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ABSTRACT

Videogames have historically used networking either to connect players for 

competition or cooperation or to provide an ephemeral connection to allow the upload, 

comparison, or assessment of single-player achievement data. The majority of 

videogames take place on a screen and on established platforms each of which have 

physical, technical, and sociocultural constraints that dictate how a player will interact. 

Recent art games, such as those by Jason Rohrer and the Atari VCS games of Ian Bogost 

highlight experiments in a more focused use of the medium from concept to interaction, 

both between the player and the software but also foregrounding the code (both social 

codes and actual software) of the games. These artists are part of a growing movement of 

videogame creators that are involved not only as designers but also as cultural critics 

invested in the analysis of platforms and the distribution of their games.  

This thesis documents the development and exhibition of Gaming the Network 

Poetic, a series of five videogames developed by the author. This was itself an experiment

in both the use of networking and in the exhibition of a cohesive art object incorporating 

these games. The work is then contextualized through the analysis of game-based art 

movements, the contemporary independent (or “Indie”) games movement, and 

contemporary software/code-based art. Also, given that much of the theory around 

videogames is rooted in literary criticism, philosophy, and cultural history, these 

disciplines are also referenced throughout the discussion. 
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Further, this thesis will address questions about the aesthetic, mechanical, and 

audience-related considerations of developing and installing videogames in a 

contemporary art space that shows mostly static work. What roles does the audience play 

in such an environment? How can videogames create meaning? How does one 

communicate emotion through a single videogame? How does the open networking of 

several videogames quickly add complexity, and how can that complexity be managed? 

What are the issues involved in choosing particular hardware and software platforms on 

which to present the work? 
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Chapter One:

Introduction to Gaming the Network Poetic

Videogames are often discussed as an industry, one with a huge revenue stream and

potential, an attractive and controversial product, and a ravenous fan-base with dedicated 

disposable income. News outlets, writers, and academics often begin papers like this one 

with a reference to the fact that the game industry has begun to earn more revenue than 

Hollywood, referring to the combined revenues of the major movie studios. Videogames 

use sex and violence to create drama and sell content in ways similar to the movie and 

television industries, so the comparison is apt.

Privileging the financial data of the industry makes sense for another reason: 

videogames require some sort of computer to run, and until recent developments in 

smaller, cheaper, more portable, or retro computers, the sort of computer required was 

relatively expensive. This is still the case for the blockbuster videogames that the industry

and others tend to champion. 

But the financial data of the videogame industry also exists as a quantitative 

measurement against other forms of expression. The financial clout of the industry is an 

answer to the question: "Are videogames compelling?" The more interesting question to 

investigate is, “Why are they compelling?" Why are they so compelling that fans write 

passionately about them, record their own gameplay footage and remix it into works of 
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narrative or video art? Why are they so compelling that there are often battles waged over

the ownership and sale of virtual property, over the messages they communicate to 

children about gender, and over racism and homophobia in online games? 1 Why are they 

so compelling that children and adults would play hours and even days straight, 

endangering their health and the health of others, to play in a virtual world. 2

It is impossible to discuss videogames without acknowledging that they exist as an 

industry, but the more interesting conversation lies in considering the ways in which this 

compelling medium can and has been used as a vehicle of expression. Rafael Fajardo, 

whose collaborative, SWEAT, developed some of the first "Socially-Conscious" 

Videogames 3, approaches the question from this angle, 

Games are a reduction. Eric Zimmerman — founder of GameLab — believes that 

games reduce the possibilities of action, and that, through this reduction, a 

visionary imagination is sparked in the player. I'm inclined to think that lighting this

spark is itself a political act. Rather than employing a militant voice that succeeds 

only in preaching to the choir, I choose to attempt to engage audiences.4

1.  A New Games Journalism piece called “Bow Nigger” by Ian Shanahan addresses 
this issues specifically through subjective experience of playing online: Ian Shanahan, 
“Bow, Nigger.” Always Black, 2004. http://www.alwaysblack.com/blackbox/
bownigger.html.
2.  There are many documented cases of parental and individual neglect resulting in 
injury to the individual player or to others. Some of these cases are documented here: 
Reverend Danger,  “The Top 10 Deaths Caused by Video Games” Spike, February 29, 
2009. http://www.spike.com/blog/10-deaths-caused-by/74056.
3.  Rafael Fajardo, “What is SWEAT?” sudor.net. http://www.sudor.net/about/
whatissweat.html
4. Rafael Fajardo, “Pixels, Politics, and Play: Digital Video Games as Social 
Commentary.” Intelligent Agent, vol. 3, no. 2 (2003), http://www.intelligentagent.com/
archive/Vol3_No2_gaming_fajardo.html.

2



By exposing the weaknesses of didactic games, Fajardo highlights play as a central 

ingredient in both the development and experience of all games, but especially those that 

are interested in communicating the nuances of a particular social issue. Fajardo also 

suggests that joy, which is perhaps more easily diagnosed, should be an element in the 

play and response to videogames.

Finally, there is an artistic dimension to videogames that is represented by one of 

the most exciting movements in and outside of the industry in the past decade. 

Developers with no formal connection to the game industry, former industry developers, 

artists, and others have been building their own works. Some of these works are critiques 

of existing videogames or artistic responses to sociopolitical issues developed inside of a 

game engine. Others are part of the growing independent (or “Indie”) games movement. 

Still others aren’t electronic at all but artworks, made in media from painting to sculpture 

to performance. I will go into these movements in detail in a later section.

It is within this cultural climate that my piece, Gaming the Network Poetic, was 

created, installed, and exhibited. There are two central points of research embedded in 

this project. First, I investigate the ability of a network of games to communicate themes 

of anxiety, separation, and family, through their game mechanics and poetic networking. 

