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Welcome to the first issue of Art/Games.

First and foremost we would like to thank all of 
our contributors who made this issue possible. 

Art/Games is an experiment. It began when an 
artist and a Game Studies lecturer came together 
to address a problem; why wasn’t there a space to 
publish our writing, and document our various 
artistic practices alongside each other? Could we 
make a space to help such work flourish?

When we put out a call for submissions, we 
weren’t sure other people shared this concern. 
However, the quality and volume of what was 
submitted quickly convinced us that there were 
many people, working in diverse fields and with 
diverse interests, who shared our vision of an 
experimental art and game publishing space.

In the same issue we have an account from 
a university research team, working on an 
app which democratises game design, and 
an academically rigorous essay that charts 
the beginning of ‘art mods’ and Mario. We 
have documentation of an installation which 
translates videogame aesthetics into a helium-
filled shark blimp, and an exhibition review of a 
Street Fighter based artwork.

Experiment, and the hybridism and diversity which 
accompany it, are at the core of Art/Games. We 
hope that by providing a shared place for personal, 
academic and journalistic content to resonate 
and converse we will foster critical discourse 
between digital culture, contemporary art, critical 
theory and games studies.

BEGINNINGS
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MARIO
DECONSTRUCTED

On the Modalities of Game Art 
and the Politics of the Arthack

Skot Deeming, Concordia University, U.S.
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A s an umbrella term for the artistic   
deployment of game modification, hardware 

hacking and the creation of video work 
through the practice of Machinima, Game Art 
is situated as a medium specific appendage to 
larger new media and post media art practices. 
As a mode of art making that uses videogames 
and their technologies as source material (art 
made with, or from games), Game Art is often 
appropriative in its nature, and emerges from 
historical connections with other new media 
art practices, including net.art. Many of the 
seminal artists working within net.art turned 
their attention towards videogames, coinciding 
with the rise of the PC first person shooters, such 
as Wolfenstein 3D (1992), DOOM (1993) and 
Quake (1996). Due to the modular nature of the 
file structures of these games, known as WADs 
(Where’s All the Data), artists began manipulating 
and modifying these games to create new works. 
These early experimentations, by artists such as 
JODI, Orhan Kipak, Tobias Bernstrup and Palle 
Torsson, became exemplars of the movement; 
marking the emergence of new modes of critical 
engagement with videogames, exploring the 
formal, aesthetic, technological, and political 
economic dimensions of the medium.

Operating within a sub-category of under the 
larger auspices of Game Art, artists including 
Cory ArcAngel (US) and Myfanwy Ashmore (CA) 
created artworks by hacking the ROM file for the 
videogame Super Mario Bros (1985), drawing 
from a constellation of nascent online fan 
practices including piracy, emulation and ROM 
hacking. While these hacking practices resonate 
with similar modes and formal preoccupations 
within art modding, their origins and critical 
trajectories draw from parallel, yet distinct, 
materials, cultures, and communities. 

Reflecting upon Game Art scholarship and 
discourse, this paper will chart the various 
modalities in Game Art, revisiting Cory ArcAngel’s 
Super Mario Clouds (2002) and Super Mario Movie 
(2005), and Myfanwy Ashmore’s Mario Trilogy 
(2000-2006), not as Art Mods, but as arthacks; 
theorizing these works as critical interventions 
within unique trajectories of material and 
discursive practices drawn from NES fan hacking 

Cory Arcangel
Super Mario Movie 2004
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Cory Arcangel
Super Mario Clouds 2002

Cory Arcangel
Super Mario Movie 2004

Myfanwy Ashmore
Mario Trilogy 2006
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cultures. The subversive nature of these works 
act not simply as critical, formal investigations 
of the medium, but operate as critiques of an 
emergent global gaming culture, its reliance on 
cartoonish mascots, and the ‘blackboxing’ of its 
proprietary technologies. 

Game Art Modalities

While this examination may echo other scholarly 
works focused on Game Art, it is important to 
understand and discuss the various modalities 
situated within the movement. These works mark 
an early entry point in art / game discourses, often 
seeing the movement compared to the works 
of other playful and appropriative moments in 
contemporary art history, such as: the work of 
Duchamp, the Fluxus Movement, Dada, and the 
Situationists. (Pearce 2006, Sharp 2012 & 2015, 
Clarke and Mitchell 2007). While there is much 
conceptual overlap in the literature, there are 
also some disparities within the discussion of 
Game Art over its scope and current status. 

Published in 2006, Matteo Bittanti and 
Domenico Quaranta’s GameScenes: Art in the Age 
of Videogames, charts the ‘emergent’ Game Art 
scene, through a catalogue of key works in its first 
generation (approx. 1995-2006). Yet John Sharp’s 
(2012) account of the history of the movement  
makes a claim for its decline, commenting on its 
demise somewhere around 2008. This  disparity 
lies in the definitional difference between 
the authors; where Sharp frames Game Art’s 
relationship to other art-worlds, discussing 
their inclusion in exhibitions in galleries and 
museums, Bittanti and Quaranta cast a wider 
net, situating Game Art as a phenomenon that 
reaches beyond institutionalized art cultures. 
Not only has Game Art not faded into obscurity, 
as Sharp professed, but rather, through the 
GameScene.org blog, maintained by Bittanti, 
it is evident that it still remains a thriving, 
contemporary scene; featuring both art-critical 
works and works that fall under more popular 
categories of creative production. Regardless of 
this particular debate, there is consensus in the 
various modalities that exist under the larger 
framework of the movement. 

Cory Arcangel
Super Mario Clouds 2002

Cory Arcangel
Super Mario Movie 2004

Myfanwy Ashmore
Mario Trilogy 2006
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These political interventions often see artists 
making their presence and politics known to 
other players within numerous online networked 
games such as PC first person shooters and 
MMOs. Anne Marie Schleiner’s Velvet Strike 
(2002) and Joseph Delappe’s Dead in Iraq 
(2006-2011), see the artists intervene in the 
combat oriented spaces of Counter-Strike (1999) 
and  America’s Army (2002) respectively. Rather 
than engage in combat, both artists use their 
presence to communicate anti-war counter-
discourses through modes of peaceful protest. 
Velvet Strike is part mod, part performance, 
where players can download ‘sprays’ - a 
component of the game where players can post 
tags and images on the walls of the game space.
Rather than the typical mysogynstic posters of 
scantily clad women, or the conflict centered 
territorial tags of Counter-Strike teams, Schleiner’s 
sprays act as political protests, commenting on 
contemporary wartime propaganda. Delappe 
undertakes a different strategy in Dead in Iraq; he 
enters sessions of America’s Army (a well known 
recruiting tool created by the US military), and 
uses the chat window to type in the names and 
dates of soldiers who had died during the Iraq war. 

Though there are practices which cut across and 
fall outside of these categories, much of Game 
Art’s corpus can be accounted for by discussing 
its dominant modes: artmods (and patches), 
performative political interventions, the creation 
of new cinematic works through the practice of 
machinima, and software and hardware hacking. 

Much of Game Art scholarship has centered 
around discussions of the ‘Art Mod’ (Poremba, 
2010 Saul & Stuckey 2007, Sharp 2012, Pearce 
2007), which emerges in several critical valences: 
formal, often subtractive explorations of 3D game 
spaces [such as JODI’s SOD (1999) and Kent 
Sheely’s Cities in Flux, (2010)],  museum mods; 
which critique and question the relationships 
between games, art, and institutional spaces [Such 
as Orhan Kipak and Reini Urban’s Ars DOOM 
(1995), and Tobias Bernstrup and Palle Torrson’s 
Museum Meltdown (1999)]. The Art Mod has 
become an oft cited exemplar lying at the core 
of the movement; however, beyond the Art Mod, 
many artists have taken to occupying online 
spaces as part of their practice, both modifying 
particular aspects of a game, and intervening in 
online player experiences.

