ Working with partner organisations 
places Blast Theory in the privileged position of being able to work with the most 
sophisticated, advanced tools to create the pieces they want to make. 
 
Key Success Factors 
 



One of the greatest lessons learned by the group is the importance of detailed, high-
quality feedback to their work. The process of iterative development guides the 
evolution of projects and paves the way for future innovations.  
 
Risks for Blast Theory, as for any unprecedented development, hinge on whether the 
initial concepts are engaging for an audience and technically possible.  
 