Second, as it was apparent early on in the project that this non-traditional game 

networking would be difficult to show if the games were put online for play, it became a 

project whose installation addressed a particular space, in this case a contemporary art 

gallery. 
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In the next chapter I will set the context for these two points of research and begin 

to address them specifically. Also, because the study of games has been slow to develop 

as a cohesive discipline, games have been studied from several perspectives, but most 

significantly within literary criticism, sociology, and cultural history. These perspectives 

on games will be briefly introduced and discussed to provide a deeper context for my 

work. Finally, because Gaming the Network Poetic is positioned as an art piece, games 

and networks in the history of art are also important to discuss. 

In the remaining sections of this introduction I will provide an initial review of 

literature on perspectives of games and art as well as an art historical context for the 

acceptance of new media and new perspectives. This review and discussion aims to 

provide the reader with a starting point for the discussion of videogames in both art 

historical and digital media contexts.

Important Terms - Breaking Down the Name

Game, Videogame, and Game space

A game, as defined by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman in their landmark game 

design book, Rules of Play, is “a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, 

defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome.”5 “Videogame” is defined by the 

Videogame Style Guide and Reference Manual as a "Catch-all term for any type of 

interactive entertainment soft-ware. Always write as one word."6 Throughout this text, in 

keeping with the style guide recommendation, I will use "videogame" and "game" 

5.  Salen and Zimmerman, Rules of Play, 80
6.  Orland, Steinberg, and Thomas, Videogame Style Guide, 65.
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interchangeably, except for the case when the "context makes it hard to distinguish 

videogames from non-electronic games, such as sports, tabletop or board games."7

For the purposes of this paper, I will also use a modified definition of videogame to 

allow for a wider interpretation that includes the type of work that is typically created by 

game artists. The reasoning behind this modification is that “videogame” has a meaning 

beyond a purely entertaining interactive software. The definition brings with it a 

particular aesthetic history, cultural contexts, social codes, and a series of software and 

hardware platforms. In other words, videogames are not a subset of games, but a separate 

medium with some overlap with games in general. The specific modified definition that I 

propose is: "Catch-all term for any type of interactive software that serves as 

entertainment or expression." A game space is defined as the virtual space in which the 

player has control of some actor as part of a videogame. This often means “the screen,” 

but can also include elements of visual acoustic feedback not contained within the screen.

Network/Networking

Networking is used in software, physical, and social contexts to describe Gaming 

the Network Poetic. My initial research focused on the software networking component - 

what happens when you have networked communication between five disparate 

videogames? The other two aspects (physical and social) were initially tangential 

considerations that gained more importance as the project was realized in a physical form

and installed in a gallery space. For clarification purposes, I will refer to the context when

the concept of networking is discussed in this paper.

7.  Ibid.
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Poetic/Poem

The initial consideration of poetry in this project was inspired by Ian Bogost's 

Game Poems, of which he states: "For me, videogames, like poetry [and photography], 

are about abstraction and condensation. All three media focus on a denseness of form and

meaning. They are often simple and short in form but rich and nuanced in meaning. They 

focus often on exposing the logics of experiences."8 (See Appendix A for an image from 

Thunderstorm, one of the Game Poems)

For the purposes of this introduction, the poetic aspects I am interested in are those 

of space, images, time, and the way that these three aspects translate between each game 

through the software network. The space of the screen, the images on them, and the 

progression of time in each game is intentional, but depending on how people play the 

games and interact in the gallery space, unexpected or unplanned experiences may 

emerge. This is my interest in using "Poetic" in the title — I am after a sort of emergent 

poetics that relies on the software, physical, and social networks surrounding the piece.

Code/Codes

In his book Creative Code, John Maeda talks about a particular transformation of 

his perspective on the importance of code: “I once held strongly that to know the art of 

programming — or ‘coding,’ which is the trendier term — is the critical skill for any 

developing digital artist or designer. Today, I no longer feel this way.” Instead, Maeda 

suggest that upcoming digital artists have a “passion for discovery.” While a programmer 

by training, I share Maeda’s desire to move beyond software as the only context in which 

8.  Bogost, Game Poems.
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one considers code. Like the discussion of networking, the kinds of code that I will 

discuss in this paper vary in their context. Gaming the Network Poetic is in one part the 

software “coding” that Maeda refers to above, usually a text-based computer 

programming language that is compiled into software programs that run on a computer. It

is in another part social code, influencing both the expectations of interaction and the 

expectations of an audience when they hear the term “videogame.” These are the two 

codes I will discuss in more detail later, but this is by no means a binary relationship. 

Games and Art - A Literature Review

My first goal of this survey of literature is to make the argument that videogames 

carry meaning outside of their status as “game.” They represent a mode of cultural 

expression that is used as much for escapism as it is for building community. To make 

this argument, I reference the changing nature of both textual and art historical theory 

over the past few decades. These changes are also related to the general transition brought

about by postmodern thought. Because videogames came to prominence as an industry at 

the same time as postmodernism was named and recognized, they have wrestled with 

transitions similar to those of textual and art history. The emergence of videogames and 

the Internet coincide with a period of accelerated transition and availability of ideas, to 

the point where the philosophical, artistic, and cultural arguments that previously took 

place over centuries can now be reviewed and synthesized (if not deeply understood) in 

minutes. In that sense, videogames are a good choice to represent the anxieties and 

reconfigurations of societies and families, which is directly related to my project concept.
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In concert with the first goal, the second goal of this literature review is to provide a

critical framework from which to analyze and understand the influences of videogames 

and how this medium influences (and is influenced by) sociocultural issues. My final goal

is to situate videogames in a historical framework for the use and interpretation of a text 

or work, so that we may see videogames as an evolution both of a form of expression and

of a sociocultural framework that has seen gains in acceptance and eventually approval 

from fans, parents, institutions, educators, and academics. 