JODI
SOD 1999
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modality in this discussion that sees a melding 
of artistic and fan discourses.  In discussions of 
Machinima (Nitsche 2011, Ng 2013, and Bittanti 
and Lowood 2013) both popular fan practices and 
art-critical modes are discussed in relationship to 
one another, noting a larger connection between 
these two worlds, which are often regarded as 
separate phenomenon. Machinima works range 
from the popular; such as the sit-com made with the 
Halo: Combat Evolved (2001) game engine, Red vs. 
Blue (2003-ongoing), to the experimental; as seen 
in works such as Peggy Awesh’s She Puppet (2001), 
made from footage cleaned from Tomb Raider 
(2001). As machinima discourses often discuss the 
overlap between the popular and the experimental, 
so does the practice itself, as seen in Chris Burke’s 
This Spartan Life (2005-2013), a recreation of the 
popular talk show format taking place within Halo’s 
online multiplayer levels. Here Burke interviewed 
artists and cultural icons such as Peggy Awesh 
and Malcom Mclaren, while multiplayer combat 
continued around them. Merging a cast of regular 
characters, chip musicians and the TSL Solid Gold 
Dancers (a troupe of dancers cast as the villainous 
alien Elites from the Halo franchise), with critical 
conversations about contemporary culture and 

Part memorial, part performance, part peaceful 
protest, Delappe’s intervention serves to remind 
players that in spite of the bounded imaginary 
conflicts within the game, there are dire and real 
world consequences, as the game was created as a 
military recruitment tool.

A more contemporary example of this mode 
of performance/intervention can be found in 
the work of Angela Washko, whose Council For 
Gender Sensitivity in the World of Warcraft 
(2012-ongoing) performance, sees her enter the 
MMO and engage players in direct conversations 
on the nature of feminism and gender identity. 
These performances have been performed in art 
galleries and spaces around the world, and have 
seen Washko expose mysogynistic behaviours 
within online play cultures, and engage in political 
conversations with players, acting as a form of 
critical pedagogy. Often with these performances, 
they are momentary experiences, projects 
which only acquire longevity through their 
documentation; often a process that resembles 
the practice of machinima. Machinima, or the 
act of creating cinematic works using digitally 
captured footage from videogames, is a central 

Orhan Kipcak, Reini Urban
ArsDoom 1995
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media art, Burke’s work highlights a collapsing 
of the traditional boundaries between art and 
popular culture. The final dominant mode worth 
considering, are practices which align themselves 
with other popular conceptual interpretations 
of hacking. Here, hacking refers to the ‘cracking 
open’ of game and computational hardware and 
software, manipulating its constituent parts in 
order to create new works.  Paul Cantanese (2003) 
frames the works situated within Game Art as 
“console based subversions” (356); works which 
are co-constituted by the artists and proprietary 
gaming technologies. As a political act, hacking in 
this context upsets the status of gaming hardware 
as “sacred objects” (ibid) and recasts them as 
tools for new modes of creative expression. It 
is in this particular subversive mode that ROM 
hacking (the manipulation of a game’s underlying 
code) and circuit bending (altering the physical 
structure of a console’s circuitry) are situated.

ROM hacking and emulation

While PC game modification features heavily 
within Game Art historical discourse, it is often 
bracketed off from the fan-centric communities 
of practice that emerged around modding 
in the mid-late 1990s. Early PC mods have 
a particular mode of production related to 
the distinctive structure and arrangement of 
game assets, affording a modding practice that 
does not require modders to interact with the 
game’s code. However, modding discourses are 
split between discussions of art mods, and the 
productive practices of fan labour (Sotamaa 
2009, Postigo 2007). While the literature on 
Art Mods points to fan practice, they are often 
viewed as separate phenomenon, in spite of the 
crucial role fan knowledge production plays in 
modding cultures and practices. The practice of  
hacking, while also a critical mode within Game 

Marie Schleiner, A.M.S.
Heart, Velvet Strike 2002
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Art, is too often framed within fan-centric 
discourses. Following Fan Studies, ROM hacking 
can be viewed in the same vein as other modes of 
“textual poaching” (Jenkins, 1988), a means by 
which participatory culture communicates with 
mass media objects by re-writing and retooling 
them. Coleman (2011) frames these hacking 
cultures differently, noting that while fandom 
plays a fundamental role in the process, these 
practices are ultimately about collaboration, 
communication, and “inhabiting technologies” 
(512). By asserting cultural and technological 
mastery over these digital objects, ROM hackers 
alter the relationship between player and the 
underlying operations of gaming technologies.

The creation of emulators, software that operate 
as a virtual versions of gaming hardware, enabling 
pirated ‘retro’ games to be played on home PCs, 
was a crucial contribution to ROM hacking 

practices. As part of larger networks of online 
game piracy, game emulation communities 
operate as “digital commons” (Coleman and 
Dyer-Witheford 2007), copying and distributing 
illegal files, and creating the tools to hack, and 
modify ROMs. Through a discussion of MAME 
(Multi-Arcade Machine Emulator) communties, 
David Murphy (2013) theorizes emulation 
as a counter-archive, an unsanctioned mode 
of preservation and knowledge production. 
This concept of a game culture oriented 
counter-archive can account for the array of NES 
ROM hacking practices that Will Jordan (2007) 
discusses as a counter-institutional mode of 
creative “corruption” (709). 

The technical ingenuity required to copy games 
from cartridge to PC, program emulators, and 
hack ROMs, was all accomplished by dedicated 
fans, who researched and reversed engineered 

Marie Schleiner, Brody Condon
love1, Velvet Strike 2002
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the NES. This in turn led to communities of fan 
practitioners building upon this knowledge, 
and sharing it online, enabling any creator the 
opportunity to participate through hacking and 
modify ROMs. Subsequently, the artists who 
engaged in ROM hacking relied upon these exact 
knowledge cultures in order to create their works.

Deconstructing Mario

In Works of Game: On the Aesthetics of Games 
and Art (2015), John Sharp introduces Game Art 
through notable ROM hacks; Myfanwy Ashmore’s 
Mario Trilogy (2000-2006) and Cory Arcangel’s 
Super Mario Clouds (2002). These works, which 
hack the original Super Mario Bros. (1985), are 
subtractive, formal experiments with videogames, 
much like some of work accomplished by art 
modders. Yet, in spite of sharing like formal 
strategies, due to the nature of the practice of 
hacking, they move beyond the formal, and 
embody a hacking politic that Game Art scholars 
rarely comment upon. 

Due to the illegal nature of copying and 
distributing ROM files, Ashmore comments on 
the difficulty of distributing such artworks: 

“The gaming scene has been hacking game ROMs 
for many years, to both upload the game to a 
regular PC to trade the game & play on emulators, 
and also to sample the sounds, through 
software and hardware hacking. This activity 
has historically been an illegal activity, and the 
law requires that emulators and ROMs are not 
distributed from the same location.” 
(Ashmore, 2006)

Here, Ashmore explicitly connects her work 
to the digital commons of fan piracy culture; 
rendering the formal exploration of these hacks as 
political activity. Each of the works that comprise 
Mario Trilogy: Mario Battle No 1 (2000), Mario 
is Drowning (2004), and Mario Doing Time 
(2006), reduce the playing field to its minimal 
components. In each instance, she has removed 
all of the game’s assets, save for the background 
and Mario. Players are still able to control the 
character, but without any enemies or goals, 

they are left to control the character in a barren 
landscape; walking and jumping until the clock 
runs out, which marks the end of the experience. 
More than simply a formal, reductive work that 
injects a sense of existential dread, “what do I do 
with myself, until my time is up”, Mario Trilogy 
asks a more pointed question: what is Mario 
without the ludic aspects of his game?

One might think that Arcangel circumvents 
this question wholly, as he removes the titular 
hero from Super Mario Clouds. All that remains 
are the game’s iconic 8–bit rendered clouds, 
which drift languidly, in an endless loop across 
the screen. Not simply an act of taking the 
‘gaminess’ out of the game, Super Mario Clouds 
becomes an intermedia work, rendering the 
.NES ROM file format as an new, erzatz video 
format, such as a Quicktime or .avi. A formula 
he repeats with Super Mario Movie, in which the 
famous icon features as the central protagonist 
in a short film in .NES format. 

