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In today’s artistic climate, modernist art categories seem 
to be less transcendent. Scholars like Horkheimer and 
Adorno, Marcuse, Eco, Lyotard, Bourdieu, Huyssen, 
Mitchell, Jameson, Bauman, Debray et al have all ad-
dressed our most complex cultural challenge––the high 
art versus pop culture debate––but we still lack a con-
ceptual framework for providing critical judgment. From 
Modernism’s high art culture, based on typographic 
knowledge and forms, identified with the dialectic of 
“innovation,” we have shifted into Post-Modernism’s 
pop culture, defined by visual recognition and narratives 
and rooted in the rhetoric of “post–production.”

Some scholars and professionals claim this debate is out-
dated, nostalgic, even irrelevant, but at ARTPULSE we be-
lieve the opposite. The debate sits at the heart of today’s so-
ciety. Investigating the complex, contradictory relationship 
between high art and pop culture helps us recognize the 
ideological, sociological and cognitive conventions of Neo-
liberalism and how it affects the contemporary subject. 

Even if different adaptations of this debate have been 
tackled in the past, today’s coordinates come from to-
tally different technological, political and sociological 
perspectives, especially when we consider the relation-
ship between cultural producers and consumers. So to-
day’s conclusions must differ from those of past debates. 

Also, in the current atmosphere of “culture capitalism,” 
culture has become, in  Marx’s terminology, infrastructure. 
It subsumes economic, political and ideological capital. 
Think of Olympiads, World Cup Championships and other 
big sporting events, tourism, casinos, festivals and bienni-
als, museum blockbuster exhibits, and mass distributed pop 
culture in movies, songs, books––all these products of the 
so-called “experience economy.” 

Amidst all this, Clement Greenberg, from his bygone 
era, seems as relevant as ever. His stigma of kitsch 
haunts us still. Our definition of kitsch needs to be 
expanded and redefined. It assaults all contemporary 
life in art, aesthetics, politics, social lives and even the 
utopian. Twitter, Facebook and Instagram have only 
accentuated the narrative of “kitsch.” 

And finally, we must look inside the art world, to 
whom the analysis of pop culture has never been im-
portant––except for some works that acquire the sta-
tus of oeuvre d’auteur.  We dismiss it as simple pop, as 
low culture. We at ARTPULSE think art historians, 
art critics and artists themselves need to look extramu-
ros to revitalize the arts. One way of doing this is by 
engaging with current visual pop society.

As such, two cultural vectors intersect during our 
contemporary moment. On the one hand, we have high 
art practices that are “poppish,” incorporating pop 
culture references that most often lean on kitsch and 
celebrity (Jeff Koons, Richard Prince, Elizabeth Pey-
ton, Julian Opie, Francesco Vezzolli, Damien Hirst, Ta-
kashi Murakami et al). This approach accommodates 
the tastes of both new and seasoned collectors. We also 
witness “high artists” such as Shirin Neshat and Steve 
McQueen, whose ventures into the more commercial 
film world have been very successful. Spectacle-driven 
exhibitions like that of Salvador Dali at the Reina Sofía 
or Marina Abramović’s retrospective at MoMA, aimed 
at mass audiences, reinforce the crossover of high art 
into mainstream culture. 

All the while, as Adorno points out with his “culture 
industries,” we manufacture cultural artifacts and mass 
distribute them––from pop songs (Madonna and Lady 
Gaga), films (Matrix and Memento), books (Freedom and 
The Boy in the Striped Pajamas), TV series (The Wire and 
The Simpsons) comics (Superman’s “The Incident” and 
Marjane Satrapi’s “Persepolis”), to videogames (Grand 
Theft Auto and The Stanley Parable). These pop forms 
all incorporate both subtle and obvious references to high 
art. In addition, there are performers like David Bowie, 
James Franco, Brian Eno and Peter Greenaway who have 
engaged both domains for many years.

Following is a series of questions to help articulate 
this paradigm:

1) Is there a way past the Marxist and Frankfurt 
School’s “undialectical” dialectics of high art as 
authentic art and pop culture as mere commodi-
fication? 

2) How can we reformulate Greenberg’s definition of 
kitsch that has comprised practically all pop culture? 

3) Are museums to blame for turning artworks into 
mass-consumed icons reproduced on mugs, bags and 
towels, or is this process inevitable in advanced, free-
market democratic societies? 

4) Can we develop strategies to comprehend the complexi-
ties and contradictions of pop culture in the context of 
contemporary capitalism and thus provide a more criti-
cal perspective of culture? 

5) Does pop culture have any positive effects on democ-
racy and social life? 

6) Is art history still the primary discipline engaged in a 
critical and fruitful dialogue with pop culture, or do 
we need to look extramuros?

We have asked international professionals in fields relevant 
to this ‘expanded field’––art history, visual studies, cultural 
studies, film, literature, sociology, philosophy and anthro-
pology––to address any of these questions or express a po-
sition on the topic in general. To all, our sincere gratitude 
for the time, commitment and knowledge they have gener-
ously shared with ARTPULSE and its readers. 

In addition, this issue of ARTPULSE features essays 
and interviews by leading professionals on the relation-
ship between high art and pop culture: Michele Robec-
chi talks in his column in a personal manner about “pop 
icon” Marina Abramović; Alistair Brown on video games’ 
aesthetics; Domenico Quaranta on contemporary art and 
online popular culture; Javier Panera on Brit Pop and 
YBAs; and interviews with philosopher Gianni Vattimo 
by Max Ryynänen, visual artist Peter Drake by Stephen 
Knudsen and my own interview with Mieke Bal, cultural 
theorist and filmmaker. The questionnaire and essays serve 
as ARTPULSE’s contribution, and its challenge, to recent 
developments in the interpretation of culture. 

Paco Barragán
Guest Editor 



 21

artPULSE
KETTLE’S WHISTLE
30 Minutes out of 512 Hours / By Michele Robecchi

PUSH TO FLUSH
Marx, Social Struggle, and Cinema / By Paco Barragán

FEATURES
High Art versus Pop Culture Now (An International Survey) / By Paco Barragán

Response. Contemporary Art and Online Popular Culture / By Domenico Quaranta

The High, The Low and The Weak. An Interview with Gianni Vattimo / By Max Ryynänen

Cool Britannia. Interactions between the Young British Artists and the Brit Pop in the 
1990s / By F. Javier Panera

What Makes a Videogame Great? Problems of Videogame Aesthetics / By Alistair Brown

A Conversation with Peter Drake / By Stephen Knudsen

DIALOGUES FOR A NEW MILLENNIUM 
Interview with Mieke Bal / By Paco Barragán

ART CRITICS’ READING LIST
Jozef Kovalčik

Jaimey Hamilton Faris

REVIEWS
JJ Manford & Max Razdow, by Vanessa Albury (Freight + Volume, New York) / Bloodflames 
Revisited, by Stephanie Buhmann (Paul Kasmin Gallery, New York) / Sense Objects, by 
Owen Duffy (Fridman Gallery, New York) / Kara Walker, by Keren Moscovitch (Domino Sugar 
Factory, New York) / Robert Swain, by Megan Abrahams (Santa Monica Museum of Art, Los 
Angeles) / June Wayne, by Megan Abrahams (Pasadena Museum of California Art) / Joe 
Lloyd, by Megan Abrahams (Western Project, Los Angeles) / Here|Now, by Jeriah Hildwine 

(Design Cloud, Chicago) / Mutual Ruins, by Stephanie Burke (Heaven Gallery, Chicago) / 
Joseph Noderer, by William Eckhardt Kohler (Linda Warren Projects, Chicago) / Taylor Da-
vis, by Vanessa Platacis (The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, Ridgefield, Conn.) / Emma 
Álvarez-Piñeiro, by Raisa Clavijo (Arch Gallery, Miami) / Adler Guerrier, by Heike Dempster 
(Pérez Art Museum Miami) / Carrie Moyer, by Louise Carrie Wales (SCAD Museum of Art, 
Savannah, GA) / Steve Locke, by renée c. hoogland (Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit) / 
Manuel Mendive, by Irina Leyva-Pérez (N’Namdi Center for Contemporary Art, Detroit) / The 
Newspaper Project, by Douglas Max Utter (William Busta Gallery, Cleveland) / Katherine 
Tzu-Lan Mann, by Owen Duffy (Kashya Hildebrand, London) / Apocryphal Colony, by Paco 
Barragán (MUSAC, León, Spain) / C-32. Sucursal, by Gaby Cepeda (MALBA, Buenos Aires).

NO. 20 | VOLUME 6 | YEAR 2014 | WWW.ARTPULSEMAGAzINE.COM

22

24

26

34

38

42

46

50

56

60

62

60

Front Cover: 
Erwin Olaf, Rouge, Player 1, 2005. Courtesy of 
Erwin Olaf Studio.

22



22 ARTPULSE l www.artpulsemagazine.com

Kettle’s Whistle

30 Minutes out of 512 Hours 
By Michele RoBecchi

Courtesy of her three-month residency at 

the Serpentine*, I decide to go to see Marina 

Abramović. Her performance takes place ev-

ery day from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., so there is 

only a half hour of free time in the morning 

after she arrives. When I get to the gallery at 9:15, a crowd of 

about 20 hardcore devotees is already camping outside the main 

entrance. As I walk in, I’m ushered upstairs, where Marina is en-

joying her morning coffee on the roof terrace under the sun. It’s 

hard to think of a better place than the Serpentine for this kind 

of event. It’s a relatively small building, defined by its friendly 

architecture and surrounded by nature––the ideal place in which 

to concentrate before spending seven hours in a windowless space 

absorbing the spiritual energy of hundreds of strangers. Marina 

is in a jovial mood. The morning is the only time of the day when 

she can afford to be social. By the end of day she is reduced to a 

jellybean. In order to regain functionality, her post-performance 

routine consists of a salt bath and eight straight hours of sleep. 

The performance has evolved significantly since its opening night. 

The gallery rooms are no longer empty, as a set of props, including 

tables, beds and chairs, are now part of the experience. The initial 

minimal setting has gradually been replaced by a more new agey, 

semi-religious atmosphere. Predictably, amongst the public, there are 

regulars. It’s difficult to understand what exactly these people are look-

ing for––spiritual assistance, existential answers, intimacy, an artistic 

career, perhaps a bit of everything. This is being a fan in its most per-

verse, obsessive way, and this is probably why, disguised as audience 

members, a couple of guards discreetly hang out in the gallery all day. 

At 10 a.m. sharp Marina goes downstairs and the show begins. 

She personally opens the door and greets each visitor, shaking 

hands as if she is welcoming guests to a party. It’s a great start. 

One should come early in the morning only to see this. Once the 

maximum number of people allowed is in, phones and bags are 

checked into nearby lockers and headphones are handed over to 

reinforce acoustic isolation. As the crowd fills the gallery, Marina 

takes my hand and we walk in. 

For the next half hour, in the unusual context of a packed but 

silent, electromagnetic, energy-free space, Marina and I walk hand 

in hand. Slowly. One step at a time. The left leg first and then the 

right one. Occasionally we stop in front of a blank wall and we 

stare at the void for a few seconds. We then turn, switch hands and 

start walking again. People around us, either looking or engaged in 

similar activities with her assistants, soon become a blur and van-

ish. So does the space. The only thing left to look at is the floor, to 

keep the pace. But it’s easy, as we are pretty much the same height. 