Finally, what is usually referred to as the viewer in art or reader of a text will here 

be termed the player, even though “videogame” has meanings far beyond the interactivity

usually given precedence. As a medium it has established a rich aesthetic history that is 

referenced as much as (and sometimes more than) the actual experience of play. But it is 

the experience of play coupled with aesthetic decisions that relate to the play experience 

that allows for the type of communication that I aim for with my work.

Many writers on games, including Ian Bogost, find the question of whether or not 

games are art tired and irrelevant.9 It is still important to acknowledge that this has been 

in continuous question, including a high-profile debate between Roger Ebert and Clive 

Barker, with Ebert denying games an art status to Barker essentially arguing that Ebert 

just doesn’t get it. 10 In their debate, they reveal long-held assumptions about what art is 

and is not, and what videogame designers frequently cite as the as-of-yet-unrealized 

potential of videogames. Even if they don’t intend to do this, these writers position 

9.  Ian Bogost, “Persuasive Games: The Proceduralist Style.” Gamasutra, January 
21, 2009. http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3909/persuasive_games_the_.php
10.  Roger Ebert, “Games vs. Art: Ebert vs. Barker,” rogerebert.com, July 21, 2007. 
http://rogerebert.suntimes.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070721/COMMENTARY/
70721001
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videogames as having a certain specific potential, a platonic ideal that is always out of 

reach. Barker does this by focusing on videogames as escapism; they are great at 

allowing us “to take ourselves away from the oppressive facts of our lives and go 

somewhere where we have our own control.” 

Chris Crawford, who published the first book on videogames as an art11, sees the 

interactive narrative as the holy grail of videogames. He frequently criticizes games that 

use cutscenes 12 to tell a story because this causes a rift between the story and game. His 

ideal is that game and narrative might be unified, with the player’s agency driving the 

development of a story. 13 Janet Murray also sees interactive narrative as a potential for 

the future of videogames, using the Holodeck as the essential experience of interactive 

fiction. However, her book Hamlet on the Holodeck is not about videogames but about 

interactive fiction, a genre that has a parallel history to videogames that also relies on 

technology but has considerations and the history of literature to contend with as well. 

Still, Murray’s writing on immersion and agency can be useful when applied to 

videogames.14

11.  The Art of Computer Game Design was out of print until Washington State 
University Vancouver Professor Sue Peabody arranged for the electronic publication of 
the 1982 original at her university website, http://www.vancouver.wsu.edu/fac/peabody/
game-book/Coverpage.html
12.  Cutscenes are the usually non-interactive movies or animations that play on the 
screen in a videogame, usually when the player achieves a certain level of progress or 
reaches a specific location in the game. Cutscenes are sometimes interactive, but this 
interactivity usually amounts to pressing a button at the right time or having some control
over the camera in a 3D cutscene (so the player might be able to look around a scene as a 
scripted story is unfolding).
13.  Chris Crawford, Chris Crawford on Game Design, 161.
14.  Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck

9



The Meaning of Videogames

According to Ian Bogost, “Videogames are an expressive medium. They represent 

how real and imagined systems work. They invite players to interact with those systems 

and form judgments about them.”15 Typically, a videogame is a software that can be 

played with a physical, tangible interface and is viewed on a screen. The software runs on

a particular configuration of computer hardware (e.g. a PC, Mac, Sony Playstation, 

Nintendo Wii, or Apple iPhone), also known as a platform. In fact, a platform at its most 

essential is an abstract definition rather than an actual device. Software can also be 

considered a platform, or can be encapsulated in a platform that also includes pieces of 

hardware. Bogost and Nick Montfort address this definition in Racing the Beam: The 

Atari Video Computer System, their recent book on Atari's first home videogame console 

(later known as the 2600), “A platform is... a particular standard of specification before 

any particular implementation of it. To be used by people and to take part in our culture 

directly, a platform must take material form...”16 If videogames are expressive, then their 

making is a creative act, but “making” is ambiguous and can occur at several levels in 

videogames.

The creator of a computer work might design circuits and solder chips. Or, this 

author might write instructions for the integrated circuits and microprocessors of a 

particular computer, or write software in a high-level programming language, or 

15.  Ian Bogost, Persuasive Games, vii.
16.  Montfort and Bogost, Racing the Beam, 2.
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create 3D models to be added to a virtual world, or edit digital video for embedding

in a Web site.17

Here Bogost implies that creativity is distributed in the creation of a successful 

videogame. Conception, design, programming, building, packaging, shipping, reception, 

and response are part of the process, and it is here that the history of textual studies can 

be related to videogames. Steven E Jones’s book, The Meaning of Videogames, is helpful 

in this regard. As a language scholar, Jones situates the study of videogames in the study 

of textuality (and thus a traditional study of cultural meaning through literature), but also 

because he recognizes that “the meanings of videogames are constructed and they are 

collaborative.”18 He also references two main schools of thought of early game studies; 

ludology (a focus on play, rules, and constraints - from ludus, the Latin word for game) 

and narratology (focused on narrative and textual analysis). Ludologists were interested 

in creating a singular discipline of game studies, while narratologists were interested in 

viewing games as “one among a whole range of cultural forms of media expression.”19