Super Mario Movie opens with Mario in a blank 
field, standing on a solitary floating block. Inter-
titles situate a narrative, and after 20 years, 
Mario’s world is decaying as he finds himself 
alone, on the last stable piece of this world. As 
Mario stands on this block, he looks left and 
right, and composes existential poetry on the 
nature of bitrot, history, preservation, obsolence 
and nostalgia. This is not the same Mario who 
has continued and evolved into a symbol of 
global industrial gaming culture. This Mario is a 
relic of the past, trapped in a forgotten format. 
As the narrative progresses, Mario’s world 
begins to decay further an he finds himself on 
a surreal journey that echoes the psychedelic 
cinematic montage of Kubrick’s 2001. The ‘film’ 
ends with Mario being confronted with a large 
icon of his own visage, where he questions his 
place in the universe before the scene dissolves 
into 8–bit glitches. 

What’s significant about Super Mario Movie, 
particularly in relation to Arcangel’s other NES 
formated works, is how explicit he makes the 
questions about decay, nostalgia and gaming 
iconography.  It deeply questions the role of the 
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famous icon in relationship to gaming history, 
and its the continual revision as a global gaming 
brand. Much like Super Mario Clouds, there is no 
player, there is only the moving image and the 
spectator, forcing the viewer to confront these 
same questions. If this Mario no longer has a 
relationship to a player, what is his purpose? 

While there are certainly many other examples of
ROM hacking as a critical art practice, how do we 
explain artist’s preoccupations with the Mario 
icon, and why are these works often framed as 
exemplars within the mode of arthacks? Ashmore 
herself addresses this question in the description 
of the artwork: 

“These activities fall somewhere in the grey zone 
of intellectual property & copyright debates 
prevalent today. Companies are able to penetrate 
our thoughts, imbibe us with experiences and 
we are not allowed to actually own or comment 
through any of this imagery” (ibid)

Her sentiment echoes similar discourses in both 
fan cultures (Jenkins 2004) and appropriative 
digital art practices (Guertin, 2012). There is a 
strict control of globally branded intellectual 
properties, and this ends up dominating and 
colonizing recreation. De Peuter, Kline and 
Dyer-Witheford comment extensively on this 
phenomenon in Digital Play: The Interaction of 
Technology, Culture, and Marketing (2003). As 
corporations operating within the circuitry of 
global capital, gaming companies not only strictly 
control the production of their products, but 
also their consumption, through a strategy that 
deploys schrewd marketing techniques combined 
with closed, proprietary technologies. 

As works which dismantle the technological 
protocols and iconography of videogames, 
these arthacks are more than simply formal 
explorations of the material nature of two 
dimensional, 8–bit game spaces. They act as 
critical commentaries on the circulation of 
gaming’s global capital, and its colonization 
of the play experience through the promotion 
and circulation of popular icons, ‘evergreen’ 
franchises, and marketing tie-ins. 
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GAME DESIGN

The MetaMakers Institute are working on an 
app to democratise game design
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R ecent technological advances have enabled 
large numbers of people to express 

themselves creatively, who perhaps would not 
have been able to do so previously. With the 
proliferation of so–called casual creator software 
applications (Compton and Mateas, 2015) that 
allow easy construction and dissemination of 
artefacts such as musical compositions, stories 
and visual artworks, we have entered what could 
be termed an era of mass creation, perhaps 
starting with the Web 2.0 movement. A particular 
subset of casual creator apps of interest here are 
those which operate on a hand-held device, such 
as a phone or a tablet, i.e., where production 
takes place on the same device as consumption. 
Videogame design has been somewhat left behind 
in this respect. While there are a number of 
platforms such as Scratch (Resnick et. al 2009), 
GameMaker: Studio (yoyogames.com/studio), 
Construct 2 (scirra.com) and Technobabble 
( bbc.co.uk/cbbc/games/make-it-technobabble-
game-maker), which enable relatively easy game 
design, there are very few apps for hand-held 
devices where games can be created in situ on 
the target device, with Createrria 2 (createrria.
com, described below) being a notable exception.
This is the context into which we introduce the 
Gamika iPhone app for in-device game creation, 
which will be released onto the Apple App store in 
the coming months. Games produced by Gamika 
have at their base pieces of decorative art and 
user-made drawings.

Aims and Motivations

The overall aim of this project is the 
democratisation of Game Design, i.e. bringing 
the ability to create digital games to a much 
broader section of society. Existing game design 
environments largely require programming 
abilities and in the particular case of hand-held 
gaming, access to a secondary (desktop/laptop) 
development machine. With the Gamika app, we 
aim to enable people to very quickly produce a 
digital game directly on their hand-held device. 
In the next paragraphs we summarize some of 
the benefits of democratisation of game design. 
Firstly, many children and indeed teenagers 
and adults, who are would-be game designers 
are left behind by steep learning curves and the 

The MetaMakers Institute
Gamika 2016 

iPhone App screenshot
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requirement for programming skills in game 
development environments, including those 
specifically made for children, such as Scratch 
(Resnick et. al 2009). With Gamika, we aim 
to minimize learning curves with an intuitive 
drag-and-drop and drawing interface running 
on an iPhone. Game making requires many 
different skills, and while we are working hard 
in order to minimize the learning curves, and the 
Gamika app erases the barrier of programming 
entirely, creating a whole new game is still quite 
challenging. Therefore the possibility of having 
the software as a co-creator is rather appealing. 
Gamika is the first stage in a project where the 
software will automatically generate games of its 
own. We intend to test the hypothesis that people 
will enjoy watching the software create games. 
Secondly, an inordinate amount of time is often 

spent by independent studios on games that fail 
commercially, and generally, creative industry 
best practice is to ‘fail fast’ (Snoad, 2013), i.e. 
work out quickly when a game idea has little 
value and change track before wasting time in 
development. With the Gamika app, for certain 
game genres, we will enable people to rapidly 
prototype their ideas in minutes or hours, rather 
than weeks and months.

Thirdly, in many contemporary art circles, 
there is active blurring of boundaries between 
traditionally different digital art forms such as 
images, photographs, videos, animations, toys 
and games. By lowering the barrier to entry to 
producing a game, we hope that practitioners 
from all art forms from drawing to dance will be 
able to express themselves via the Gamika app 

The MetaMakers Institute 
Gamika 2016 
Decorative base images 
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with interaction, rules and gamification becoming 
as natural to incorporate in their digital works as 
line, form and color are with traditional media. To 
this end, we have taken an art-centric approach 
with Gamika, whereby it is very quick and easy to 
go from a static decorative art image to an entire 
digital game with multiple levels, as described 
below. Finally, we aim for Gamika to be a platform 
for Computational Creativity research, i.e. the 
sub-field of Artificial Intelligence research where 
we build software that takes on certain creative 
responsibilities in art and science projects 
(Colton and Wiggins, 2012). With parallels to the 
ANGELINA project (Cook et. al, forthcoming), we 
will experiment with certain approaches to fully 
automated game design, where Gamika provides 
the underlying game creation functionality.

The Gamika App

A fascinator, to a milliner, is a hat accessory, which 
is usually moderately aesthetically pleasing, often 
animated and sometimes interactive. They are 
designed to attract people’s attention, but not 
for long. Certain digital artefacts such as images, 
short videos, interactive toys and casual games 
share properties of such fascinators, and for the 
purposes of this paper, we use the term digital 
fascinator to describe a range of artefacts on 
hand-held devices from static images to casual 
games with multiple levels. We specify that 
each digital fascinator has decorative artwork 
imagery at its base and that the artefacts are 
meant to be somewhat disposable. Our use of 
the digital fascinator terminology is an attempt 
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to move away from traditional delineations of 
digital art forms.

ELVIRA is an evolutionary art system for the 
production of decorative art images (Hull and 
Colton, 2007), its usage in The Painting Fool 
automated artist (Colton, 2012a) described in 
(Colton, 2012b). The genome of each image 
consists of five mathematical functions which 
determine how the particles are placed and 
colored initially. The genome also contains 
information about the amount of blurring and 
certain transforms to apply to the particles 
before rendering. We have reimplemented 
ELVIRA as part of Gamika in the Swift 
Programming language for iOS apps, and users 
have access to 1000 genomes selected by the 
developers, which can be expanded into images. 
Each fascinator designed in Gamika has at its 
base one of these decorative images. 