Thoughts get abstract as we walk. Hand in hand. Slowly. 

I think about my art college days, when I first heard the names 

Ulay & Marina Abramović, along with Vito Acconci, Gina Pane, 

Chris Burden, Valie Export. I realize Marina is the only one of the 

lot still performing. 

I think about my maiden trip to the Venice Biennale in 1997, the 

mountain of bones she left in the Italian Pavilion after her perfor-

mance, and the terrible smell of blood in the room.

I think about Bosnia, Croatia and Serbia in those days. 

I think about the first time I saw Marina lecturing in Milan.

I think about the same lecture in Venice in 1999 a couple of 

years later. I think about the guy sitting next to me expressing his 

disgust at “this woman who imposes her violence” only to make a 

complete U-turn and being won over after seeing a video of Ulay 

pointing an arrow at Marina and her heartbeat going faster. 

I think about the rope ladders she left hanging on the rocky hills 

of Vejer de la Frontera in Spain. 

I think about her riding a white horse and waving a white flag 

as a tribute to her father, who was a high-ranking officer in the 

Yugoslavian army. 

I think about my first working experience with Marina seven 

years later at Contemporary magazine. 

I think about the special edition we made to celebrate her 60th 

birthday. 

I think about our e-correspondence. I think about the respect-

ful compliment I once paid her for her terrific shape, and her reply 

that I inadvertently trashed before reading. 

I think about the book we created together at Phaidon two years 

later. 

I think about the first time I met her and all the times I’ve seen 

her around over the years. 

And I think about Marina now. Walking hand in hand with me. 

Silently. Slowly. 

As I leave the building, I think about all the people I walked 

with holding hands. It’s a longer, more varied list than expected. 

There is my grandmother. My mother. My niece. My partner. But 

there is also my kindergarten teacher. My early school mates. My 

older cousins. And others I remember or can’t remember. 

And Marina Abramović.   

* “Marina Abramović: 512 Hours” was performed at the Serpentine 

Gallery in London from June 11th to August 25th, 2014.  
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push to flush

For Marx, class struggle is the pivotal ele-
ment in the direction of history. “The his-
tory of all hitherto existing human society is 
the history of class struggles,” he wrote in 
The Communist Manifesto (1848). In short, 
this struggle between the main classes—the 

bourgeoisie and the proletariat—for the means of production, in 
which the losing working class has to alienate her labor, creates 
the necessary social conditions for class conflict in a dialectic pro-
cess that leads to social change and the progression of history. An-
other fascinating debate about class is Ralf Dahrendorf’s exquisite 
Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (1959), for whom 
class is not based on property but authority: a role or position that 
grants the rights to exercise coercive control over others, creating 
superordinates and subordinates. 

Culture, according to Marx, belongs, together with ideology, re-
ligion and art, to the superstructure and not the material base of 
society. As a matter of fact, Marx’s ideas about art were rather 
classic and even contradictory: He proclaimed capitalism’s hostility 
toward art’s creativity, especially because it integrated it into the 
realm of material production whose final goal was massive public 
distribution. But this is not totally true, as not all artistic disciplines 
and genres—visual arts, theatre, pop music, literature, dance, po-
etry––are subjected in the same degree to the laws of capitalist pro-
duction. Some are obviously more than others. Marx, for example, 
couldn’t foresee cinema, nevertheless the validity of his thesis con-
cerning capitalism’s hostility towards creativity is still solid as a 
rock. Needless to say, Hollywood has subjected cinema to the ruth-
less dynamics of materialist production and profitability criteria. 
Creativity has to be found in alternative places. 

Finally, capitalism hasn’t fallen yet, and the bourgeoisie—now 
supported by bureaucrats and corporations—maintains the status 
quo by a false consciousness that keeps workers from revolting 
(maybe the problem is that there is no working class anymore but 
only a middle class). And so does cinema, whose massive roster of 
distributed products contribute to Marcuse’s brilliant thesis on the 
“affirmative character of culture.”

Since its inception, cinema has been interested in class struggle, 
and the elaboration of its themes has been extremely creative: 
bourgeoisie against proletariat, rich against poor, capitalists 
against communists, man against machine, man against animal, 
man against alien—and especially in dystopian futures set in to-
talitarian nations where once the class struggle is over, survivors 
now struggle for mere survival. 

Remember Mad Max (1979), set in a devastated Australia where 
motorcycle gangs terrorize the population living in small communities, 
with Mel Gibson as the outlaw and petrol the sought-after “property.” 
Similarly, The Hunger Games (2012), is a parable of rich and poor in 
Panem, a country where the wealthy Capitol rules over 12 poor dis-
tricts. The poor districts revolted against The Capitol but failed, and 

now as tribute two members of each district—the means of produc-
tion—have to participate in an annual televised death match. 

For Marx, the progressive forces of technology would bring to man-
kind a better (classless) society. But throughout the 20th century we 
have witnessed its massive destructive potential, so it’s hardly a sur-
prise that many science fiction films envision the man-machine strug-
gle. One of my favorite movies is the cyberpunk Bladerunner (1982): 
The mega-corporation Tyrell disposes thousands of replicants––the 
means of production again––who are used for dangerous work on 
off-world colonies, and special officer Richard Decker has to retire a 
group who has returned to earth. The struggle between House Har-
konnen and House Atreides over the production of the life-extending 
and consciousness-expanding “spice” is the conflict in the fascinating 
Dune (1984). Yet another equally brilliant film is The Matrix (1999), 
in which humans wage a war against machines. The machines keep 
humans trapped in a simulation world called “The Matrix” and har-
vest human’s bioelectricity as a substitute for solar energy. Humans––
the workers––have become alienated and fail to recognize the surplus 
of their labor enslaved by the capitalists––the machines––but Neo, 
The One, will lead the rebellion and “unplug” them. More recently 
and making the same argument is the captivating and socially critical 
Sleep Dealer (2008) by Alex Rivera, which tells of a future in which 
technology oppresses migrants who remotely control the robots who 
have replaced them as workers. Unlike The Matrix, here “noders” are 
very aware of their alienation of labor in hands of the “sleep deal-
ers,” who have constructed unsafe sweatshops––economies of scale––
where cheap labor is performed for corporations in the U.S.

We should also mention the censored Korean movie Snowpiercer 
(2013) and the Canadian-French Upside Down (2012), but we’re 
running out of space. Walter Benjamin strongly believed in mass 
culture and particularly film as an instrument of political mobiliza-
tion and struggle, but the words of Snow, the President of The Capi-
tol played by Donald Sutherland, warn us that “giving too much 
hope can actually be too dangerous.” Now the question is whether 
cinema in particular and culture in general have become, to para-
phrase Marx, “the new opiate of the people.”   

Marx, Social Struggle, 
and Cinema
By Paco BaRRagán 

Sleep Dealer by filmmaker Alex Rivera, promotional poster. 
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In our current era of ‘cultural capitalism,’ as I like to frame it, re-
vising and reformulating the complex and contradictory relation-
ship between High Art and pop culture is not merely an exercise of 
nostalgia or outdatedness, but a serious attempt to comprehend the 
ideological, sociological and cognitive conventions of neoliberalism 
and how it affects the contemporary subject.  

Besides the global international scope of the ARTPULSE question-
naire, we also pursued a mix of established and emergent practitioners. 
And at the risk of sounding self-congratulatory, we sincerely believe we 
have achieved this goal—we received 62 questionnaires—and would 
like to express our gratitude to the wide and varied participants for 
their commitment, knowledge and challenging perspectives.

Following are the series of questions we posed to help articulate 
this paradigm:

1) Is there a way past the Marxist and Frankfurt School’s “undia-
lectical” dialectics of High Art as authentic art and pop culture as 
mere commodification? 

2) How can we reformulate Greenberg’s definition of ‘kitsch’ that 
has comprised practically all pop culture? 

3) Are museums to blame for turning artworks into mass-con-
sumed icons reproduced on mugs, bags and towels, or is this pro-
cess inevitable in advanced, free-market democratic societies? 

4) Can we develop strategies to comprehend the complexities and 
contradictions of pop culture in the context of contemporary capi-
talism and so provide a more critical perspective of culture? 

5) Does pop culture have any positive effects on democracy and 
social life? 

6) Is art history still the primary discipline engaging in a criti-
cal and fruitful dialogue with pop culture, or do we need to look 
extramuros?

BoUnDaRieS, RoPeS, anD DiFFeRenTial aUTonoMy 
We will start by highlighting some of the answers of those partici-
pants who have expressed an overall position on the topic. For visual 
theorist James Elkins (USA, based in Chicago) this debate “will seem 
like an old question, one that was asked in the early 1990s.” Elkins 

supports his argumentation by recalling Kirk Vanerdoe and Adam 
Gopnik’s exhibition at MoMA titled “High & Low: Modern Art 
and Popular Culture,” (1991). He states that expecting the return of 
this debate is “an effect of the artworld’s habit of reading and forget-
ting selectively.” For theoretician Jozef Kovalčik (Slovakia, based in 
Bratislava), who lectures at the Academy of Fine Arts and Design 
Bratislava (AFAD), the identity of pop culture was traditionally “de-
fined in relation to high art as mere kitsch—simple, formulaic and 
commercial,” and since the 1960s “high culture was open to popular 
culture and democratization,” and “the concept of high culture is not 
plausible anymore” but ends up signaling the fact that art institutions 
where high culture is produced “are still not democratic enough.” 

For associate professor of communication and culture at Indi-
ana University Jon Simons (UK-Israel, based in Bloomington, Ind.), 
“The boundary between cultural producers and consumers is be-
ing effaced,” and this “transformation of relations between cultural 
production and consumption matters far more than the distinction 
between high and low culture, or postmodernism’s undermining of 
it.” In this same spirit, a series of art practitioners signal this mutual 
approach or hybridization between “hi and lo.” Dutch photogra-
pher and filmmaker Erwin Olaf (The Netherlands, based in Am-
sterdam) is of the opinion that “Pop culture adapts more easily to 
high art and wants to use often the ‘look’ of (high) art as an inspira-
tion or plain imitation to sell more of a mass product,” while high 
art insists on “communicating first of all that it is art by creating 
first sight non-aesthetic, repetitive and super intellectual works that 
prevent the mass consumer from understanding.” For visual artist 
Walter Bortolossi (Switzerland, based in Udine, Italy), high and pop 
culture are part of the “same rope,” in which the two ends of the 
rope signal “different manifestations of the rope, and not necessar-
ily the most fundamental” and in which each artist is confronted 
with the “risk of ‘watering down’ the product in the interest of ap-
pealing to a public and shying away from any kind of complexity.” 