Jones later clarifies that the focus on the debate was exaggerated, and Gonzalo 

Frasca (a leading Ludologist) claimed in 2003 that Ludology “was always about studying

both game-form and story.”20 Regardless of the arguments, Jones is interested in a 

textuality that recognizes the uniqueness of games but doesn’t alienate them from 

sociocultural contexts. On the way to this definition, he references Rune Klevjer, who is 

17.  Montfort and Bogost, Racing the Beam, 1.
18.  Jones, Meaning of Video Games, 3.
19.  Ibid., 4.
20.  Ibid., 5.
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interested in “how video games are actually played today, rather than the abstract platonic

ideal of gameplay that may underlie them.”21 Also, “…like literary texts, every game 

extends outward from itself in many directions.”22 Klevjer’s comments suggest a 

distributed understanding of games, incorporating their use and influences into the way 

the are read as texts. The cooling of the ludology/narratology debate might represent a 

more nuanced understanding of videogames.

Jones then critiques Julia Kristeva’s intertextuality, described “as a way to express a

fundamental quality of language as a system of signs, its dialogic ‘citability’ and the way 

that all texts are always already referring to and incorporating other texts.”23 He finds it 

less than perfect for the more complex, procedural systems that videogames are and 

prefers to use Gerard Genette’s concept of the paratext to study the whole of videogames.

The paratext is a “multilayered system of frames around a text that helps determine its 

reception” and may include things like the naming of a genre (First-Person Shooter in the

case of a videogame), implied audience (Blockbuster or Indie Game), advance reviews or

previews of the game, profiles of the game’s designers, and anything else that might 

effect how the videogame is played, viewed, or interpreted. The paratext relates to 

Platform Studies, a book series initiated by Ian Bogost and Nick Montfort from which the

previously referenced Racing the Beam is the first, which aims to investigate “the 

relationships between the hardware and software design of computing systems and the 

creative works produced on those systems.”24

21.  Ibid., 6.
22.  Ibid.
23.  Ibid., 7.
24.  Montfort and Bogost, "Platform Studies, a book series published by MIT Press, 
Ian Bogost and Nick Montfort, series editors,” http://platformstudies.com/.
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These efforts all attempt to privilege the way that texts and technologies are 

actually used and experienced, rather than trying to reconstruct an author’s intention for a

work. Jones discusses a paradigm shift that has occurred in textual studies since the 

1980s. This shift is in part due to the work of D.F. McKenzie and later Jerome McGann, 

who both theorized the “social text” and focused on the collaborative nature of all texts. 

Later, David Greetham described his move away from the “Platonist view of the ideality 

of an irrecoverable originary form…”25 and instead towards an analysis of the entire 

social history of a text, the “totality of cultural expression” of any work. A similar 

transition in the scope of analysis occurred within the discipline of art history after the 

1980s, and we may attribute this change in general to the pervasion of postmodern 

theories into all disciplines at this period in history. In one form or another, the discipline 

of art history has been oscillating between formalist and contextualist views for centuries.

In a 1991 article featured in Art Bulletin, Mieke Bal and Normal Bryson published 

“Semiotics and Art History: A Discussion of Context and Senders,” which directly 

addressed the reluctance of many art historians to apply aspects of critical theory to their 

writing. This reluctance, they argue, came from a narrow view of context that rendered it 

all but irrelevant. In their analysis, “Context…is a text itself, and it thus consists of signs 

that require interpretation.” 26 To analyze a work one must analyze both the object and its 

physical and sociocultural surroundings, “the work as effect and affect, not only as a 

neatly remote product of an age long gone.”27

25.  Greetham, David C. Textual Scholarship. An Introduction. New York: Routledge, 
1994, quoted in Jones, Steven. The Meaning of Video Games: Gaming and Textual 
Strategies. New York: Routledge, 2008, 9.
26.  Bal and Bryson, Semiotics and Art History, 243.
27.  Ibid., 244.
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These transitions are significant for videogames because those who study them 

need this kind of exhaustive, total sociocultural analysis in order to make sense of 

something as systemically complex as a videogame. In a way - through their existence as 

procedural systems, as well as their influence on fan communities, consoles (platforms), 

and social surroundings - they embody the scope of this exhaustive analysis.

Audience Response & Introspection

“This book is not about the history of art. It is about the relations between images 

and people in history.”28 This represents a powerful shift in the scope of art historical 

discourse, and those attempting to make a blanket classification of videogames as art 

might do well to read this. The idea of using the response of audiences to critique art at 

the time Freedberg wrote this book was revolutionary in art history. Part of his motivation

was to expose the inherent bias of Western societies against the “primitive” responses of 

non-Western audiences. These responses are not only to high art, but to images that 

Western societies are simply more intellectually accustomed through generations of 

training and development of critical terminology. Even though videogames originated in 

Western culture, much of that culture still sees videogames and the culture surrounding 

them as primitive or base, while the mainstream media has no problem regarding them 

with the same primitive, irrational, or superstitious responses that Freedberg uses to 

describe the typical Westerner's view of a non-Western response to high art. The 

responses are somewhat inverted, but the effect is the same – an alienation of cultures 

from both sides. 

28.  Freedberg, Power of Images, xix.
14



Video games...are consigned to the nerdy margins of the papers, and are pretty 

much invisible in broadcast media. Video-game fans return the favor: they 

constitute the demographic group least likely to pay attention to newspapers and are

increasingly uninterested in the ‘MSM’, or mainstream media.29

These remarks from John Lanchester about an entire subculture are without evidence and 

show a similar disregard for a cultural group that Freedberg discusses in relation to the 

primitivism/Westernism debate. In this case the difference is instead between “popular” 

and “cultivated.” 