Currently, fascinators can be designed with 
three types of physics objects that interact: 
friend objects, foe objects and the game 
controller. Typically friend and foe objects 
are multiple in number and are shapes, either 
spawned regularly offscreen or in one go from 
the particles in the underlying image. The game 
controller can either be drawn by the user, or 
can be extracted as the shape of the underlying 
image. The user can also specify a background 
image for the fascinator and has control over 
the lighting conditions. Once the artwork and 
the spawning of the sprites in the fascinator 
have been specified, the user can move on to 
designing movement, interaction and scoring 
mechanisms, if they so desire.

It has been a challenge to implement a graphical 
user interface on a phone-sized device, which 
enables the setting and testing of dozens of 
parameters for fascinators. One design decision 
we made was to have the fascinator constantly 
playing in the background, with the design 
screen overlaid, and changes made in the design 

instantly altering the background fascinator 
in a live fashion. With alternative setups, we 
found that disconnects between the design 
screens and the fascinator being designed were 
disorientating. We also decided that each new 
fascinator would be based on a previous one, 
and we supply numerous preset fascinators in 
a ‘base camp’ screen. The motivation behind 
this is for users to avoid blank canvas situations. 
After choosing a base fascinator, which may have 
some of the elements required in a new one, 
the user modifies it until it achieves the desired 
fascinating effect.

Such ‘modding’ is a well known and popular 
approach in game design (Sotamaa, 2010). Note 
that no aspect of fascinator design is hidden, so, 
in principle, any fascinator can be made from 
any other, given the correct edits. 

Conclusion

We have described the initial stages of the 
Gamika project, where we are building an 
app which we hope will help to democratise 
game design and enable more people, and in 
particular artists, to think in gaming terms 
when expressing themselves. The benefits of 
this project are likely to be in enabling rapid 
prototyping of games, in providing a route for 
children and gamers in general to explore their 
interests in game design, and in encouraging 
the blurring of rigid definitions of digital art 
forms. It is our hope that Gamika will represent 
a beginning for many artists: a framework with 
which they can turn their art into an interactive 
toy for playful contemplation, and/or to 
experiment with scoring mechanisms and rules 
on top of their works. In addition to advancing 
the democratisation of game design, we hope 
Gamika will enable visual artists to begin to 
appreciate games as “an experience created by 
rules” (Anthropy, 2012), and play with this idea 
artfully, appreciating games as important art 
forms as well as popular entertainments.
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Beginning is a combination of performance art 
and LARP (Live Action Roleplay), expressed 
with an internet enabled, computer-generated 
interactive medium. The idea was to experience 
survival in a post-technology dystopia, and answer 
the question, ‘would you survive?’. Developed 
from an unpublished novel, but also through a 
web-based, live interactive element, the story 
was partly ‘player’ generated. Using the current 
obsession with apocalyptic visions of dystopian 
futures, the ‘survival of the fittest’ mentality 
can arguably be attributed to fragmentation of 
society. Beginning was an attempt to explore ways 
to heal this schism.

The Beginning

The urge to discover new forms in art and media 
leads to the strangest challenges: Beginning was 
no exception. In seeking to design a ‘Nordic’ 

style LARP - with its emphasis on introspection 
and psychological challenge, rather than overt 
action - the need to integrate technology arose. 
Habituated as we are to examining the world 
through a screen, an interactive invitation to the 
game seemed more relevant than an email or 
phone call. The comforting, backlit rectangular 
filter gives us a plethora of signs with which to 
identify. The semiology of a certain font, a light or 
dark display, and the method of navigation can all 
have a powerful impact on the viewer. 

In this case a tribal identifier was created, bringing 
to mind games such as Rage or The Walking Dead, 
and films such as Mad Max. Picking over the 
carcass of a story I’d written a couple of years 
previously, and with the triangular relationships 
and youthful indecisions ripped away, the bones 
of a civilisation destroyed by an unknowable 
group of agents were laid bare (in this case, The 

BEGINNING
Marisa Tapper discusses her dystopian multimedia 

art game/installation

Marisa Tapper Beginning 2015 installation
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Nephilim, or ‘men of renown’ from the Old 
Testament). The basic facts: the world as we 
once knew it is over, some of us have survived the 
ensuing two years and we are being called by an 
intermittent signal to a remote cabin by persons 
(or beings) unknown. Were there any survivors 
left? Would any of them respond to this - possibly 
deceitful - plea for unity? Would sophisticated 
gamers, accustomed to encountering others 
on screen and in  pyjama-clad comfort, want to 
actually meet ‘IRL’?

The Art, The Game

After a rapid fire session of pinging on the ‘Survive’  
button, with players clamouring to select the 
particular name and quality that defined them, 
a short character bio was dispatched to each, 
with the disclaimer, “Do With It As You Will.” 
The website was deliberately opaque, with 
Kafka-esque navigation, hidden clues, wikis 
and backstory secreted for the persistent or 
net-addicted. 

Silence ensued, leaving time to concentrate on 
interior decoration in our new dystopian home. A 
purpose-built shelter, the bunker was designed by 
artist, Olle Essvik, as part of a post-technological 
environment in the Skövde Gallery, Sweden. The 
landscape was a bare concrete floor, strewn with 
broken tech objects, including an array of non-
functional computers. The container itself was 
corrugated outside and painted black within, 
offering three tiny porthole windows and one 
large one. With bright light, cleverly drawn 
down from periscopes climbing the gallery walls, 
you could see the sky above. I wove computer 
parts and string into articulated binds for the 
portholes, acutely focusing the light. Chairs sat by 
each blinded window with headphones, playing 
screeching from above (and during the exhibition, 
murderous chatter from the players, post-LARP).

As winged otherworldly assassins wheeled above, 
threatening survivors with destruction, the 
survivors would live in the cabin, equipped with 
dried food, makeshift bunkbeds, roped together 
tables, and hanging washing. As they took their 
turn guiding their fledgeling community, they 
could watch the skies through the portholes and 

“The urge to 
discover new 

forms in art and 
media leads to 
the strangest 
challenges”
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Marisa Tapper Beginning 2015 installation

Marisa Tapper Beginning 2015 installation
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survive safely. A sacred space, a large circle of salt, 
was constructed, referencing the ‘magic circle’ of 
games and that other, candle-lit magic circle.

This rosy scenario never took place. Purported 
survivors arrived, with bulging backpacks, dried 
food, masks, hoods, one looking like a ‘Sand 
Person’ from Star Wars, another with an old 
guitar. I gave each hidden secrets: “pills” for the 
healer, (from whom they were stolen, we later 
learned, by the musician/junkie), tools, weapons 
- whatever they needed. They approached warily, 
gradually communing to tell the most outrageous 
lies, more twisted than the bios I’d given them. 
One was trafficked, another killed their whole 
family when they consorted with the Nephilim. 
They’d chosen the genderless roles first and then 
switched. Nothing was as it should be: weren’t 
there rules? Fortunately, no. Discussion of their 
food sources since the collapse was terrifying. 
When they got too cosy, I provoked them with 
distant screaming or banging on the walls. To 
vacate the premises by nightfall, they were given 
paints to tell their story as I played loud music. 

It was tough to get them out of character, but 
they left bloody handprints and threats, rage and 
exultations in different languages all over the 
walls. A masked ritual in the circle of salt ended 
the session. After decompression over coffee 
and cake, there was much laughter, hugs, and 
screams of recognition. They revealed their true 
identities, and I got to work, collating footage 
from my hand-held camera.  The installation was 
expanded for the exhibition: aged paintings of 
scary angels, coffee-stained cards on the floor from 
an abandoned game, a psychopath’s corner, with 
obsessive writings in a logbook and string pinned 
up connecting photographs. At the opening, 
viewers queued several deep to hear mad ramblings 
played over the headphones and sat in groups in 
the dark room, on the floor. During preparations 
two teenage boys gave me instructions to install 
a broken radio, an axe and rope. Someone played 
with the game by leaving items of clothing in the 
sleeping bags, including a pair of trainers, which I 
hung over the phone line, strung from the cabin, 
gang style. From Grotowski to Ex Machina and 
beyond. Things are moving faster now. It’s begun.