Performer and new media artist Pamela Z (USA, based in San Fran-
cisco) thinks that operating along and occupying the “soft borders of 
disciplines” has been irresistible, and it is the very nature of our “capi-
talist society’s commercialism which encourages the co-opting of any 
idea or thing that can in any way be monetized,” but “affording art-
ists the freedom to incorporate whatever elements they feel moved to 
include in their work”. On the other hand, painter and educator Jason 
Hoelscher (USA, based in Savannah) acknowledges as well “today’s 
intensive hybridizations of culture modes” and proposes the term “dif-

HigH Art verSuS PoP Culture Now 
(An International Survey) 

ARTPULSE has asked professionals it has identified as relevant in this ‘expanded field’ to address either one or 
several questions related to the dialectics of High Art versus pop culture—or, on the contrary, to express an overall 
position on the topic in general. The ARTPULSE questionnaire has been sent out to approximately 130 professionals 
internationally, among which art professionals (art historians, art critics, artists, curators and museum directors) and 
professionals from the field of visual studies, cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, philosophy and literature. 

By Paco BaRRagán
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ferential autonomy”: “not a linear, hierarchically exclusive mode of 
discourse like that posited by Greenberg, but rather a heterarchical, 
networked system of feedback relations, in which a form’s independent 
status is reciprocally clarified and enhanced through the ways it dif-
fers from surrounding forms.” Visual artist Jeanne Susplugas (France, 
based in Paris) acknowledges the “leveling of culture” in which “quan-
tity became quality” and provides two examples: While “the Pharrell  
Williams curated show at Galerie Perrotin Paris is like rush hour in the 
metro, people [also] queue up to see Bill Viola’s show at Grand Palais,” 
concluding that “the problem is that culture has become synonymous 
with leisure.” Finally, for visual artist Sašo Stanojkovik (Macedonia, 
based in Skopje, Macedonia, and London), it is important to point 
out that “in some contexts where the art market hasn’t developed yet 
and the capitalist structures and relations haven’t yet involved art (e.g. 
Macedonia), a completely different set of questions are more urgent but 
are also related to the relation between neo-liberal capitalism and art 
and how populism overwrites art.”

The director of Spanish MUSAC Museum Manuel Olveira (based 
in Leon, Spain) considers “culture today, more than ever, porous 
and interconnected” and, although he’s aware of the “way in which 
pop culture feeds back to produce new habits of thought and action, 
conduct and expression that likely wouldn’t exist in its absence—a 

culture of high art, as it were”   ––he is nevertheless worried about 
the fact “that this open field of culture tends to reinforce more than 
it challenges one’s existing preferences or ways of doing or appre-
ciating images, things and cultural products.” For anthropologist 
Carlos Granés (Colombia, based in Madrid), “Pop is acceptance,” 
and “Acceptance is, or can be seen, as the reverse of high culture.” 
Furthermore, “Pop culture is an urban culture” that appeals to a 
“contemporary sensibility because it is transgressive, youthful and 
rebellious, but in such a way that nothing is really defied or altered.” 

For his part, art critic Barry Schwabsky (USA, based in New 
York) wrote a couple of years ago in his recently reprinted book 
Words for Art: Criticism. History, Theory, Practice, “The art 
world is a specialized milieu based on taste” and dependent “on the 
value of authenticity and a disdain for the aesthetics of mainstream 
mass culture” and, in a funny sense, “The art world doesn’t know 
whether it is a subculture pretending to be a culture or a culture 
pretending to be a subculture.” Finally, Iranian visual artist and 
filmmaker based in New York Shoja Azadi points out that with the 
contradictions of cultural production “through the complex web of 
exchange and the theoretical (read: ideological) mumbo jumbo of 
academic valuation and curatorial appraisal, the end result is none 
but that of alienation and estrangement.”

Walter Bortolossi Immanuel Kant meets Mark Zuckerberg, 2011, oil on canvas, 47.24” x 59.” Courtesy the artist.
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MaRXiST anD FRanKFURT School 
‘UnDialecTical’ DialecTicS 
Regarding the first question of our survey—“Is there a way past the 
Marxist and Frankfurt School’s ‘undialectical’ dialectics of high art 
as authentic art and pop culture as mere commodification?”—we 
can consider the words of Shoja Azadi, who affirms that “The dis-
course needs to address the morphing of both academia and cultural 
production within the new realities of financial capitalism. Art and 
culture are now treated and viewed as financial assets, while aca-
demia at large is vested in power sharing with, as opposed to chal-
lenging, institution.” French art theorist and director of the Visual 
Arts School (ENSBA) in Paris Nicolas Bourriaud prefers “to oppose 
an art which generates thought and sensations to an art that produc-
es nothing but the repetition of its premises, that needs a ‘cultural’ 
crutch to exist. And I am not sure that ‘authenticity’ is not a really 
dubious concept.” James Lough (USA, based in Savannah), a profes-
sor in the Department of Writing at Savannah College of Art and De-
sign (SCAD) thinks we can’t ignore “the anxious dialectic between 
high and low, the Great Divide that Huyssen critiqued. We have to be 
able to look at all of it, from sitcoms to Nam June Paik, and evaluate 
the works’ artistic merits as well as their ideologies—based on what 
the works are trying to achieve artistically and the messages they 
convey, on purpose or not.” For director of the Van Abbe Museum 
Charles Esche (U.K., based in Eindhoven, the Netherlands), this is a 
debate that “already happened long ago” and says you can’t see “the 
last 30 years without thinking this issue is already resolved.” Fur-
thermore, he reminds us, “The market determines art’s authenticity 
through trading it in the galleries and auction houses.” 

For Manuel González de Ávila (Spain, based in Salamanca), a 
lecturer in comparative literature at the University of Salamanca 
(USAL), “This dialectic is, in its epistemological and sociological 
sense, insuperable, and will never disappear from our discourses 
about art. Even the debates that put it in question merely counter-
sign and authenticate as its very condition of possibility as debates,” 
stressing furthermore that what makes a work of art high or low “is 
not only a set of characteristics or properties inherent to the one or 
to the other, but also the type of aesthetical, cognitive and emotion-
al operations its receiver carries on in his reception.” That is, “We 
must recognize that ‘high’ culture is something embedded in social 
subjects, in their minds and in their bodies, and not only a property 
of the select objects they manipulate, create, transform or receive.” 
Professor in screen studies at Melbourne University Angela Ndal-
ianis (Australia, based in Melbourne) considers that “High art also 
succumbs to an economic logic. It may not be concerned with ‘mere 
commodification,’ but it is focused on an elitism that I find even 
more problematic,” because above all, “popular culture has mas-
tered the capacity to engage in undialectical resistance (often more 
so than high art) that runs parallel with the changed conditions of 
our cultures, economies, models of technological communication.” 

Executive director of Higashiyima Artists Placement Service 
Endo Mizuki (Japan, based in Kyoto) thinks that it doesn’t really 
matter whether it’s “high or not, pop or low” as we see that “a sort 
of autonomous logic appears in specific cultural contexts, with crit-
ical potentials to society” that forms the “base of cultural reality, 
which is not divided in a binary way nor developing linearly.” Peter 
Weibel (Germany, based in Karlsruhe), the chairman and CEO of 
the Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe (ZKM), says “that the 
expectations and claims of high art have been partially as illusion-

istic as the promises of pop culture. The starting point should be 
the question of distribution. Mass culture is for infinite distribution 
for the many. High culture is for zero distribution: the original for 
the happy few. High art must accept a new logic of distribution in 
the digital age.” Distribution also appears to be a strong argument 
for Domenico Quaranta (Italy, based in Brescia), the artistic direc-
tor of the Link Center for the Arts of the Information Age, who 
signals that “In the age of globalization, information and accelera-
tionism, this perspective is completely outdated,” as the “contem-
porary art world stopped being a place for innovation in the 1970s” 
and reminding us that “only a few collectors are buying digital files, 
in most cases stored on a physical support (!) and accompanied by 
a certificate of authenticity (!!).”

Chinese Colin Chinnery, artistic director of Wuhan Art Termi-
nus (WH.A.T) in Beijing, feels that “There is no way we can divorce 
commodification and culture, at least not in visual art and not in 
this era,” despite “pop art’s valiant attempts to confront or even de-
stroy this dialectic,” largely “because contemporary art no longer 
deals with one but many cultural/economic contexts, each going 
through a different stage in the transition to post industrial con-
sumerist societies.” For visual artist Arturo Duclos (Chile, based 
in Santiago), the breakdown of the Berlin Wall and the fall of the 
USSR brought with it the disappearance of this dialectics and the 
“construction of a new order, which is beyond a dialectic between 
high art and pop culture” in which “the phantom of utopia still 
feeds art and moves artists to search a better life quality for the 
people instead of questioning high or low culture.” For his part, 
Australian based in Perth Darren Ansted, coordinator of painting 
at Curtin University in Western Australia, Adorno’s “pronounce-
ments on art, both high and low, are pessimistic,” and the “conser-
vative Marxist lens through which he views art is unduly narrow,” 
as “he situates art as part of the superstructure, and not part of the 
material basis of society, a view which casts art as empty.” He ends 
by saying that we can better “explore theorists who have engaged 
different ways of understanding art, like Mikhail Bakhtin—for 
whom artists co-author reality with viewers.” 

We finish a selection of the first block of answers regarding the 
“undialectical” dialectics with three reflections on the commodifica-
tion of society. For visual artist Marc Bijl (The Netherlands, based in 
Berlin), we live “in an overconsuming capitalist society where every-
thing is for sale, resale and to buy,” and “if you want to live you have 
to work and participate and accept the very fact that intellectualism, 
high art and high culture is—by nature—a ‘commodification’ itself. 
It always was in its own right. A product of its well-educated people 
and society,” it indicates that “the “undialectical” can be made dia-
lectical, Beuys can be made Pop, kitsch can turn into intellectualism 
and Warhol can sound like a sociopolitical criticaster if you only read 
the right auction house catalogues.” Director of Museum of Contem-
porary Canadian Art Davis Liss (Canada, based in Toronto) is aware 
that “Capitalism has most certainly found a way around dialectics 
and authenticity. So if one wishes to make distinctions between ‘high 
art’ and ‘pop culture,’ for better or for worse, commodification is 
no longer a meaningful way to measure such distinctions. Certainly 
art and cultural industries have done very well by capitalism, and 
I wouldn’t make the assumption that art’s status as a sought-after 
commodity automatically renders it inauthentic.”