It is still valuable to consider what it means to have a cultivated experience with 

videogames, if only to consider what else might be done with the medium that hasn’t 

already been tried. When it comes to actually designing videogames, Ian Bogost suggests

that even though the games as art debate is irrelevant, we can find common qualities in 

certain games that have been considered through the lens of art. These qualities are 

procedural rhetoric, introspection, abstraction of instantial assets, subjective 

representation, and authorship. 30 What they have in common is that they privilege the 

procedure behind the game as being communicative, including: the use of visual and 

acoustic assets that are born from the concept and enactment of the game system; a visual

representation that can be situated somewhere between abstract and concrete; and the 

visibility of the artist's hand. Bogost uses the term “Proceduralist” to define this style of 

videogame, and I will adopt this term to describe components of my work as well.

29.  Lanchester, Is it Art?
30.  Bogost, Proceduralist Style, 1
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On Game Art, Art Games, Games as Art, and Experimental Games

In order to assess a videogame we must not only look at the screen, or the interface,

or listen to the sound, or even just play the game, but to fully enumerate and understand 

all of these aspects and their various modes of communicating. What Montfort and 

Bogost argue is that all of the technologies that are necessary to play a videogame do not 

develop in a vacuum but are influenced by cultural as well as technical developments.31

Let's take a step back from the theoretical and assume that one wants to install a 

videogame in a gallery. If this videogame software exists for several platforms, one needs

to decide upon the platform on which to run it. The underlying hardware is different on 

each platform, and thus the code that makes up the software that represents the game 

(before it starts running) must also vary. Does one pick the quintessential version of the 

game (which might require the most expensive hardware platform)? Once the platform is 

chosen, what kind of screen does one connect it to? Will this screen display the game at 

the maximum visual resolution or is it displayed it at a lower resolution than is optimal?  

Now, what kind of input device does one connect to the hardware platform in order to 

interface with the videogame software? What is the audio setup? How do all of these 

decisions affect the player's experience of the videogame? To be sure, some of these 

problems are not unique to the display of videogames in a gallery or museum setting. 

Curators deal with similar problems when exhibiting video, audio, and multimedia work. 

If we consider videogames as simply a collection of technologies to install in a space, 

31.  Montfort and Bogost, Racing the Beam
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then they don’t seem very different from video or multimedia works. But if we consider 

the unique ways that videogames can communicate, it is possible to reconsider the 

manner that an artist might install and display them in a gallery.

What is unique to videogames is that they produce a procedural rhetoric (in contrast

to speech, which creates meaning through verbal rhetoric, literature through written 

rhetoric or film through visual rhetoric). Procedural rhetoric is defined by Bogost as “the 

practice of using processes persuasively.” Through interaction with videogames, we 

experience their rules; interactions with the game are in fact defined by these rules, and 

thus the ethics of the virtual universe of a given videogame becomes clear through play. 

How is the player rewarded for his actions? How is he punished? Does the game have a 

winning condition or does it continue until the player gives up? Videogames 

communicate these aspects through the procedures (methods, routines, programs) that 

make up their software. This software also runs on (or is an essential part of) a platform. 

As one must understand written language in order to read a book, one must understand 

the language of videogames in order to “read” (fully assess and critique) them. This 

language includes the platform and procedures (including their cultural and technical 

origins), and often verbal, written, and visual rhetoric.

What Bogost and Montfort argue in Racing the Beam is that this analysis 

essentially hasn't happened with videogames. One simply doesn't find a critical analysis 

of a particular videogame that includes a discussion of the platforms on which it can be 

played and the connection of its rules to the cultural origins of the platform. 32 Without 

32.  This isn't as simple as choosing a DVD player on which to play a film on DVD 
(which may affect color or audio balance). The platform has a direct influence on how the
procedures of a game are coded; a direct influence on the game's procedural rhetoric.
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this critical analysis, discussions of videogames are essentially limited in scope to the 

game space. However, artists have attempted to interrogate cultural and technological 

contexts to their game work, many of them working in the videogame art field described 

by Clarke and Mitchell, and it may be that these artworks provide an easier entry into 

understanding and explaining the platforms, procedures, and various rhetorics of 

videogames.

One example of such an art work is Velvet Strike,33 a mod for the popular 

multiplayer online first-person shooter Counter Strike34 (See Appendix A for an image). 

Mods (or patches) are modifications of the videogame software that players can apply to 

a game installed on their personal computer.35 Frequently, these patches are released by 

the videogame's publisher or developer to make improvements to a game, add new 

features, or fix bugs.36 The mods I will discuss here belong to another category: the 

“Artistic Computer Game Modification” or “Art Mod” for short.37 Velvet Strike fits this 

category. The Velvet Strike project description reads, "Velvet-Strike is a collection of 

spray paints to use as graffiti on the walls, ceiling, and floor of the popular network 

shooter terrorism game ‘Counter-Strike’. Velvet-Strike was conceptualized during the 

33.  Schleiner, Condon, and Leandre, Velvet-Strike.
34.  Valve Corporation. Counter-Strike: Source. (PC Edition). Valve Corporation, 
2009. Counter-Strike was itself originally a multiplayer mod for Half-Life that proved so 
popular that it was commercially published by Half-Life publisher Sierra Entertainment/
Vivendi Universal.
35.  Recently, closed-console manufacturers like Microsoft, Nintendo and Sony have 
allowed companies to issue patches to their games via the online services of the Xbox 
360, Wii, and Playstation 3, respectively. However, the patching process is closed and the
average console-owner is not allowed to apply their own mods or patches to a game 
running on one of these three platforms.
36.  Stockburger, From Appropriation to Approximation.
37.  Cannon, Meltdown.
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beginning of Bush’s ‘War on Terrorism.’ We invite others to submit their own ‘spray-

paints’ relating to this theme.”