Marisa Tapper Beginning 2015 installation
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Wonderer is an audio artwork based within a 
game engine and presented as a series of audio 
speakers within a gallery space. The artwork 
aims to approach the game engine as a sculptural 
object rather than an interactive, playable space. 
It utilises the autonomy of a basic Artificial 
Intelligence (A.I’) to create a form of choreography 
or script composed of a number of sounds scattered 
throughout a virtual scene. Using RAIN, a simple 
A.I. navigation system developed by Rival Theory 
Inc., an autonomous A.I. character navigates a 
virtual space while encountering various layers 
of audio. Typically used to generate crowds 
and supporting characters within game design, 
RAIN is employed in this instance as a method of 
generating a continually moving body, rather than 
a reactive or responsive non-player character. We 
do not see or interact with the virtual space that 
the A.I. navigates, instead the game engine is used 
as a means of exploring in real-time, a collection 
of sounds that are in-turn spatialised across five 

speakers. The autonomous A.I. character (or 
listener) wanders around the collected audio, 
falling in and out of sound effects, textures and 
percussion. The sounds that we hear have been 
sourced from audio libraries compiled by Warner 
Brothers. Using foley production techniques 
these sounds describe bumps, crashes, breathing, 
scratching, as well as more ambiguous sounds 
that loiter between tangible and imagined actions. 
Visceral and primitive, the sounds in some 
instances seem to reduce action into poetic, almost 
onomatopoeic, description. 

Each element is made up of a real world sound 
created as a means of simulating a physical action 
within the virtual world of a Warner Brothers 
cartoon. They are representations of a performance 
that has been removed from the visual cues. Placed 
out of context, the sounds are refocused from their 
point of origin and detached from any pictorial 
counterpart. Left as a residue of an action, the bangs 

WONDERER
Oliver Sutherland outlines his complex, theoretically 

grounded A.I./sound installation.

Oliver Sutherland Wonderer 2015 installation
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and crashes are distorted and squeezed, removed 
from the process of production and left as a virtual 
description of a possible narrative. The A.I., our 
conduit into the virtual space, is condemned to 
spend its time wandering and reforming narratives 
from the fragmented audio. The A.I.’s navigation is 
based upon a random selection of speed, distance 
and destination, allowing a meandering path to 
evolve within the rectangular boundaries of the 
virtual scene. This may result in a path being 
repeated as the A.I. circles around the same group 
of sounds for several minutes.   The sound of a brick 
wall falling down over and over again repeats to 
our left, then moves around to the right and then 
off in to the distance behind us, only to return 
again to our far left.
    
The sounds continually loop, forming a rhythm 
and texture that undulates as we move through 
them. Scattered throughout the blanket of 
looped audio are a number of singular sounds 
that activate according to the proximity of the AI. 
These moments function as punctuation points, 
interjecting and rearranging any narrative that 
has begun to develop. In current versions of the 
Unity game engine sound files are described as 
spheres, balls of aural attenuation that define a 
spatial relationship to a scene. This allows for 
various reverb and spatial effects to be simulated 
within the limit of each sphere. In this sense the 
sound takes on a physical property, confined and 
described through a spherical object. Scattered 

across five different sections within the virtual 
scene, the snippets of audio begin to form a 
sculptural and structured sound-bank, a cloud 
of spheres that physically render the location of 
an audio file across the five speakers. Aurally we 
are placed within the centre of the A.I.’s journey, 
although we can move between the speakers that 
translate this journey, our relationship to the 
virtual space is clear. Inline with a Structural or 
Materialist film approach, this work begins to 
refocus the material specificity of a medium, in 
this case a primarily interactive and visual one. 
In approaching the nonlinear and deconstructed 
narrative of foley, combined with the agency of an 
AI, the work attempts to adopt the game engine 
as a sculptural and physical material; not only 
through creating virtual worlds and virtual objects 
and exploring these virtual spaces in real-time, 
but also in the translation and transcription of 
these elements back into the physical world of 
the gallery. The reassembling and arranging of 
fragments into a whole over an extended timeline 
simultaneously draws parallels with John Cage and 
Alexander Calder’s independent investigations in 
chance and continuous composition. As the A.I. is 
able to continually wander there is no beginning or 
end point in how we experience the artwork. Unlike 
a looped film, we are not waiting for the beginning 
to come back around. Instead we are kept in a 
perpetual condition of moving and revisiting parts 
of a narrative, weaving between gestures rather than 
describing or assembling a narrative in its totality.   

Oliver Sutherland Wonderer 2015 Unity 5.1, RAIN AI Engine AV Receiver
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The term started off on a low note. My second 
year into the MFA program at Carnegie Mellon 
University and, typically allowed to pursue our 
own artistic endeavors, my class was being made 
to take “Contextual Practice”. Undoubtedly the 
first steps towards an art-lead gentrification 
on the north side neighborhood known as East 
Deutschtown, we would meet every Monday night 
in an old chapel-slash-“Contemporary Art Center” 
and discuss how to make “community engaged 
art.” The whole notion seemed ridiculous to me. 
We were temporary visitors in an area of real strife, 
how could we assert ourselves in a community we 
would be leaving by Christmas?

In response to feeling like an uninvited guest, my 
initial pitch was to make a game called “Art Space 
Invaders”, a mod of the Space Invaders game, but 
instead of aliens, you would be attacked by invading 
art galleries and art related organizations looking 
to takeover your neighborhood. The owner of the 
newly christened “Neu Kirche Contemporary 

Art Center” didn’t like the idea, to say the least.  
As a class we decided to use the chapel itself as 
our context and create an alternatively styled 
Sunday Service, dedicated to art, and we were each 
assigned one Sunday to present our work. Mine 
was slated for early November 2015.

I felt a looming pressure to do something 
significant. How does an artist contribute to a 
place they imagine to be full of suffering, already 
well aware of the present ills and of levels of 
deprivation? To date my art practice has consisted 
of many different approaches to experimental 
game making, from using YouTube to create 
‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ narratives and 
using VHS tapes as randomizing gameplay devices. 
My work has always carried a clear political 
intent; games are art and games with a message 
are powerful, but a game’s often overt politics 
seemed to me, in this context, overkill. The 
solution came while scrolling through Facebook. 
Someone had posted a video of “Air Swimmers”, 

SHARK N’ HOOP
Hannah Epstein relfects on her playful yet politicised project in 

the context of gentrification

Hannah Epstein Shark N’ Hoop 2015 installation
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“How does an artist 
contribute to a place 

they imagine to be 
full of suffering, 

already well aware 
of the present ills 

and of levels of 
deprivation?”

remote controlled fish and sharks, that you could 
fly around your home and terrify your cat. These 
floating, flying creatures were mesmerising. I 
watched them, amazed, and knew that if I were this 
excited to play with something, I wouldn’t be the 
only one. I immediately ordered one on Amazon, 
considering it a test-run. The real deal proved no 
less magnificent. After the small inconvenience of 
having to build the damn thing and have it filled 
with helium, I was soon flying the shark around my 
studio, falling completely in love with it, inventing 
small challenges for myself as I learned the 
controls. The shark moves slow. It can climb, it can 
dive, and propelled by its tail-fin, you truly begin 
to feel yourself as the shark: a large, hunting beast 
of the sea. Not what you were before. Using a pack 
of old multi-colored pipe cleaners from a previous 
project, I constructed a hoop that the shark might 
be able to swim through. Using helium filled 
balloons as support, I floated the goal of the hoop 
and swam the shark through it. The satisfaction of 
a goal accomplished was recognizable; here was the 
beginning of a game. I  took to Twitter and asked 
“What should I call this game?”, and the resultant 
name was “Shark N’ Hoop”. Or in the parlance 
of Twitter #sharkhoop. By the time my Sunday 
Service arrived I had bought two more sharks and 
given each it’s own personality via customized 
paint jobs and eye designs.  I’d also bought a 
projector to create underwater effects and a bubble 
machine for environment design. Furthermore, I 
solicited a soundtrack from a friend and created a 
video of a player select screen - representing each 
of the sharks in its own cartoonish personality.