Max Ryynänen (Finland, based in Helsinki), an aesthetician and 
a lecturer in theory of visual culture at Aalto University, finds that 
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“Adorno’s ‘Culture Industry’ is a fun and provocative text to read, 
but I can’t see that this division of culture would really be relevant 
for all fields of culture,” as “we’ve had avant-garde popular cul-
ture—from the first rough bebop recordings to today’s experimen-
tal rock music—and we’ve always had a soapy side in the arts as 
well (some fairs, museums, etc). A lot of that is more from the logic 
of commodification.” We can conclude with Robin van den Ak-
ker (based in Rotterdam, the Netherlands), a lecturer in continen-
tal philosophy and cultural studies at Erasmus University College 
Rotterdam, who affirms that “If we were to speak of dialectics we 
should therefore rather say that the contradiction between high art 
and pop culture had been ‘resolved’ (‘aufgehoben’) under postmod-
ernism, resulting in both a dissolving and a maintaining of the dis-
tinction between high and low, pure and corrupted, autonomous 
and fallen (in the Heideggerian sense).”

gReenBeRg, KiTSch, anD conTeMPoRaRy SocieTy
For Celeste Olalquiaga (Venezuela, based in New York and Ca-
racas), cultural historian and author of The Artificial Kingdom: 
A Treasury of the Kitsch Experience, “Greenberg’s definition of 
kitsch (which, by the way, is not his, but was taken from Hermann 
Broch) as a bad copy of art has the advantage of mainly being ap-
plicable to art itself. Popular culture is an entirely different ball-
game. It is not interested in being art, anymore than kitsch cares 
about whether it is original or fake. It just is, period. This is one of 
the big pluses of popular culture, kitsch or no kitsch: it just doesn’t 
care to bow to distinctions, it is not in the business of establish-
ing hierarchies of better and worse, it just wants to be liked.” But, 
Olalquiaga proceeds, “Both art and popular culture can be kitsch 
if by kitsch we understand a saturation of codes, that formal ex-
cess which modern rationality abhors.” She concludes by stressing 

Miguel Aguirre, Cherilyn Sarkisian LaPierre, 
2008-2011, oil on paper, 19.68” x 11.8.” Cour-
tesy of Galería Pilar Serra, Madrid.
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“Kitsch is anti-essentialist and deeply democratic. It is not a stored-
up cultural capital that feeds off its ancestry or intellectual depth, 
but rather a free radical that ignites both what is valued and what is 
discarded. It is precisely this equalizing talent that makes kitsch so 
hard to accept.” Jennifer Gilmore (USA, based in New York), nov-
elist and author of Something Red and The Mothers, reminds us 
that “Greenberg himself came to reject his own notion of kitsch,” 
and while “looking at kitsch in the literary world, one of the pri-
mary concerns of Greenberg’s piece, it makes itself known in a va-
riety of ways. We see it through irony, for example. It signals the 
reader with a wink, always aware of itself as in some of the novels 
by Philip Roth, Umberto Eco and Salman Rushdie.” We can come 

to the conclusion that “Now, kitsch is high art, even though what 
that looks like is up for debate. Literature has come to embrace the 
kitsch of comic books, genre literature, young adult fiction.” 

Hajime Nariai (Japan, based in Tokyo), curator of Tokyo Station 
Gallery, understands that “Kitsch can’t be separated from avant-
garde; for example, when Pollock’s painting appeared on the cover 
of Vogue, the artwork had changed into kitsch.” In addition, “The 
contrast between avant-garde and kitsch, or authentic and fake, is 
not a conflicting concept and can’t be classified by Kantian affirma-
tion.” For visual artist Adel Abidin (Iraq, based in Helsinki), what 
is important is not “whether something is kitsch or not, but much 
more: How did the work affect our daily life and our perception of 

Erwin Olaf, Rouge, Player 1, 2005. 
Courtesy of Erwin Olaf Studio. 
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art.” Says visual artist Nicola Verlato (Italy, based in Los Angeles), 
“Greenberg launched the stigma of kitsch on popular culture in 
order to create, in America, the realm of high art, of which, for a 
while, he was the king, distancing as much as possible the tradition-
al arts field from the formation of the values of mainstream society. 
In doing so it made the arts become themselves socially completely 
irrelevant,” but today, “After the all-including sedimentation of 
popular culture of the last 50 years, we can’t accept anymore the 
distance between ourselves and the culture which formed us, there-
fore we have to overcome the concept of kitsch and finally remove 
it from our box of interpretative tools.” Echoing that opinion is 
Luis Antonio Pérez Vidal (Peru, based in Lima), lecturer in com-
munication studies at Atlantic International University and author 
of Pop Power: Diplomacia Pop para una Sociedad Global (Pop 
Power: Pop Diplomacy for a Global Society), who affirms “Kitsch 
can get very subjective as it points out something that doesn’t fit 
the standards of opinion leaders or specialists,” and “instead of re-
formulating the concept of kitsch we should stop using it,” because 
“Why should we discriminate a form of expression just because 
it’s a product of mass consumption? Shouldn’t that be the artist’s 
goal—to make a piece appealing to a massive audience?” 

This brings us to the relevance of the geopolitical and cultural con-
text in which kitsch manifests itself. In this sense, visual artist and 
art historian Gregory Buchakjian (Lebanon, based in Beirut) trans-
lates this debate to the new art market in the Gulf States (UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar): “The role played by these monarchies is the total op-
posite of the dictatorships mentioned by Greenberg. Till the 2000s, 
the Arabian Gulf was, with few exceptions, a cultural desert, and 
its imagery was exclusively associated with bad-taste-gilded fussy in-
teriors. So that the question raised here is what will happen when 
a kitsch environment hosts major patrons of ‘high art?” Visual art-
ist and lecturing professor at Silliman University Kristoffer Ardeña 
(Philippines, based in Dumaguete, Philippines, and Madrid) stresses 
that “We should address the big factor called cultural context,” be-
cause had “Greenberg grown up and lived in Southeast Asian (SEA), 
in this heterogeneous cultural geographical salad, he’d probably think 
of kitsch in a different manner”; and so, “perhaps the idea of high art 
plus pop plus culture plus commodification are all part of the same 
equation in Southeast Asian contemporary art system.”

The aforementioned Chilean Arturo Duclos states that “Kitsch is a 
totalitarian and colonial definition coming from McCarthyism, used 
as a domination concept of high culture. Instead of kitsch we should 
speak about a shift in our patterns from the traditional West-East axis 
to explain kitsch as pop culture alive in the North-South axis.” From 
a formal point of view, Mexican artist based in London Alicia Paz re-
calls “in the 1990s having a sense of curiosity and relief as a painter 
in relation to the more frequent integration of kitsch in painting,” as 
it “constituted a kind of ‘back door’ through which one could escape 
the increasingly narrow postmodernist trajectory that painting had be-
come associated with,” in which everything “had already been done” 
and that precisely “the problematic of kitsch and social satire led the 
way in opening up possibilities again.” For Christian Caliandro (Italy, 
based in Bari), art historian and cultural theorist, “Greenberg’s defini-
tion of kitsch was perfectly inserted in his monolithic conception of 
avant-garde and modernist art: in that sense, it’s practically impossible 
to use.” But “the term and the concept of ‘kitsch’ can still be useful, 
instead, to discover how it has invaded the whole cultural territory of 
contemporary art: is there a single artwork of the last 30 years that 

is not affected, in a way or another, by a ‘kitsch attitude’ towards the 
world and the social reality?” We can conclude this section on kitsch 
with Manuel González de Ávila, for whom “The contemporary kitsch 
has to be understood in terms of the object-subject interaction which 
supports many degrees and qualities,” and where “the presence or ab-
sence in the work of a strong, self-reflective tone is a good criterion to 
distinguish potentially interesting kitsch (the ‘subjective’ kitsch) from 
what is not but intends to look like it (the ‘objective’ one).”

MUSeUMS, MUgS anD MaSS-conSUMPTion
We will address this topic by starting with some of the participants 
from Down Under. For Elizabeth Ann Macgregor (Scotland, based 
in Sydney), director of the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia 
(MCA) in Sydney, we can’t deny the fact that “The democratiza-
tion of art through increasing access to more people is a hallmark 
of much museum practice today and is essential in societies where 
public funding is ever more contested. Art for the elite is not a sus-
tainable option. The adoption of pop art strategies to popularize 
art is therefore to some extent inevitable and not necessarily reduc-
tive. All museums face increasing competition from the entertain-
ment business, and the key issue is how to engage audiences in criti-
cal debate within art without surrendering to the lowest common 
denominator.” Russell Storer (Australia, based in Brisbane, Aus-
tralia), the head of Asian and Pacific Art Queensland Art Gallery/
Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane, signals the “rapidly changing 
economic and political climate in which museums are increasingly 
expected to provide entertainment, education, civic promotion and 
tourism to justify and retain their levels of government funding. 
They compete with a growing number of events and organizations 
for a small pool of benefactors and corporate support.” In Australia 
in particular they “work with many artists from Asia and the Pa-
cific, as well as Aboriginal Australian artists, who come out of art 
histories where the question of the modernist autonomy of art was 
often framed differently, or not at all, and the desire to communi-
cate broadly is embraced perhaps with less anxiety.” Public support 
is also an important issue for Christiane Paul (Germany, based in 
New York), associate professor of the School of Media Studies, The 
New School, and adjunct curator of New Media Arts at the Whit-
ney Museum of American Art in New York, who believes the lack 
of public support obliges museums to “make a conscious choice 
to ‘denature’ artworks by mass-reproducing them on utilitarian 
items.” In addition, Paul continues, “Art as ‘decoration’ for con-
sumer goods is not an inevitable process of the free market, but a 
choice made due to economic pressures, lack of better options, or 
lack of imagination and inventiveness in creating better options.” 

For his part, Oliver Kielmayer (Switzerland, based in Zurich), 
director of the Kunsthalle Winterthur, doesn’t “see the problem 
here. Mugs, bags and towels are commercial goods, and if they 
have a Mona Lisa or Lady Diana on it, doesn’t matter. Art is an 
essential collective memory, so the more often it appears the bet-
ter!” Charles Esche, the director of the Van Abbe Museum, shares 
a similar opinion when he states that “There are very few museums 
that count in terms of the market today, perhaps 10 worldwide. 
Those museums are largely subject to the influence of their funders, 
who are mostly collectors with particular interests in the museum 
programs. If merchandising helps to give museum and independent 
income stream, then it is helpful to protect their diversity.” For Pe-
ter Weibel, chairman and CEO of ZKM in Karlsruhe, Germany, 
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from the moment artists entered the free market and offered their 
works at the salons indépendants of the 19th century “they real-
ized that you attract more clients when you provoke some scan-
dals in the media. Thus, the salon indépendants became “schools 
of scandals” (Richard Brinsley Sheridan, 1777). This was the en-
trance to mass consumptions. The museums of today just continue 
in this logic.” Tam Gryn (Venezuela, based in New York), Head of 
the Curatorial Department of the Artist Pension Trust (APT), the 
changing nature of a “world saturated with information” will af-
fect “institutions who need to take advantage of the fast pace of in-
formation to educate people about art. It was only in the 1960s that 
museums became educational institutions thanks to Pontus Hulten, 
and now we are ready to take it to the next level with museums 
and artists participating actively in social media.” For David Liss, 
director of Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art Toronto, “it’s 
inevitable” because it “apparently is no longer feasible to expect 
to be supported by increasingly impoverished governments.” This 
same idea is shared by British artist collective Ben Langlands and 
Nikki Bell (U.K., based in London), who say, “Given today’s drive 
to monetize everything this tendency seems inevitable. Museums 
are merely the latest ‘followers’ in a promiscuous drive to generate 
income from cultural assets. In the course of turning themselves 
into global entertainment brands they reveal themselves prone to 
the same opportunistic economic temptations as nearly everyone 
else.” Finally, visual artist Fabián Marcaccio (Argentina, based in 

New York) states “We are no longer in an advanced free-market 
democracy, so we can leave alone the mugs and bags. The actual 
pieces in the wall of most museums look like souvenirs, not useful 
living art! Look at MoMA—it looks like Bloomingdales.”   