On its own, the statement doesn't sound profoundly revolutionary, but the project 

prompted angry responses from players of Counter-Strike. Some of these responses are 

catalogued by Rebecca Cannon in Meltdown. One player writes, “What a stupid 

initiative... don't piss off other people with your shit. Just a woman could have think (sic) 

of making something like Velvet-Strike... if you don't realize that videogame is just a 

videogame, an that it's a fake world, then GO PLAY WITH YOUR BARBIE.”38 This 

statement highlights the fact that not all players of videogames are interested in artistic 

interventions in videogames. What the virtual spray paints (the project labels them as 

“Counter-Military Graffiti for CS”) look like or how they affect the aesthetics of the 

game space is mostly irrelevant to the players; their frustration was instead caused by the 

intrusion into their game space, which had the potential to upset the balance of a highly 

competitive game scenario. If several people join a team and, instead of assisting in 

defeating the opposing team, spray graffiti around the virtual walls, a player’s ranking 

and “gamer cred” are in jeopardy. 

This highlights an important gulf that still exists to some extent: that between 

“gamers” and non-gamers. The title “Gamer” or “Hard-core Gamer” apply to the mostly 

male, traditional videogamers who are interested in keeping the hobby focused on a hard-

core audience and resist attempts to make videogames more accessible, fearing that their 

games will be “dumbed-down.” In his book Die Tryin’, Videogames, Masculinity, 

Culture, Derek A. Burrill puts hard-core gamers in a category of “digital boyhood,” in 

38.  Cannon, Meltdown, 48.
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which they continually perform their masculinity through technology - always needing to 

have the latest gadgets and most powerful computing platforms.39 Digital boyhood is not 

limited to males, but is a particular type of masculine performance that plays out in 

videogame and technological spaces. Burrill reminds us of two of the early theorists on 

games and play, Johan Huizinga and Roger Caillois, and their focus on the separation of 

games and life. 40 Burrill suggest that “…play and life are not only mutually constative, 

but they are also much more intertwined than either Huizinga or Caillois is willing to 

acknowledge.”41 Both authors — Caillois and Huizinga — were writing at the height of 

modernism and were likely trying to nail down the ideal game/play situation or space. 

The Counter Strike player discussed earlier who was unhappy about his game being 

infiltrated by artists (and female artists, in particular) brings to mind the hard distinction 

of the magic circle and adds gender to the conversation. The “digital boy” is the 

quintessential hard-core gamer, and everyone else is the other.42 One reason I discuss 

gender here is because it influences my own construction of self-identity through games. 

As a former hard-core gamer, I am now interested in interrogating that earlier definition 

of self through videogames, so it is important to include more audiences than the hard-

core gamer, and to do this we have to understand who the hard-core gamer is. 

39.  Burrill, Die Tryin’
40.  Huizinga, in particular, and his concept of the “magic circle,” which theoretically
limits the activities and effects of a game to the defined circle of play. This circle is not 
necessarily physical, but the agreed-upon space of play defined by the rules and players 
of the game.
41.  Burrill, Die Tryin’, 38.
42.  Although not explicitly mentioned, the digital boy is most likely a white male, as 
this is another stereotypical embodiment of the hard-core gamer.
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The issue of gender and the hard-core gamer in videogames has a counter-point in 

the art world, that of an entrenched connoisseur of high art, afraid of a similar dumbing-

down of the aesthetic purity of art. Hilton Kramer's critique of the MOMA's High/Low 

show of 1990 provides such an example.43 Kramer writes disparagingly of what he views 

as the removal of aesthetic judgement from the selection and analysis of works, “Mr. 

Varnedoe (ed. The show's curator) has clearly set the museum on a course that conforms 

to the practice of supplanting aesthetic categories of thought with those drawn from the 

social sciences.”44 While this may be accurate, Kramer shows disdain for this direction in 

the context of art and the MOMA. In their introduction to Videogames and Art, Clarke 

and Mitchell discuss a lack of a videogame aesthetic in most critical discussions of 

videogames. These critical discussions are usually reviews, made for the benefit of the 

buying public, and that focus heavily on game design, whether a game is fun, and 

whether it is worth the reader's money to purchase. These reviews disregard context in a 

different way, focusing on only one audience, the traditional videogame player, using fun 

as the main criteria for judging videogames. One possible reason for this is that the 

complexity of deeply critiquing a videogame is daunting because of the various contexts 

involved (platform, procedure, interface, software, etc.), but another possibility is that 

there is little incentive to venture outside of an established critical method – people who 

buy games looking for fun make up the primary audience of most game reviewers.

A similar disregard for context is exhibited by John Lanchester in his article for the 

London Review of Books entitled “Is it Art?”45 In it, Lancaster introduces videogames by 

43.  Kramer, The Varnedoe Debacle.
44.  Ibid., 200.
45.  Lanchester, Is it Art?.
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highlighting their economic accomplishments. 2008 was, after all, the year that 

videogames economically surpassed the music and film industries combined. Following 

this introduction: “There is no other medium that produces so pure a cultural segregation 

as video games, so clean-cut a division between the audience and non-audience.” He goes

on to assert that “books, films, TV, dance, theatre, music, painting, photography, 

sculpture” all are relevant to the public, in that the general public is either interested in 

them or not, but regardless has some notion that they exist. “They are part of our current 

cultural discourse. Video games aren't.” After an introduction that highlights the 

economic supremacy of videogames among media, it is simply wrong and short-sighted 

to suggest that videogames are outside of current cultural discourse. Interestingly, 

Lanchester goes on to imply that the invisibility of videogames allow them a certain kind 

of freedom to experiment (one that he doesn't think they take full advantage of). 