On November 8, in the dark chapel filled with 
blue, rippling water effects and the eerie sounds 
of a haunting menace, Prey At Play: Shark N’ Hoop 
began. With three sharks and four hoops floating 
around the space, players were free to come and go, 
to watch or to try and control one of the sharks. The 
gameplay was easy, natural and required nothing of 
the players other than that they enjoy themselves. 
Enjoyment, fun and play were the greatest 
accomplishment I could imagine for the space and 
the community. It was a resounding success and 
a stark deviation from my other game/art or art/
game creations. Calmness prevailed over chaos 
and as one player put it, “you turned air into water.” 
Since the initial showing of Shark N’ Hoop I have 
shown it at the Pittsburgh Children’s Museum, and 
eventually I hope to create a day-long event in a 
massive space, filling it with fifty sharks.

Hannah Epstein Shark N’ Hoop 2015 installation
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Lifeline
3 Minute Games
iPhone, Android app
£0.79

There’s this period at the beginning of every 
relationship when we’re not sure exactly what  
we’re allowed to say. We’re nervous, shy even, 
as we discover the boundaries of this whole new 
person and we doubt every little thing we do. Are 
we texting too often? Saying the wrong things? 
Lifeline is a game which takes these worries to a 
higher level, to a place where the person on the 
other end of the line is struggling to survive.

As an immense amount of messages arrive 
on your phone at once, you discover that there’s an 
astronaut all alone and afraid after crash-landing 
on an unknown moon. The escape pod sent out 
a signal, and the only available connection that 
could be established was with your phone. You are 
now Taylor’s sole advisor, and it falls upon you to 
bring this astronaut home.

Lifeline, then, is a text-based videogame 

REVIEWS

3 Minute Games
Lifeline 2015



REVIEWS  35

3 Minute Games
Lifeline 2015

(available both for Android and iOS) that throws 
you right into the middle of this interactive 
story: not as the protagonist, but as the person 
who becomes their distant companion almost by 
accident. You talk to them, keep them company, 
get to know the human under the suit and 
understand why you’re saving them.

There will be moments when this sarcastic 
astronaut has a lot to say, so you’ll find several 
texts, each one about the length of a tweet, 
saying how they feel and describing the bizarre 
moon that works as a setting for the adventure. 
Other times, after you’ve suggested to Taylor 
to start walking towards that strange peak in 
the horizon, a green sign will appear saying 
“[Taylor is busy]”, and that’s when things get 
interesting. There’s nothing more you can do 
until Taylor gets there and starts texting again. 
The game keeps running in the background for 
the following couple of hours (real-time hours), 
until a notification comes up saying that there’s 
been an update to the story.

The idea of a permanent game, a game that 
still exists even when you’re not actively playing 

in it, helps build a world with a semblance of truth. 
You come to feel like it doesn’t depend exclusively 
on you, that this moon will keep turning after you 
close your eyes, and that the astronaut will always 
be in danger, always in need of your assistance. 
Those are the stakes. Someone you don’t really 
know in the beginning, but whose life you feel 
responsible for.

The game itself is simple, and anyone who 
knows their way around a smartphone can enjoy 
it. As a player, all you have to do is read, keep the 
conversation with Taylor going, and wait until 
they write back. Since the texts are divided into 
bite-sized pieces that make for a quick read they 
are accessible to people who usually reject a long 
read. Text-based videogames aren’t a novelty and 
have been present since the beginnings of home 
computing, usually demanding that we type in 
verbs or even full sentences for our character 
to perform. At the time, it was an entertaining 
way for users to familiarize themselves with the 
input method they would be using for work in 
the future, tricking them into learning. Truth is, 
the developers took the tools at their disposal 
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and managed to turn them into a game: they 
only needed a screen that could fit long chunks 
of text and a way for the player to interact with 
it. Smartphones have become more than just 
phones, enabling us to do all sorts of tasks. There’s 
a certain sort of unique magic in a project that 
makes use of the original purpose of the platform 
that it’s on. In that sense, Lifeline ends up being 
a modern version of those classic games, with the 
logical progression it entails. Since people are 
going to play it on their smartphone, a cohesive 
way to relay the text is in a way that resembles 
tweets or text messages. Using past ideas and 
giving them a stylish and contemporary look; 
that’s the witty side of art.

So what sets it apart from other games? 
Lifeline shines in its narrative, in the way it 
constructs the character of Taylor, and how 
it manages to be engrossing for the person 
reading it. It’s not what the game tells you, but 
what it invites your imagination to fill in that 
matters most. You never get to see this barren 
wasteland for yourself, but do get a detailed, 
if colloquial, description of it, to the point that 
you could probably picture it in your head if 
your eyes are shut. And that’s mainly the point, 
to go by what this witness chronicles so that you 
can build it back up in your head, which makes 
Taylor a pivotal element to the game. From 
the beginning, we never see their face or hear 
their voice, and, the way it’s written, Taylor’s 
gender is never openly defined, even when you 
consider the name. It’s a factor that’s left to the 
player, making the astronaut whatever gender 
you’re more comfortable with. All you know 
(not because you’re told, but from first-hand 
experience) is that Taylor uses sarcasm and 
jokes as a way to deal with crisis. Taylor is scared, 
and it shows. This fear is quite possibly the most 
human trait a writer can include in a character. 
It’s something that works, as you playfully 
banter, until they’re no longer a stranger and 
you’re invested in their survival.

In my experience through Lifeline, I managed 
to fail a number of times. Taylor died several 
deaths at my hand, each time more gruesome than 
the last. But that didn’t stop me from starting over 
and trying again from the beginning, looking for 
Taylor to get to the ending, to make it to safety. To 
get home. Maybe it was me being stubborn, maybe 
the bond I developed with the character, but I felt a 
need to complete this story. ALEJANDRO PRO

Electronic Superhighway 
(2016 - 1966)
Whitechapel Gallery
29 January – 15 May 2016

It’s surprisingly rare to come across a 
contemporary art exhibition which is relevant, 
accessible, and of interest to everyone. Although 
it’s not without its flaws, it’s one of the few 
exhibitions that should be mandatory viewing for 
the denizens of digital media: ‘gamers’, new media 
types, and general internet lay-abouts would 
all find it hilarious, enchanting, enraging, and 
historical, all in the same sweep.

Going into the gallery, you’re met with a 
cheeky, giant bum - text messages nonsensically 
extruding from the crack of course. Some may 
roll their eyes, but it sets the tone, and warns 
you not to take it all too seriously. Ignore the 
cramped conditions of the display downstairs, 
as it will only give you grief. Also ignore the 
Pacman display as you go in on the right, a black 
screen with Pacman titles/animations. It smacks 
of ‘games are relevant’, sans content, trading in 

Aristarkh Chernyshev Loading 2007 Custom LED Panel
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on the cache of their aesthetic. The show dives 
back in time as you progressively walk through 
the gallery. It starts with art made in the context 
of the internet now, moves to 90’s net.art, and 
finally to ‘old’ video art. To be perfectly honest, 
this final section feels a little mishandled. 
Thankfully the first room is full of delights for 
your consideration. Jon Rafman’s work is simple 
and eloquent, and game makers should take note: 
even the blunt act of pasting a Kurt Schwitters 
into a rendered cafe scene (as textures no less) is 
a breath of fresh air. After the countless attempts 
by the games industry to mimic warfare reality, it 
stands out and catches the eye. Don’t you want to 
be in that virtual bar?

Harun Farocki’s ‘genealogy of video games’ 
has more to teach, if a little didactically. A series 
of 4 pseudo-lectures on the development of game 
aesthetics and norms, it is lended legitimacy 
through the gallery context. On Youtube, the work 
might come across as a ‘so what?’, as gamers have 
fetishized these concerns for years. However, it 
makes a classic point that bears repeating. The 
development of a medium liberates previous 
technologies of their duties. just as photography 
allowed painting to be painting (and not 
simply a recorder of an image), games allow 
film to be stories in time. 

There are real criticisms with Farocki’s work 
however. Its analysis lacks the scope and depth 
needed to do elevate it beyond a minipresentation 
- and the gallery context here must step in to add 
some otherwise missing depth. As a piece it is 
supported by the striking visual of old games, 

and the church-like atmosphere around it. 
The analysis is weirdly specific at points - for 
example, the fixation on AI interaction in 3rd 
person sandbox games - and slack in others 
(realism is assumed to be photographic realism). 
Sentences such as ‘the limitations on the human 
freedom of action’ show how it deigns not to turn 
inwards, where artist’s games have played with 
this issue previously. Despite this, the art context 
affords the discourse all of the art language 
and art concerns that are sorely lacking in the 
usual game design debate.