Sociologist and arts writer Nicola Mariani (Italy, based in Ma-
drid) sees museums “from a sociological point of view no longer ‘art 
temples’ as they were in the past” but as “multifunctional places with 
many different business units: art exhibitions, bookshops and mer-
chandising, coffee shops, restaurants, etc.,” as “the cultural business is 
only part of the entire business,” and many museums are called “to sell 
‘experience’ or ‘augmented reality.’” For art critic and curator Tokke 
Lykkeberg (Denmark, based in Copenhagen), “Museums may be said 
to do two things at a time: they produce originals and copies.” There-
fore, “the production of originals and copies go hand in hand. A Mona 
Lisa mug does not debase the tableau. It celebrates it.” Also, art crit-
ics Francesca Bonazzoli (Italy, based in Milan) and Michele Robecchi 
(Italy, based in London), authors of the recently published Mona to 
Marge: How the World’s Greatest Artworks Entered Popular Cul-
ture, remind us that “Although very tempting, the notion of casting 
museums as the ultimate villains is probably misplaced. Museums and 
institutions can’t do anything without the agreement of artists or their 
estates.” Concerning merchandising, they understand that “the mere 
gesture of bringing home a book tag or a mug reproducing the art of 
a genius like El Greco could be seen as a contribution to stimulate the 
curiosity about the artist.” We can conclude by discussing the “com-

Students protesting inside Taiwanese Parliament; on the right side painting by Chen Ching-Yuan. March 2014. Photo Courtesy SANADA (康紘齊), Taipei.
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modification of the museum” with visual artist Vargas-Suárez Uni-
versal (USA, based in New York), for whom it’s crystal clear that “It’s 
not only the museum, but artist’s estates, their heirs and the public’s 
appetite for affordable art consumables. It’s the perfect storm for bas-
tardizing art and its original intentions.”

PoP cUlTURe, DeMocRacy anD caPiTaliSM
In this section we will include answers to question number four––“Can 
we develop strategies to comprehend the complexities and contradic-
tions of pop culture in the context of contemporary capitalism and so 
provide a more critical perspective of culture?”—and question  five—
“Does pop culture have any positive effects on democracy and social 
life?” This seems the most complex part: what strategies can we imple-
ment for culture to have a more democratic effect on the citizen?”

For Nicolas Bourriaud, “None of them are driven by culture, unfor-
tunately. But anything, from great art to an inspired TV series like The 
Wire, can slightly modify or orientate the collective gaze.” Independent 
curator and arts writer Carla Acevedo-Yates (Puerto Rico, based in 
New York) considers that we have to look at capitalism first. “Neoliber-
alism as a way of life seeps into all forms of cultural production (includ-
ing what is defined as ‘high’ art and pop culture), i.e., how art/culture is 
produced, circulated, disseminated and consumed,” as “it is no longer 
a question of economics or even content, but one of finance and as-
set diversification.” James Hellings (U.K., based in Birmingham, Eng-
land), lecturer at the Birmingham Institute of Art & Design, expresses 
his worries about our late-capitalist society by acknowledging that “It 
is reprehensible to live in a society that produces and prescribes high-
quality education, experience and products for some (the rich) and low-
quality education, experience and products for others (the poor). Art, 
play and culture, here isolated from work and labor, made independent 
from society,” he concludes, “catastrophically fails its own concept.” 
Iranian film-maker Sjoha Azadi thinks the real problem is that “The 
Illusionary ideology was all so encompassing that it ultimately dis-
mantled the artist as the independent creative producer. By elevating 
a few celebrity ‘artists’ and creating schooled mass aesthetic workers, 
it triumphed over the unruly and subversive nature of art and artists.” 
For Alistair Brown (U.K., based in Durham, England), researcher in 
the Department of English Studies at Durham University, talking about 
pop culture’s democratic effects is difficult because “Like popular art 
in general, from television drama to the graffiti of Banksy, we view the 
works not because we freely rank them best among a wealth of alterna-
tives, but we have no option but to look at them, because they shout 
more loudly, buzz through more channels, saturate our media.” 

Concerning the possible strategies, for visual artist Jaime Gili 
(Venezuela, based in London) it’s about “being curious and sensitive 
to the point where some football elements may have the same nu-
ances as a medieval painting,” just as any cultural creation is about 
“intensity and depth.” For Lebanese Gregory Buchakjian it’s about 
acknowledging that “At a time ideologies and politics don’t have 
anything to offer but isolationism, popular culture has the ability of 
bringing together people around something: a story, a dream, shared 
by people of different races and ages.” Luis Antonio Pérez Vidal re-
calls how “in the 1970s Latin America was the scene of multiple 
coup d’états in the region. Where civil organizations failed to restore 
democracy, artists and musicians succeeded by denouncing these 
de facto governments. Art is always on the first line of fire when it 
comes to defending democracy, true democracy.” And this brings us 
to contemporary Taiwan, where visual artist and curator Ada Kai-

Ting Yang (Taiwan, based in Taipei) witnessed how “the Sunflower 
Student Movement, a group of average 25 year olds occupied the 
Legislative Yuan (congressional building) to protest the Service Trade 
Agreement with China” and how “pop culture arose together with 
propaganda and social life” while students sang “songs and made 
creative installations and sculpture-like chairs.” 

However, maybe we should not talk about strategies but instead 
“tactics to critically reflect the nature of contemporary art,” ac-
cording to Timotheus Vermeulen (The Netherlands, based in Ni-
jmegen), assistant professor of cultural theory at Radbout Univer-
sity Nijmegen and co-director of the Centre for New Aesthetics. 
“Can we perceive the artist as we see the Hollywood film director, 
the television star or the game developer, not as some autonomous 
individual but as a discursive subject?” 

aRT hiSToRy goeS eXTRaMURoS
The last question of our survey was whether art history is still the 
primary discipline engaging in a critical and fruitful dialogue with 
pop culture or whether we need to look extramuros.

For some—Fabián Marcaccio, Charles Esche, Kristoffer Ardeña, 
Vargas-Suárez Universal—art history is still important, but looking 
extramuros in a “transdisciplinary gesture” (Esche) is always good, 
but remembering the roots is necessary. For others––Angela Ndalianis, 
Timotheus Vermeulen, Carla Acevedo-Yates, Tokke Lykkeberg, Ar-
turo Duclos, Oliver Kielmayer, Elvis Fuentes, Christiane Paul, Nicola 
Verlato––art history has never been the privileged domain in which to 
engage critically with pop culture. Angela Ndalianis offers an interest-
ing reflection when she says, “Art history as a discipline is destroying 
itself internationally by stubbornly refusing to adapt traditional ap-
proaches to new forms of cultural practice.” It would need to take into 
consideration “1) how the traditions also impact on and can be recon-
ceived in relation to contemporary practice, and 2) include an analysis 
of new art forms and new theoretical approaches that have emerged 
since the 20th century.” A third group—Endo Mizuki, Nicola Mariani, 
Francesca Bonazzoli, Michele Robecchi, Max Ryynänen, Christian 
Caliandro, Manuel González de Ávila, Domenico Quaranta—suggest 
other realms and disciplines beyond art history, such as social sciences, 
new media art, aesthetics, cultural studies, semiotics and anthropol-
ogy. An image engages in multiple interartistic and interdisciplinary 
dialogues. We can easily agree with Francesca Bonazzoli and Michele 
Robecchi when they affirm that “Our zeitgeist is pop, whether we like 
it or not. Those who keep seeing pop as low art and stubbornly resist it 
are failing to see the same road they’re walking on.” 

I would like to underscore the importance of this topic with 
some finishing remarks. While for James Lough it’s important 
if we want to interpret the “million of aesthetic adventures of 
the 21st century” not to “abandon a certain ‘high modern’ criti-
cal elitism” that can return “evaluating art based on criteria of 
artistry, as well as on political and ideological grounds” (unlike 
his students who shy away from critique), for Jason Hoelscher it 
is up to us to decide “whether the glass is half empty or half full: 
does high/low fusion prompt a cultural dissolution into inter-
changeable, high-entropy meaninglessness, or does it present an 
expanded field of opportunity for reciprocal influence, differen-
tial interactivity and recombinant creativity?”

We can confidently finish with Barry Schwabsky’s question, which in 
a very suitable way summarizes our endeavor: “If this is not the time to 
look with skepticism at the direction our culture is taking, what is?”   
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“this shit would have been cool in 2005 but you’re on goddamn 
4chan in 2013, one of the

biggest sites for “SUCH A LOSER ?” people to ever browse the 
Internet people someone

didn’t found out your dirty secret life and reveal it to everyone else 
we’ve been doing it

since the early/mid 2000’s
it isn’t special

get over it”

This beautiful piece of criticism, attributed to 4chan user anon 
40254871, was brought to my attention on June 3, 2014, by an art 
agenda press release, introducing Jon Rafman’s upcoming exhibi-
tion Hope Springs Eternal1. The press release also features what 
looks like the found image of a garbage bag, in which a male sex 
doll ass stands out among other rubbish, with the title of the show 
handwritten in black ink on one buttock.

In September 2013, Montreal-based artist Rafman published 
online the video Still Life (Betamale). The first chapter of a video 
trilogy about the so-called “deep web” and the videoclip for a One-
ohtrix Point Never track, Still Life is a collection of images and 
animated clips from various websites, delving into fetish, violence, 
S&M, hentai porn and a number of other techno and sexual ob-
sessions. After being removed from YouTube and Vimeo (which 
later agreed to make it available again), the video started circulat-
ing virally and was the subject of a 43-page discussion thread on 
4chan, which the artist recorded and made available on his website 
together with the video2. A popular image board, 4chan has thou-
sands of users every day, most of them posting anonymously or us-
ing a nickname, but it’s almost invisible to search engines because it 
doesn’t archive conversations and the pace of the discussion is too 
fast to get the attention of web crawlers. 

The above-cited quote comes from this thread. Inserting it into 
an official press release, as well as archiving the discussion on his 
website, Rafman not only shows the relevance this debate has for 
him––he also adds another line to the dialogue started by making 
the video and posting it online. This dialogue, in which popular 
online imaging meets “high art” and Internet slang meets art criti-
cism, can’t easily be reduced to the simple way it was developed and 
understood throughout the 20th century. According to this model, 
high art––a form of cultural production that circulates only in cer-
tain venues, is discussed merely in specific forum and uses a codified 
language not understood by the masses––may occasionally grab el-
ements from low, popular culture, submitting them to a process of 

reformatting that alchemically turns shit into gold, cultural rubbish 
into art. The result no longer bears any relationship to the origi-
nal material or its audience, which is not invited to the discussion. 
Art exploits popular culture, be it mass pop or amateur cultural 
production, for purposes that may vary from celebration to criti-
cism and research without giving anything back. It may occasion-
ally become fashionable and have an impact back on pop culture, 
as happened when Warhol turned into photo booth filters, Richard 
Prince’s nurses homaged by fashion photographers and Takashi 
Murakami’s motifs put onto bags, but always without subverting 
the high versus low paradigm implicit in this relationship.