By simplifying this discussion to a binary judgement, Lanchester's statements 

disregard context by disregarding the history of binary oppositions that have appeared 

throughout art and media history. He either ignores or does not seem to realize that there 

is a huge public audience engaged in what are now called “Casual Games” (usually 

shorter games that people play for fun, often online, that tend to rely less on high-end 

technology)46 or that there is an entire independent game movement that is rapidly 

innovating, represented by universities, startup companies, and individuals. The 

Independent Games Festival47 is about to host its eleventh annual yearly awards show at 

46.  “It's Casual: Casual Gaming On The Rise,” http://kotaku.com/gaming/it.s-casual/
casual-gaming-on-the-rise-279716.php (Accessed March 11, 2009).
47.  “The 11th Annual Independent Games Festival,” http://www.igf.com/ (Accessed 
March 11, 2009).
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the ever-growing Game Developer's Conference. The gamer/non-gamer divide on which 

he is focused is a fiction. His main justification for this is that the game Bioshock “was a 

huge hit, and I have yet to encounter anyone who has ever heard of it.” Still, Lanchester 

makes some good points, the most salient being that games really can do better, and that 

one of the ways that they can improve artistically is to shed the idea that “difficulty is 

artistically desirable.” He argues that videogames defend their difficulty because they 

provide a work-like structure, “full of competitive, repetitive, quantifiable, measured 

progress towards goals determined by others,” that is familiar to the average player, and 

that in order to expand beyond this audience, they need to take more risks and shed some 

of their tight structure. What he's suggesting is that videogames should challenge the 

player (e.g. Intellectually, physically, or culturally) instead of merely providing mental 

difficulty. He ends this section with the thought that “Most video games aren’t nearly 

irresponsible enough.”48 49

Part of the lack of proper critical coverage of videogames is from a of lack of 

understanding by the general public. In Should Videogames be Viewed as Art?50, Brett 

Martin tells the story of the photographer Oscar Rejlander, one of the few artists of his 

time to argue that photography was an art. Some of the initial criticism of photography 

had to do with the ease with which cameras could recreate the work that took hours for 

landscape painters to create.51 People also responded differently to photographs that 

48.  Lanchester, Is it Art?
49.  A response of frustration from the player is a legitimate response in an art piece, 
but would likely be seen as invalidating of the experience (or purchase of the game) by a 
videogame critic.
50.  Martin, Should Videogames be Viewed as Art?.
51.  Ibid., 201.

23



contained nudes, which Rejlander's did, even though nude studies were respected in 

painting at the time. Photographs were viewed as more true-to-life, and thus some 

regarded Rejlander's work as pornography.52 

Popular responses to videogames today are similar to the responses to photography 

in Rejlander's day. Sensational news stories like a Fox News report calling Sony's 

Playstation Portable (PSP) videogame platform the “Playstation Pornable,” blaming 

portable gaming devices for content accessible through any home Internet connection 

simply because they can also connect to the Internet.53 Not only does the report make the 

common assumption that all videogames are made for and targeted towards children, but 

also that “gaming should be fun and entertaining; it shouldn't be a pathway to trouble.”54 

Similarly sensationalized news reports on videogame violence are common in the media, 

while similarly violent films are ignored. It is true is that we don't fully understand the 

effects of violent videogames, but it is also true that most people today are exposed to a 

large array of images from many different media sources, and a focus on videogames as 

the only cause of violent and anti-social behavior shows a lack of understanding of not 

only videogames, but also of how people respond to media in aggregate.

This doesn't necessarily get us any closer to a better understanding of Videogame 

Art, nor does it prove that the acceptance of videogames as an art form is imminent. What

we can see is that public responses to videogames have so far been consistent with 

responses to previous new technologies and mediums. Going back to Bogost and 

52.  Ibid., 202.
53.  Fox 29 News. “Fox 29 on the PlayStation Pornable,” 2006. http:/
/www.youtube.com/watch?v=4l7ng-U_fks.
54.  Ibid.
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Montfort on videogame consoles: “Only the serious investigation of computing systems  

as specific machines can reveal the relationships between these systems and creativity, 

design, expression, and culture.”55 Note that they don't mention art at all, and it may be 

true that culture is a more suitable arena within which to discuss videogames. 

Taking a Wider/Narrower View (Fan Art and Culture)

In the introduction to Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Exploring Participatory Culture,

media studies Professor Henry Jenkins confesses, “Hello. My name is Henry. I am a fan.”

56 This manner of confession speaks to the cultural moment, not very long ago, “when 

fans were marginal to the operations of our culture, ridiculed in the media, shrouded with 

social stigma, pushed underground by legal threats, and often depicted as brainless and 

inarticulate.” 57 Jenkins also talks about his experience writing a previous book, Textual 

Poachers, that defines fans as “rogue readers,” active in the interpretation and 

reinterpretation of their favorite fictional works. “A number of fans were nervous about 

what would happen if their underground culture was exposed to public scrutiny. They 

didn't love the media stereotypes of 'Trekkies,' but they weren't sure they wanted to open 

the closet doors either.”58 The rise of videogames into a powerful industry was paralleled 

by the rise of the Internet as a communication medium, which allowed fan culture to 

move from smaller group followings to massive collaborative communities based in 

online message boards and websites. These parallel developments, like the early 

55.  Montfort and Bogost, Racing the Beam, 4.
56.  Jenkins, Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers, 1.
57.  Ibid.
58.  Ibid.
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commercial availability of the camera, might have made it harder for videogames as a 

medium to be accepted as high art, but it allowed an underground culture to flourish and 

eventually become mainstream.