While the show had plenty to revel in, 
there was plenty to frustrate. The beige broken 
computer, whose screen showed videos of 
rage-quitting gamers, was obtuse and poorly 
executed (one can see the new computer on 
which the video actually runs hidden within 
the retro beige shell: must try harder). The net.
art room showcases works of net.art, which 
is arguably the most fascinating bubble of art 
history in a long time, but it does so on ipads 
and LED screens - and  without any seeming 
awareness of incongruity. I can imagine many 
people wandering through with a shrug.

Thankfully, the frustration is tempered by 
the contemporary works. Jacolby Satterwhite’s 
computer rendered video evokes an abstract, 
beautifully pornographic homosexual euphoria. 
Petra Cortright’s digital paintings are obvious, 
but nonetheless seductive. Jeremy Bailey’s work 
continues to go underappreciated (and how could 
it not, as he speaks the language of intentionally 
naive, crap, failures), but here it provides a series 
of ideologically loaded technology patents. 
Finally, the chance to see Nam June Paik’s work, 
and Olia Lialina’s classic net.art upstairs will 
temper all other problems you might have with 
the exhibition. The hidden gem at the back is 
from the art group E.A.T., a rare artefact collection 
of modified game devices complete with their 
manifesto. These are all wondrous to mull over.

The show overall groans a bit under its own 
weight, and it can feel like a cramped, stochastic, 
linear mess. We can ignore that, drag our feet, and 
maybe even provide an apologia (perhaps it’s a sign 
of the times and the work therein?). Ultimately, 
the works help bring on a reflection on the 
aesthetics of your digital life, as well as inspiration 
for new modes of expression. LEO POWELL 

Eva and Franco Mattes My Generation 2010
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Oliver Payne: 
Imagination Station 
(Procedural Rhetoric)
Herald Street Gallery
18th Dec 2015 - 13th Feb 2016

Walking through Golden Square in central 
London one evening I was pulled toward a 
quick colourful light coming from the windows 
of Herald Street Gallery. Even from a distance 
the source of the light was unmistakably Street 
Fighter II. I pressed my face against the cold 
gallery glass and watched the rolling home-
screen and demo fights. The game was being 
projected onto a single screen that would 
conventionally be coupled with an 8mm home 
movie projector.  In front of this screen was a 
singe desk with a chair attached to it. In the 
desk’s surface a joystick and buttons had been 
mounted.

I had never played a vintage game projected 
in a gallery before. Normally interactions with 
such nostalgia are played through emulators on 
computer screens or at the popular retro arcade 
in Peckham. Here I was suspicious about whether 
the game could in fact be played; the art world 
being, generally, a ‘do not touch’ affair. I struggled 
with the buttons on the door until the gallerist got 
up to let me in. 

 “Can I play?” 
“Please do, but mind the projector.” 

The only light in the small space was from the 
screen. I removed my bag and coat and dumped 
them onto the concrete floor and swung into 
the seat, knocking the tiny projector mounted 
under the desk with my knee and casting the 
image across the walls of the gallery in a tetris 
like wrong-way-round L shape. I quickly reset it 
and placed my hands on the veneered desk near 
the joystick to the left and the six buttons on the 
right. Meanwhile the game’s original soundtrack 
was blared through speakers inset into the desk 
just above these controls.

I grabbed the joystick and hit a button. I 
selected Ryu, was flown to America on a map, and 
was presented with my foe Ken. I worked out the 
basic controls, there were six buttons (the top 
three were devoted to punching and the lower 
three to kicking). Ken was really easy. I ‘button 
mashed’ as I didn’t know the combinations to 
deliver more effective blows and won without 
receiving much damage. After I beat Ken I was 
flown to Japan and had to face the Sumo Wrestler 
who I beat with the similar ease.  I began to suspect 
the game was rigged. Having played Cory Arcangel’s 
take on Guitar Hero in which you played one 
note I wondered if the ‘art’ was in removing the 
challenge and making the game unenjoyable. I 
was then flown to India and appeared in a temple 
complete with elephants to fight Dhalsim. I 
was beaten to a bloody pulp. The game was no 
longer easy, and I reflected that it had increased 

Oliver Payne Imagination Station 2016 installation
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in difficulty as I progressed through the stages. I 
was presented with a picture of myself, or Ryu, 
cursing through clenched bloodied teeth, 
and was given the option to continue. I did. 
I changed my character to Chun Li and was 
beaten again. Again I was given the option to 
continue. I did and returned to being Ryu. I 
fought Dhalsim again and resolved to learn the 
most damaging combinations. Other people 
came by the gallery but merely looked through 
the window. I offered them a go but they were not 
interested. Maybe they could tell my invitation 
was hollow - who wants to share a single player 
video game? I learnt the Hadouken, a spinning 
kick thing and an impressive uppercut. After a 
few more continues I beat him. With a grin on my 
face I looked up and noticed there was a camera 
in the corner of the room trained on me. Was I 
being projected elsewhere?

I put my hood up and slunk in the chair. The 
more I died the more I realised I could’ve gone on 
forever. Had this been the arcade version I would 
be out of coins to put in. Usually, upon losing, the 
player would be repeatedly pitted against their 
first opponent. Then they would have to trudge 
through the early stages to fight the opponent 
that had beaten them. But I was able to fight my 
most recent victor again and again. It exercised 
my perseverance to get better at the game. The 
installation was pitting me against my own 
inability to admit defeat. I played again and again 
trying and hoping to get better. The more I lost the 
more I regressed. I started grunting and moaning 
and the combinations I had briefly  learned 
were chucked out the window as I returned to 
button mashing. I began to wonder what these 
characters were fighting for. Surely this was an 
illegal competition - they didn’t have sponsors or 
were not in typical arenas - who paid the air-fare? 
Why were they so proud of their country? As I was 
repeatedly broken through a box that contained 
nothing on a runway with soldiers, both male and 
female, cheering my demise I began to wonder 
what I was fighting for. What I was doing? After 
another defeat, I began to worry about what the 
gallery staff were thinking about me and I let the 
continue screen count down to nothing. 

I got up and left. MARK COUZENS

A Deadly Neurotoxin and 
the Companion Cube
Portal (videogame), Valve

This game was naturally going to appeal to me 
because I love maps. As it goes I’m adept at 
navigation, even when running around a forest 
or some streets. I even go orienteering to prove it. 
So what I love about this game is that there is no 
map. This game totally blows that out of the water; 
quite simply it manipulates spatial navigation 
in a way that is auspiciously interesting. The 
passageways through its small series of rooms are 
multiple, infinite, and unpredictable, and yet it 
can’t possibly be classed as labyrinthian, because 
there aren’t really dead-ends.

I wake up in this pokey glass box, from which 
I can see a digital count-down display in a room 
that enfolds my dwelling in its clasp - as though 
I were an exhibit in a natural history vitrine, in 
a nuclear bunker - for everything is very starkly 
brutalist, ever so concrete and glassy. Sixty 
seconds it must’ve started at, the countdown, sixty 
seconds in which I’m not sure what I’m supposed 

Valve Portal 2007 screenshot
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through an alternate dimension, backstage, to 
meet and merge with each other, and I can walk 
through the wall and come out in a completely 
different place. I’m consummately messing with 
this topography, I’ve folded the 3D world, and 
travelled circumlocutory routes in no time at all, 
simply by neatly shooting holes in the level design 
with this Portal Gun that I’ve picked up. 

It’s not like a real gun because no one is 
trying to shoot back at me - well, except those 
funny turrets. I have a right old laugh to myself 
dropping cubes onto them, a real giggle when I 
shoot the ground out from right underneath them. 
They don’t even have time to scream before they 
hit another one right on the head, bonk, and down 
they topple like a deck of cards, inactivated, and I 
can carry right on with my anfractuous journey. 
So this gun proposes a very elegant solution to 
the abstract threat of the force I’m up against, 
this series of challenges in these peculiarly clean 
chambers, the Aperture Science Facility. It’s so 
bleakly Modernist, it’s exactly what I imagine that 
Sol LeWitt would design had he been implored to 
cast his isometric ideas over the barest wireframe 
of an estate abandoned by LeCorbusier.

to do, except look around at the strange sleeping 
pod. I’m hemmed in with a toilet and a semi-circle 
radio that is blurting this most mundane muzak, 
like some kind of anodyne tonic, and when the 
clock finally does get down to zero, this great big 
orange oval appears on the wall next to me. 