FRoM aRTwoRKS To MeMeS (anD BacK)
“With more and more media readily available through this unruly 
archive, the task becomes one of packaging, producing, reframing 
and distributing; a mode of production analogous not to the crea-
tion of material goods, but to the production of social contexts, 
using existing material. What a time you chose to be born!”3

Things start to be different when an artwork is presented in a 
context in which it does more than merely attract the attention of 
the “general” audience, when this audience is capable of a feed-
back response. While these conditions may be occasionally fulfilled 
by any kind of public space, from streets and squares to the mass 
media, it most often happens with distributed media, and specifi-
cally within the distributed medium of the Internet, that audience 
response becomes important, massive, articulated in a variety of 
forms, and occasionally capable of completing the artwork, turn-
ing it into something different, and even overwhelming it in a way 
that makes the original disappear. I’m not interested in discussing 
interactive or participatory artworks here, but more in the kind of 
unsolicited participation that is so commonplace online or in works 
that deliberately produce social contexts as their intended output. 

Back in 2011, here in ARTPULSE4, we considered the example 
of Interior Semiotics, a performance piece by student artist Nata-
cha Stolz, which, after being posted on YouTube, was picked up 
by the 4chan crowd as a relevant example of “hipster art” and its 
audience, also pictured in the video. Rebranded as the SpaghettiO’s 
meme, the video reached thousands of people, was sampled, com-
mented on and remixed, and Stolz’s negative reaction led to instanc-
es of harassment that used her digital persona to eventually become 
a consistent part of the meme itself. 

Stolz’s example is interesting for various reasons. The perfor-
mance work is scholastic and mostly derivative, documented in an 
amateurish way by a friend of the artist. While the performance 
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was subject to criticism, satire and commentary, it became interest-
ing to a wider audience mostly thanks to the accidental effective-
ness of some side details: the performer’s problems in opening the 
SpaghettiO’s can; and the reactions of the audience that gathered 
to attend the event. But more importantly, the SpaghettiO’s meme 
is a cultural artifact in itself, the output of collective creativity that, 
born as a reaction to an original artifact, became more relevant and 
“original” than the original itself. 

A similar outcome took place when KNEECAM No. 1 (2000), 
a video by German artist and filmmaker Matthias Fritsch, was re-
posted on YouTube and other online video platforms under the name 
“Technoviking” by other users. It happened in September 2007, 
seven years after the original shooting, and in a few days the video 
reached millions of people, peaking at one million views in one day. 
Why did this happen? The original video featured low-quality docu-
mentary footage made during the Fuckparade in Berlin, a popular 
techno-enthusiasts’ gathering. The camera attention was soon cata-
lyzed by the charismatic character of a man apparently working as 
event security but also participating in the parade. The video is part 
of a trilogy questioning the authenticity of a filmed scene and reflect-
ing on the role of the camera, film language and perception in times 
of digital moving images. Years later, this character caught the atten-
tion of the web crowds, which started making conjectures about his 
real identity, comparing him to other popular male characters, imi-
tating his behavior in other videos, turning him into an image macro, 
and even creating derivative artifacts such as graphics, 3D models, 
action figures, stickers, T-shirts, user accounts, oil paintings, comics, 
sculptures and installations (like Wafaa Bilal’s giant inflatable site-
specific installation of the character’s head).

Instead of reacting against this unexpected development, Fritsch 
started tracking it, developing an ongoing archive for research on 
the Technoviking meme that, to date, consists of over 2,000 single 

units and 17 GB of data in the form of images, emails, blogs, forum 
discussions and video responses. Fritsch then started working on 
other projects that deal with the recycling and remixing strategies 
so popular on online video sharing platforms. This is the case of 
Music from the Masses (2008 - 2013), a project in which he upload-
ed 10 silent videos asking people to create a soundtrack for them. 
The result is an archive of 250 videoclips. In return for participat-
ing in the project, musicians may use the high-definition video for 
free, for commercial or non-commercial purposes in their work 5.

A person who did not accept and reacted vigorously to this un-
expected popularity was, unexpectedly, the Technoviking himself, 
who in 2009 took legal action against Fritsch, asking for the re-
moval of the KNEECAM No. 1 video and all the derivative mate-
rial (which was, of course, widely out of the control of the artist). In 
2010, the plaintiff took the case in front of a German court, which 
in 2013 prevented Fritsch from showing the original video as long 
as it was possible to identify the protagonist6. 

online coMMUniTieS
Music from the Masses shows how the discovery of another level 
of dialogue with the audience made possible by online distribution 
brought Fritsch to actively pursue this dialogue, facilitating it with 
the creation of a framework in which other people could input new 
content, and to develop new working conditions, based on exchange 
rather than delivery. Another interesting example is offered by Nick 
Briz’s Diamonds (2002), a green-screen version of Rihanna’s per-
formance of “Diamonds” on Saturday Night Live, made available 
on his website for further remixes. Following a model provided by 
Olive Laric’s Touch My Body (Green Screen Version) (2008), Briz 
is responding to mainstream media’s “top down” approach, creat-
ing the conditions for a “bottom up” process of appropriation of 
cultural content. What Briz’s project adds to Laric’s is related to Ri-

Jon Rafman, Still Life (Betamale), 2013,still from video. Courtesy of the artist
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hanna’s own appropriation, in that very performance, of an obscure 
but trendy online subculture known as seapunk7. The billionaire pop 
star’s interest and related appropriation (with no end credits) of an 
online subculture for aesthetic developments sparked reactions of ha-
tred on the Internet. Briz is not just symbolically “giving back” to the 
Internet what comes from it but is also opening it up to new creative 
possibilities, suggesting that shared, collective creation will be always 
stronger than any individual’s attempt to put her mark on it.

Another attempt to open up a dialogue with online groups or com-
munities is offered by the work of New York-based artist David Hor-
vitz. The originator of the 241543903 / Heads In Freezers (2009 
- ongoing) meme, which invited people to take pictures of them-
selves with their heads in a fridge and post them to the Internet with 
the name “241543903” (that would make them easily retrievable 
through Google Images), Horvitz is familiar with online audiences’ 
level of response. In late 2010, he drove up the entire California coast 
with various friends. The trip started at the beach just north of the 
Mexico-U.S. border and ended in Oregon at Pelican State Beach. 
Along the way, Horvitz took photographs of more than 50 different 
state beaches, including himself in all the shots as if he was an anony-
mous passer-by. The photographs were then uploaded to each of the 
specific beach’s Wikipedia page to illustrate the articles. Soon, some 
“wikipedians”––the closed elite of regular Wikipedia contributors––
realized that all of these images were posted from the same IP address 
and started discussing whether the use of images featuring the same 
individual, although unrecognizable, was breaking any Wikipedia 
policy. Soon, most of the images had been removed from the Wiki-
pedia archives. Later in 2011, with friend and writer Ed Steck, Hor-
vitz made a book about the project, called Public Access. It featured 

all the images along with the corresponding Wikipedia entry and 
screenshots from the forum discussions produced by the project8.

Although Horvitz wanted to turn these images into visual meta data 
for the specific beaches, changing a private, selfish trope (the self-por-
trait) into a publicly useful tool, he probably knew in advance that the 
project would spark reactions––a repressive response that makes Public 
Access an effective exploration of the limits of a self-proclaimed open 
and democratic public space, that of Wikipedia. 

The online encyclopedia is not exactly the place where one expects 
to experience art, and that’s why when one meets an unusual behavior 
that can’t be easily dismissed as an art project, things get pretty interest-
ing. People react to art according to a protocol that belongs to the place, 
rather than according to the relatively safe protocol of an “art audi-
ence.” Always attracted by this kind of reaction, Eva and Franco Mattes 
recently launched a project living in the liminal online public space of-
fered by “obscure, peripheral or forgotten social networks around the 
world, in Cambodia, Russia, China, Zambia9.” Titled BEFNOED 
(2014)––short for “By Everyone For No One Every Day”––the project 
collects a series of performances commissioned via crowdsourcing from 
anonymous workers all over the world by sending them text instruc-
tions for a simple action to be performed by them in front of a web 
camera. The resulting videos are published by the artists on all kinds 
of video sharing platforms and then collected on a Tumblr blog. The 
project can thus access two very different audiences: the “art audience” 
reaching the Tumblr blog from their website or seeing the videos in art 
contexts; and the unaware spectators who see one or more videos on 
video sharing platforms, without any additional information explain-
ing that these videos are part of a wider performance project. The very 
same performers don’t know exactly what they are doing––they are just 

Nick Briz, Diamonds (Green Screen Version), 2012, digital video (0:57 mins). Courtesy of the artist.
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completing a task among many, for one customer among many––and 
probably not the weirdest one either. Using Tumblr as a distribution 
platform allows the videos to appear in the dashboard of other view-
ers––mostly westerners and creative people, but not necessarily inter-
ested in art––though decontextualized. It’s too early to expect to see 
any kind of response, but this level of dispersion is unprecedented.

acciDenTal aUDienceS
The use of Tumblr as a distribution platform to access an “accidental 
audience”10 has been successfully pursued by The Jogging, an image 
blog curated by a group of artists that is also accepting submissions 
based on a loose set of rules: posts should provide original content with 
a caption in which the name of the “artist” is replaced by an abstract 
symbol linking to his/her website. This choice underlines a first level 
of dissociation between the image and the artist who made it––a dis-
sociation that could only increase thanks to the peculiar way in which 
images are experienced and circulated on Tumblr. Reblogging a post 
keeps it linked to the original source but allows us to edit the caption 
and add our own tags; also, as Brad Troemel, who co-founded The 
Jogging in 2009, noted in his essay “The Accidental Audience,” many 
Tumblr users “drag popular images to their desktop and fraudulently 
repost them on Tumblr as though they had created or found the image 
independently.” This attitude toward authorship, which Troemel de-
fines as “image anarchism,” increasingly brings art in front of an “ac-
cidental audience” that is not looking for art in the first place and elicits 
different reactions that are further explored by Troemel in his essay.

Another way to reach out to the accidental audience is to make 
something “useful”: an artwork that produces content, but that can 
also be used for other purposes. Back in 2010, artist, activist and 
programmer Greg Leuch published Shaved Bieber, a Firefox add-on 
that could be used to automatically remove unwanted Justin Bieber 
mentions from our browser. The work, which later evolved into Pop 
Block, a comprehensive tool that allows us to block any kind of con-
tent, was meant as a tool of “personal censorship” and desktop ecol-
ogy, providing tools “to consumers to control, adapt, and modify the 
contents of the Internet from their browser11.” But, of course, Bieber 
is Bieber. When the project was launched, it was massively adopted 
by parents who wanted to prevent their teen children from surfing 
the Internet for hours in search of Bieber-related content. Over two 
weeks, the project’s popularity exploded, and Leuch became public 
enemy number one to hundreds of teenagers, who started insulting 
him, trolling him and sending him death threats via email, on forums 
and on social networks, while other users were praising the piece 
and lamenting that it was not yet available for other browsers. Leuch 
documented this public outcry on a Tumblr blog.

conclUSion
As these examples show, over the last few years we have seen the rela-
tionship between art and popular culture, and between art and popular 
response, change dramatically thanks to online means of production 
and distribution. On the one hand, the Internet has become the source 
of a new popular culture, orchestrated not by mainstream media, but 
by ordinary people who appropriate and influence mainstream popular 
culture, as happened with online memes and seapunk. On the other 
hand, the artistic practices that choose to take place on this distributed 
platform have the chance to infiltrate and condition online popular cul-
ture and be exposed to an unprecedented kind of response. Seth Price 
really nailed it: what a time you chose to be born.  
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MAX RYYNÄNEN - To use a word typical for popular culture, 

I could say that I have been a big fan of weak thinking, pensiero 

debole. I think that the original book on the subject, Il pensiero 

debole, which you edited in 1983 with Pier Aldo Rovatti, is a 

book that should be more widely read. It includes diverse perspec-

tives related to the decrease of the power of modern metaphysics. 