Gareth Schott and Andrew Burn discuss fan art in relation to fan participation in the

online message boards for the Oddworld59 series of videogames. Oddworld is actually a 

full fictionalized universe that happens to have been presented in videogame form thus 

far (although the collective animations from Abe's Exoddus were nominated for an 

Academy Award in the “Short Animation” category). On the “Oddworld Forums” 

message boards, artists share their concept drawings of characters and landscapes from 

the Oddworld universe, as well as give advice on various artistic techniques and offer 

critique of the works, all in a friendly, encouraging, and arguably non-critical way.60 

These fans are actively engaged in adding meaning to the stories they consume, and it is 

hard to imagine videogames being as popular as they are today without a vibrant fan 

community that contributes art inspired by the games61, game mods, and other forms of 

appropriation that respond aesthetically to videogames. 

It is essential to understand the concept of Fan Art (and why it requires distinction 

from art in general) because much of the art discussed by Clarke and Mitchell in 

Videogames and Art could either be seen as Fan Art or a close derivation of it. Much of it 

is inspired by videogames and, far from using them dismissively, celebrates the aesthetics

59.  Oddworld Official Site Page
60.  Schott and Burn, Fan-Art as a Function of Agency.
61.  An example artist is Mikaël Aguirre, aka Orioto, part of the community at 
deviantart.com, a website dedicated to artistic community that has sections dedicated to 
fan art. Aguirre creates striking portraits of memorable images in retro videogames like 
Mega Man, Metroid, Super Mario World, and others. His work can be seen at his website:
Aguirre, Orioto DeviantArt Portfolio.
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Press Release

       CONTACT: Joshua Fishburn
Phone: 720.663.8012

Email: josh.fishburn@gmail.com
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Videogames Play on Human Relationships

Denver, CO, September 16, 2009 — Starting October 9th, Plus Gallery will present 
Gaming the Network Poetic, a collection of five networked videogames developed around 
notions of anxiety, separation, and family. This newest project by internationally exhibited 
new media artist Joshua Fishburn takes videogames as a captivating human experience 
and extends them into a series of intimate portraits of intra-family relationships.

“I am always thinking about ways that videogames can both hide and expose their data, so 
using them to consider human relationships was a no-brainer,” says Fishburn, adding that 
the presentation of these games in a circular arrangement was a direct result of the theme 
of the project. Feeling competitive? Play the spoiler and make it tough for the other 
players. Want to cooperate? Conspire with your neighbor to boost both of your chances. 
Want to just watch? “Even the spectator can partake without picking up a controller as 
these games are designed to be moving and creating compelling images even when 
nobody is playing.”

The games themselves range from a kinetic puzzle game inspired by retro vector graphics 
to a sketch-like action game. They mix the nostalgic memory of the artist with the theme of 
each portrait. The games are designed to be easy to pick up and play and are presented in 
a unique, open configuration that invites the viewers to walk around the entire collection.

Gaming the Network Poetic will be installed on the 2nd Floor of Plus Gallery and remain 
on view through November 14th. The gallery will host an opening reception for Joshua 
Fishburn on Friday, October 9th from 7-9pm. Images of the project and models of the 
installation are available upon request.

Joshua Fishburn is a new media artist and candidate for a Master of Fine Arts Degree in 
Electronic Media Arts Design (eMAD) at the University of Denver. He has shown work at 
galleries in Denver, Colorado, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. He is also a 
videogame designer and educator. 

Plus Gallery is located at 2501 Larimer Street, directly east of the Benjamin Moore Paint 
Factory Lofts and five blocks north of Lodo. It is open Wednesday through Saturday from 
noon to 6pm, or by appointment. Plus Gallery is open for citywide First Fridays from 
6-8pm. Admission is free. Limited curbside parking is available directly south and East of 
the building. Metered parking spaces are usually available to the west of the building. The 
vacant lot to the south of the building may be used for parking in the evening until the lot 
begins to be redeveloped.

###
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Artist Statement for Plus Gallery

Gaming the Network Poetic

Artist Statement

I have been making experimental games for the past four years and have been occupied 

with problems of anxiety, separation, and family in these and my other work for at least as 

long. Gaming the Network Poetic creates a reflective space for the player/viewer to 

contemplate anxiety, separation, and family by addressing them in a poetic manner. A 

sixth game, arising from the intercommunication of the other five, is a puzzle: meant to 

represent human communication, it involves figuring out how the play of each game 

affects the behavior of the others. The computer network (and the overall Internet) knows 

how to do one thing very well: send pieces of information perfectly from one machine to 

another. Humans are not so direct or perfect, so the network of these games is made 

imperfect to reflect the nuance of human relationships.

Most networked videogames either directly connect players for competition or 

cooperation, or provide an ephemeral connection to allow the upload and comparison of 

single-player data. My interest is in a poetic network, one that addresses the project 

concept notions of anxiety, separation, and family to a group of viewer-players through the 

experience of playing the videogames. A player of one of the games will likely play alone, 

towards the unique goals and rewards of the individual game. And yet the five games are 

networked: the player’s actions in one have bearing on the gameplay of the other four, 

such that the player cannot escape the presence of the others. Gaming the Network Poetic 

is at once solitary, and communal. Extending the communal aspect with considerations for 

the presentation of the games in a gallery setting. The passive viewer can experience 

Gaming the Network Poetic without picking up a controller, but like those who are outside 

of a conflict will come away with a different perspective.
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Model with screenshots from the games
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