Yes, in noticing all the glass in my immediate 
vicinity I had failed to see that one of the walls 
had a solid white panel, the height of the room, 
and this hunking oval appears in it: radiant 
orange edges swirling around like a vortex, 
giving off subtle solar flares, halating around 
mesmerisingly. In it I can see an image of a girl 
in an orange jumpsuit, and, wait, yes! It’s me! 
It’s me-her! The portal is acting like a mirror, or 
should I say looking glass, because I step through 
it into a different world, because I appear not on 
the other side of the wall but through a blue oval, 
underneath the timer I was just looking at. I mean 
it’s wholly novel, very chic, this portal business, 
and as the game unfolds I swish in and out of them 
with absolute élan, because I just know I’ve got 
this down, this portal business. What I’ve done is 
create a warped passageway between these two 
points, these two impossible points that curve 

Valve Portal 2007 screenshot
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only to the space that I can see. Speedy thing goes 
in, she said, speedy thing comes out. Yes, and just 
like a mobius strip twists back to genially greet 
itself, the portal gun makes a mathematical joke 
of the topography. I’m inside a klein bottle (had 
it been made by Picasso in raptures at finishing 
Guernica). These vague threats to my bodily 
safety from this disembodied voice, delivered 
with devastating insouciance, keep me moving 
forwards, but what is forwards really? Portals 
completely mock the idea of an inescapable logic 
of completion through which I have to proceed, 
the logic of an algorithm or a computer: hers. Yet, 
her framework just begs me to resist. I feel an 
inextricable desire to thwart and accord to her 
coercion. Her modulation and harmonic discord 
are opera-singer levels of pitch perfect, and the 
tempo, oh! Doesn’t her cadence just sway and 
swish laconically like she’s a cat sitting on the 
bottom step, swiping at a sorry mouse paralysed 
on the floor below, just daring it to make a last 
dash for the crack in the skirting?

Her mercurial attitude is solidly skewhiff. 
It’s squarely getting under my skin, oh isn’t it 
just. These objects that keep appearing, ever so 

It’s clear that I’m not the first test subject 
that has been put through these trials, it’s really 
quite the factory. I could even dare to say that it 
mimics a capitalist factory of reproduction, so 
paradigmatic does everything seem to be. Yes, 
I was going to tell you about my theory that in 
order to win I must subvert this ‘test subject’ 
paradigm, but I’m skipping so far ahead of myself 
I haven’t even told you about the best part, the 
most crucial detail: this sing-song voice keeps 
narrating to me through the chambers, providing 
me with the full name of objects and what to do 
with them. It would be more accurate to describe 
it’s vocal tones as a she - yes, she started off with 
an efficiently abrupt practicality, but I tell you, 
she’s so perturbingly congratulatory, so unctuous, 
that I really do think she’s quite unhinged! She 
keeps making all these references to blood and 
spouting sinister asides about the danger of the 
task at hand, and I have got to admit, it’s more 
than a little compelling.

I found out that even though these portals, 
these warped passages, expose the limitations 
of a 3D world as a sham, objects must cohere to 
a directional gravity and propulsion that relates 

Valve Portal 2007 screenshot



42  REVIEWS

specifically, to help me solve the puzzles, can 
oscillate from free-fall to enthusiastic leap if 
I drop them into amusingly placed portals. A 
dependent waveform, gravitational reorientaton. 
It seems the limits of these test chambers are 
malleable with the portal gun, but her algorithm 
pervades; placing me in quite the precarious 
situation. Precarity is the central logic of a 
neoliberal governance, it means being exposed 
to contingency as a loss of orientation. Creating 
these portals is a re-orientation that purports 
to put the control in my hands, however, it 
seems to me that any freedom handed to me 
by this device is a lie; it operates in an already-
programmed limitation. Creating these portals is 
a re-orientation that purports to put the control 
in my hands. However, it seems to me that any 
freedom handed to me by this device is a lie; it 
operates in an already-programmed limitation. 
Even, just now, when she explicitly told me that 
this chamber was unsolvable, that this puzzle was 
a mistake, I just didn’t stop. I figured it out only for 
her to saccharinely counter her previous defeatist 
delivery by congratulating me on remaining 
resolute and resourceful in an environment 
of extreme pessimism! So although I find her 
instability quite unnerving, I’m quite sure that 

she expends much of her energy finding ways to 
lie to me and insult the nature of my humanity. 
So much energy, that she must have a weak 
point somewhere, a crack in her defences, an 
oversight. Funnily enough, she casts such a 
totalitarian presence over this game that I don’t 
notice that Chell, my avatar, doesn’t speak. In 
my opinion, this is quite preferable, seeing as 
I resent being presented with a disembodied 
dialogue for my character, especially as I’m the 
one holding the gun. 

I keep coming across these scruffy little dens 
behind wall panels, refreshingly untidy, indubitably 
a contrast to the clinical test chambers. Someone’s 
scrawled all over the walls, and covered up the 
faces of people in photographs with cut-outs 
of that silly old weighted companion cube. 
It’s very Magritte.

With a scant few sentences she imparted 
the uncertain sentience of that cube. It was 
mawkishly fleshy-toned with a pink heart 
right in the middle of it, an obvious shortcut to 
companionship. Mind you, under the duress of 
extreme isolation, over-attachments form to just 
about anything. Then she made me incinerate it. 
That unfortunate incident has had quite an effect 
on the invisible graffitier, that’s for sure. Even I 
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was swayed. It seemed to have been put into my 
hands at just the right moment; long enough that 
I’d noticed a distinct lack of connection to any 
other, except this spectral sadist. This guy has 
clearly got so totally obsessed with it (in a way 
which is quite objectum-sexual), and he’s even 
frenziedly amended quotes from Dickinson and 
Brontë: “Though Earth and man are gone/I 
thought the cube would last forever/I was 
wrong.” And, “Because I could not stop for 
death/he kindly stopped for me/the cube had 
food and maybe ammo/and immortality.” 
How sweet, the fool.

Perhaps he’s not completely off his rocker, 
this lab-rat, and although he keeps writing THE 
CAKE IS A LIE over and over again, she does 
keep offering me cake. To be honest I would say 
she seems to have trouble negotiating irascible 
urges to nurture but also to kill her test subjects, 
and this seems to manifest with the promise of 
baked goods. Maybe what I’m feeling is really 
a sense of cruel optimism. Her narration is a 
complete example of her perfidy, but I caught 
her out, good and proper.  Once I had got through 
all of that testing, trialled to the last, it turns out 
that my instinct towards non-quiescence had 
been correct. I found the chink in her armour, 

the crack in her design. The incinerator pit’s 
walls were portal-able, and I portaled the hell 
out of there. I turned the tables around, going 
literally backstage, not just metaphorically, at 
which point she tried to cover up her attempt 
to incinerate me with more stories about cake, 
and parties in my honour.

I end up face to face with my A.I. adversary. 
“Genetic Lifeforms and Disk Operating 
System”, I find out somewhere along the way 
- hardly a sobriquet that rolls off the tongue. I 
prefer GlaDOS, so punny. All that hurling about 
of cubes and portals makes it a synch to rip off 
one of the strange pods hanging off her, and 
incinerate it. Which of course only revealed her 
hubristic, properly loopy side, leaving me with 
half a dozen minutes, only a sextet of sixties, 
to rip the rest of them off. I feel a real sense of 
achievement after this. I really do. 

I’ve used this strange portal device ever so 
cleverly to secretly fold up all these rooms and 
walk around them in different ways, and now I’ve 
used it to show my nemesis her comeuppance. 
However, my elation is short-lived. It’s dashed 
when, after defeating GlaDOS, I’m dragged half-
conscious from the ruins of the empire I have just 
blown up. THEA SMITH
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