Many distinguished scholars joined you—I am here naming just 

Umberto Eco—but what do you think now about the concept? It 

was one contender for what our era is about, and you published it 

just four years after Lyotard’s classical essay on postmodernism. 

Lately you have been talking about weakening as something more 

private and experiential. Is the classical scheme of pensiero debole 

still relevant for you?

GIANNI VATTIMO - I remain sincere to weak thinking. In re-

cent years many of its prime proponents have taken distance to its 

basic idea, many whom we worked a lot with during the editing of 

the book. Some of them, you could say, have really changed their 

world view. Eco, for example, who is now a lot more famous, was 

principally on the side of our idea, but later on he became even 

oppositional towards it.

What is weak thinking now, or what could it mean in this era? 

Some of us have grown maybe even more disillusioned regarding 

the respect for authorities and other forms of strong metaphysics. 

This weakening together with the intensification of the role of the 

media has an effect on culture. The same can be said of the fact 

that the media is not only distributing its materials for the masses. 

Masses create content for it. The new media bring everything to-

gether. I understand that for some critics this new world looks like 

a horrifying embodiment of Goebbels’ ideas on the role of the ra-

dio, or Adorno’s visions of the decadent crisis of Western Culture.

A crisis which is very central for us Italians is, of course, the 

way one person, Berlusconi, has been able to dominate our main-

stream media. We have come into a situation where someone re-

ally has too much power in this sense.

I have been able to see new sides of thinking about the concept 

‘weak.’ I have become even more interested in the weak. I have become 

a communist. So besides strong structures of modern metaphysics, in-

stitutions which have power, there is this other history we have to dig 

up, the stories which are behind the history of the winners.

I am thinking about Benjamin here. Losers are important. This 

political declination is important. So besides the weakening of ra-

tionality, power and other phenomena alike, where we have had a 

need for weakening, we must also remember that the current crisis of 

economy is done by so-called rational people, winners of economy, 

and the poor people suffer most from it. Banks and bankers win, 

and this is done, in neocapitalism, with the help of old rational ide-

als. When globalization started, the difference between the winners 

and the losers was not as big as it is now. This economic and social 

differentiation is something we have to think about. Weak thinking 

is philosophical discourse, but, okay, it is a discourse where we think 

that human emancipation cannot go further in a violent way. We 

need to find adequate ways for discussing and doing politics. Phi-

losophy cannot, sadly, help in social issues, but it can help us to go 

through the process of this weakening of modern structures.

M.R. - You have written about high culture institutions, the bene 

culturali, for example, in museum studies about the fact that they 

have to rethink their role in a less hierarchical way. But don’t you 

think that all this pedagogical movement in museums is often about 

not accepting the taste of the people, but trying to find strategies 

tHe HigH, tHe low AND tHe weAK
An Interview with Gianni Vattimo
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to impose high culture upon them? The same could maybe be said 

about camp. It is an interpretation game where you find ways of 

claiming that other people’s taste is so low that you can laugh about 

it. It seems that culture finds new finds to keep up with hierarchies. 

So are we getting rid of high and low, or is it just an illusion?

G.V. - I am not that pessimistic. I have the impression that high and 

low is disappearing. I would emphasize that the administration of 

cultural goods has changed. Museum people think more about how 

people could enjoy these goods that they administrate and exhibit. As 

well this is an economical question. A lot of money is put into this, so 

the museum people are motivated to make it accessible for everybody.

About art, well, I have the feeling that it is more and more about 

production of events and happenings, not objects. In this situa-

tion it is very difficult for artists to survive. Basically you want to 

produce a happening, a type of a Woodstock, whatever, and this 

is an interesting evolution. The artist becomes more and more like 

a social worker. Think about the Living Theatre in New York, or 

other forms of social action done in neighborhoods by artists. It is 

not that bad, right? It is a form of popularization of artistic activ-

ity, yes, but it does not have to be seen as negative.

I remember a sentence by Nietzsche: “We are not anymore in the ep-

och of the works of art.” Works of art, by the way, cost as well too much. 

I am on the board of a museum in Turin, and it is really hard to organize 

exhibitions because they cost so much--insurances and all that.

Anyway, in Italy, one exhibition contained 4,000 pictures. It was a 

scandal. No selection! But, on the other hand, this democratization is 

interesting. You can at least find no aspirations to make differences in 

the old sense here. Probably high culture, highbrow art, could be dam-

aged a bit by that, but if you take recent developments, for instance, in 

poetry, literary poetry, you can say that art has become often even more 

segregated from the rest of the society. Highbrow poetry is generally 

understood only by other poets. It has become a specialized language. 

Where do you find poetry? Not on the radio. There is Paolo Conti. Po-

ets are specialists in this cryptic, specialized business, which resembles 

quantum physics. This is not only positive.

The erosion of the division between high and low is blown away 

also because you lose elitism, plainly. And it is hard to get into 

the mood in some art museums as they are sometimes too full of 

people, screaming children. But it works also in a positive way, 

this democratization process, and art benefits from it.

celeBRiTieS anD Religion
M.R. - I have as well been thinking about what you have been 

talking about concerning secularization. Also in Hegel we find 

the theme of the secularization of art. But regarding the sacred, 

if one reads Benjamin one finds in his texts the idea that the old 

art system is a negative theology of art. But if art does not give us 

anymore an experience of the sacred, will we need to get it from 

some other place, we who are not religious?

G.V. - Secularization means that our life is constituted around the 

sacred. You were born as a Christian then you become a secular. All 

civilizations have sacred origins. Then step by step we have been tak-

ing a different route, but we still need a nucleus to come back to and 

get inspiration. This reminds me about the verse of Hölderlin, about 

his thought that only for a moment man experiences the plenitude of 

divine, and that life is a dream of these moments.

It is true that we need the sacred. And as its institutional presence 

like churches and bishops is something that scares us, and ordinary 

people cannot come close to these authorities, it is true that there is 

a problem if we cannot find the sacred some other way. We need mo-

ments of rite. These are moments when we become who we are, they 

are fundamental for us. And I believe that you are right. We need 

divine experiences also outside of institutional life of religion.

M.R. - But what about popular culture? It is one theme you have 

as well dug into in your La società trasparente. Heidegger said it 

is not a real world (in his 1957 Gelassenheit), but today people 

are very happy to have sacred moments. Let’s take this issue down 

from obvious idols like Elvis: Many see TV series as really sacred 

and important moments in their life. Is it only banal?

G.V. - It is definitely not only banal. All stars, from singers to 

political ones––think about Fidel Castro––are our loved ones. 

Gianni Vattimo. © ALDEADLE. Alliance for Liberals and Democrats for EU. Photo: European 
Parliament. Taken on June 30, 2009. https://www.flickr.com/photos/aldeadle/4825623431/
in/set-72157624971094865
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Alexandra Barth, The Skin I Live In, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 190 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 
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You have to love someone. In this type of love you love them even 

though you don’t know them or love them as persons. We all have 

this experience in some way. The problem with popular culture 

might be the cult of people who don’t maybe reward that much in 

the end. I am thinking about some sports heroes. But on the other 

hand, without a cult of a politician you cannot make a revolution. 

We might even need to restore the personal authority of politics.

The DeaTh oF aRT, PhiloSoPhy – oR The UniVeRSiTy?
M.R. - We were talking about institutions earlier during this in-

terview. I am thinking about one that is now really in crisis, and it 

is the university. You might have lived through a golden era of the 

university system in your earlier life. But what about universities to-

day? To me, the new university looks like Adorno’s culture industry. 

This killing amount of administration, fabrication of peer-reviewed 

articles—it is all very mechanical, and more mass culture than ever. 

Philosophy might have to go outlaw, I believe. What do you think 

about this thought? Do we need more non-academic philosophy?

G.V. - This is the future, I believe, but it is really hard to escape 

the laws of the market. Students try different strategies. Some be-

come philosophical counselors. This is a bit like psychoanalysis 

for poor people. They are not in a condition that would crave for 

a real shrink three times in the week. This is nice, but it does not 

provide enough money for us.

I think it is important to get back to thinking about the basis 

of philosophy in schools. Doing that well could be important for 

democracy, the basic teaching and how we succeed in it. Another 

thing is that many write for journals and newspapers. 

M.R. - For popular culture media?

G.V. - Yes. Quite many philosophers do this. Well, I used to write 

for Italian newspapers, but people have maybe seen me too much as 

an extremist and it has become hard. But public schools, they are 

important, the best way now to develop philosophy’s role in society.

Philosophers are elitists, like artists. Not enough work outside 

of the world of philosophy. And state schools need to work against 

privatization, because privatization leads to more technology and 

less philosophy. Private universities have different interests than 

the old ones. There is a lot to work for.  

* This interview was first published in Jozef Kovalčik’s and Max 

Ryynänen’s (eds) book Aesthetics of Popular Culture (Bratislava: 

Slovart Publishing, 2014). Besides including an interview with 

Vattimo and Richard Shusterman, the book contains the broadest 

history written so far about this topic (the editors), and articles by 

prominent European scholars on varied themes, e.g. Batman and 

Derrida’s philosophy of justice, rethinking high culture, horror in 

children’s literature and the aesthetics of the YouTube. 

Aurora Reinhard, Flowers (#4), 2014, fabric, acrylic nails, automotive paint 65 x 30 x 4 cm. Photo: Aurora Reinhard. Courtesy of the artist and Showroom Helsinki.
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The particular functioning of the British educational system, and  
especially, the transversal curricula promoted by its art schools, ex-
plain the fact that, from the 1960s to the present, the list of rock 
bands that included among their members musicians who had stud-
ied fine arts is more than significant. The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, 
The Who, The Animals, The Yardbirds, The Creation, The Kinks, 
Pink Floyd and Roxy Music, to mention some of the most popular 
bands, included members who were students, or classmates, of such 
illustrious artists as Eduardo Paolozzi, Peter Blake, Derek Boshier, 
Allen Jones, Richard Hamilton and Tom Phillips, all of whom have 
been part of the teaching staff of British institutions of acknowledged 
prestige such as Saint Martins School of Art and Design, Goldsmiths 
College and the centenary Royal Academy of Arts. These institutions 
have also provided academic training to members of bands from the 
past two decades such as Blur, Pulp, Franz Ferdinand or The Kills

In September 1997, the exhibition “Sensation: Young British 
Artists from the Saatchi Collection” opened its doors at the London 
Royal Academy. The inauguration was accompanied by protests, the 
resignation of members of the Academy and vandalism against some 
of the works, which were repeated when the exhibition was featured 
the following year in New York. That scandal, which was probably 
orchestrated, became, in the short term, the most brilliant advertising 
campaign at the international level to promote the group of artists 
who participated in that show. “Sensation” placed on the map––and 
on the international art market––artists like Damien Hirst, Tracey 
Emin, Gavin Turk, Sam Taylor-Johnson (formerly Taylor-Wood), 
Jake and Dinos Chapman, Gary Hume and a new label with nation-
alistic overtones: Young British Art, immediately adopted by other 
artists who had not participated in “Sensation” but who had an un-
equivocal hallmark of Britishness, like Julian Opie, Darren Almond, 
Chris Cunningham, Jenny Saville, Angela Bulloch and Cerith Wyn 
Evans, to name just a few of those who maintained active relation-
ships with the world of music. 

But that label of “young British artists” never meant much, and 
looking through the perspective provided by time, neither “Brilliant” 
nor “Sensation” were radical exhibitions or proposed a coherent re-
vision of British art existing circa 1995 to 1997. However, shortly 
after the opening, the certainty spread that British visual arts––as 
well as British music––were conquering the world. In effect, between 
1995 and 1997, the main bands comprised within what was known 
as “Brit pop” were at the height of their popularity. In September 
1995, Blur launched the album “The Great Escape,” which hit the 
top of the charts and received very positive critical reviews; the first 
single included in the album was Country House, and the video 
clip was directed by Damien Hirst. But the following month, Oasis 
launched the album “(What’s the Story) Morning Glory?,” which 
would become the second-best-selling album in the history of the 

United Kingdom (26 million copies). Coinciding with the opening of 
“Sensation,” Oasis had just released its third album, “Be Here Now,” 
which became the fastest-selling album in U.K. history, with 420,000 
copies sold on the day it was launched. Pulp, whose leader Jarvis 
Cocker had his academic training in the mythical Saint Martins 
College of Art and Design, where some of the gurus of Pop art were 
members of the teaching staff, launched between 1995 and 1997 his 
two best albums, “Different Class” (1995) and “This is Hardcore,” 
and Radiohead edited “Ok Computer” (1997), universally acclaimed 
as one of the best albums in history.

“Cool Britannia” was the tourism slogan created to promote 
this calculated equivalent of “Swinging London,” since it was con-
sidered to be more akin to a global cultural movement than to a 
homogeneous musical or artistic trend, and even the press release 
of “Sensation” emphasized this fact, commenting that “this recent 
explosion of creativity and excitement in the visual arts has not been 
seen since the emergence of Pop Art in the early 1960s.” In this con-
text, different collaborations in a similar spirit as those of the past 
generations took place between the members of the so-called “Brit 
Pop” and “Young British Artists,” although in the case of bands like 
Oasis or its mentor, Paul Weller, they had a significantly retro air 
when they commissioned the respective artwork for their albums 
from Peter Blake, who had designed the famous cover for The 
Beatles’ “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.” In this respect, it 
is worth pointing out that Oasis, as well as Blur and Suede, took as 
a reference for their music unequivocally retro British music (The 
Beatles in the case of Oasis, The Kinks in the case of Blur, David 
Bowie in Suede’s, and The Smiths in the case of almost all of them). 

Whether all this was or not a carefully calculated strategy, the 
truth is that in the 1990s there appeared in London a whole new 
generation of students in the Pop art scene who––as if they wished 
to re-create the golden age of British Pop––diversified their interests, 
dividing them between music and the visual arts and collaborating 
in a natural way. The most outstanding and coherent case was per-
haps that of Damon Albarn, member of Blur, holder of a BA in Fine 
Art from Goldsmiths (where Malcolm McLaren and John Cale were 
also trained), who had been Damien Hirst’s friend and classmate be-
tween 1987 and 1990, and besides, had shared those classrooms with 
other young artists like Liam Gillick, Fiona Rae, Sarah Lucas, Gary 
Hume, Mat Collishaw, Abigail Lane, Gillian Wearing, Sam Taylor-
Johnson and Mark Wallinger, many of whom would collaborate in 
those days with different musicians. At the height of their popular-
ity, Blur commissioned Damien Hirst to direct the music video for 
one of its most famous songs, Country House––a sort of pastiche of 
British topics in which references to Benny Hill mix with Queen’s 
Bohemian Rhapsody. Subsequently, Blur commissioned painter 
Julian Opie to create the four portraits of the members of the band 

Cool BritANNiA 
Interactions between the Young British Artists and the 
Brit Pop in the 1990s
By F. JaVieR PaneRa
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for the cover of their greatest hits album released in 2000. The por-
traits, featuring the painter’s archetypal Pop/Minimal style in black 
line drawing, were acquired shortly after by the National Portrait 
Gallery, London. A year later, they asked the polemic painter and 
graffiti artist Banksy (perhaps through the intermediation of their 
common friend, Damien Hirst), to create the cover for the album 
“Think Tank” (Banksy declared he liked the band but admitted he 
had accepted the commission for money). Another illustrious musi-
cian attended Goldsmiths College: Brian Molko, member of Placebo, 
who would give Chris Cunningham the chance to direct one of his 
first music videos for the song 36 degrees (1996).

 Since then, Damien Hirst has had remarkable collaborations 
with different British and American rock bands, ranging from Dave 
Stewart, of Eurythmics (cover and merchandising for the album 

“Greetings from the Gutter,” 1995) to Red Hot Chili Peppers (cover 
for the album “I’m With You” (2011), and U2, for whom he made a 
video clip for a remix of the song Even Better Than the Real Thing 
(2011), plus he was commissioned to do the visuals for the opening 
of their 2011 concert at Glastonbury. Although his most compre-
hensive––or the more “symbiotic” collaboration, as it were––with a 
rock band was the one performed for The Hours on the occasion of 
the release of their first album, “Narcissus Road” (2007). Hirst must 
have felt completely identified with this band’s project, since he cre-
ated the covers for the album and for all of the album’s singles, he 
designed numerous merchandising objects featuring the archetypal 
motif of the skull––which currently reach ridiculous prices at auc-
tion––and he also created a series of lithographs and an oil painting 
which were presented as prizes for a contest––The Observer Music 

Sam Taylor-Johnson, I’m in Love with a 
German Film Star, 2008, Kompakt Ger-
many, vinyl. This single, a cover version of 
the post-punk classic by The Passions, was 
produced by Pet Shop Boys. As well as 
singing the single, Taylor-Johnson directed 
and starred in the video. Courtesy of White 
Cube, London. 
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Monthly––aimed at promoting the band. As if this were not enough, 
Hirst made a fantastic video clip (co-directed by Tony Kaye) for the 
song See The Light, starring Sienna Miller, which in my opinion is 
one of the most outstanding works by this artist.  

Another of the most illustrious artists from the “Sensation” gen-
eration, Sam Taylor-Johnson, has also collaborated with genuinely 
British Pop bands like Pet Shop Boys, who produced the cover ver-
sion of the song I’m in Love with a German Film Star (2008), sung 
by Taylor-Johnson, in which she appeared cross-dressed as Marlene 
Dietrich and starred in the video. That same year, Taylor-Johnson 
directed a short film titled Love You More, which includes two of 
the punk band Buzzcocks’ songs and features a brief appearance by 
its singer, Pete Shelley. Closing the circle that associates Brit Pop with 
the pop of the 1960s, in 2009 Taylor-Johnson directed Nowhere 
Boy, a film about the youth of John Lennon, starring her partner, 
Aaron Johnson, whom she later used as lead character in the mu-
sic video Überlin (2011), featuring the American band R.E.M., and 
which includes several references to her famous portraits of people 
suspended in mid-air (2004-2007). 

The leader of Pulp, Jarvis Cocker, a lover of Marginal Art, showed 
his deep-seated enthusiasm for this kind of art through a documen-
tary film for TV and by curating one of the exhibitions held at The 
Museum of Everything, in addition to personally directing some 

videos for his band and turning to the painter John Currin and the 
designer Peter Saville to create the artwork for his album “This Is 
Hardcore” and to painter Simon Periton for his compilation, Pulp 
Hits, in 2003.  

Jenny Saville, created the cover for the Manic Street Preachers’ al-
bum, “The Holy Bible” (1994), which featured her painting, Strategy 
(South Face/Front Face/North Face). The band turned to the painter 
once again to design the cover for its album “Journal for Plague 
Lovers” (2009).

The relationship between the video artist Chris Cunningham and 
the electronic musician Aphex Twin has been described as “symbi-
otic,” both when the former contributed visuals to the latter’s songs 
(Come to Daddy, 1997, Windowlicker, 1999), or when he appropri-
ated the latter’s music for his video installations (Flex, 2000, Rubber 
Johnny, 2005). Aphex Twin also contributed his music to the melan-
choly video installation If I Had You, which earned Darren Almond 
the prestigious Turner Prize in 2005.    

Among other Young British Artists noted for their direct or inci-
dental relationship with Pop music, mention may be made of the 
Scotsman Jim Lambie, who was a member of the original version of 
Teenage Fan Club and shared a flat with members of Primal Scream, 
for whom he designed the cover of their latest album (2013). His 
installations, in which design and psychedelia coalesce, are full of 
objects related to the history of rock and references to it. Completing 
the list are Robert del Naja, a member of Massive Attack who has 
become a renowned painter; Angela Bulloch (of Canadian origin), 
who has collaborated with several musicians in the Berlin art scene 
such as Florian Hecker, Bernd Jestram and Ronald Lippok; and 
Gavin Turk, famous for his life-sized and extremely realistic wax 
sculpture, Pop (1993), which portrays Sid Vicious holding a gun, 
imitating Elvis’ pose reproduced in Andy Warhol’s 1963 paintings.

Last, and without pretending to be exhaustive, reference should be 
made to the long list of artists belonging to this generation who dared to 
make their own records, like Jake and Dinos Chapman, David Shrigley, 
Douglas Gordon, Tim Noble & Sue Webster and Martin Creed. 

In retrospect, as John Harris points out in his book, Britpop: Cool 
Britannia and the Spectacular Demise of English Rock (2004), it seems 
that what the British art market sought through the creation of the la-
bel “Young British Artists” was a reformulation of an artistic identity 
that was taking place in Pop music at that very moment via Britpop. 
But besides musicians and artists, a new generation of filmmakers, 
writers and fashion designers like Danny Boyle (Trainspotting, 1996), 
Michael Winterbottom (9 Songs, 2004), Nick Hornby (High Fidelity, 
1995), Alexander McQueen and Stella McCartney were joining in the 
atmosphere of change and festivity that breathed from the islands, 
and music certainly played a significant role in the work of all of them. 
The political connection of this whole cultural movement could not 
be absent, and the fact is that New Labor earned the appreciation of 
those young artists, who considered themselves vaguely countercul-
tural but who very soon became incorporated in the system. Tony 
Blair was, in many aspects, a child of Britpop. Self-confident, brim-
ming with optimism and a music fan, he was the ideal candidate for 
a country in full effervescence. Noel Gallagher himself would ask his 
fans to vote for Blair in his speech at the 1996 Brit Awards ceremony, 
and the British politician returned the favor to the Oasis singer by 
inviting him to have tea at 10 Downing Street a few months later. 
What happened subsequently with the Iraq War does not deserve to 
be commented on in this text.   

Gavin Turk, POP, 1993, waxwork in vitrine, 2790 x 1150 x 1150 mm. Courtesy of Gavin 
Turk Studio, Live Stock Market. 
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Contrast two games. In the first, you watch a blue hedgehog as it speeds 

through a linear path of colorful tunnels; your goal, such as the pop-up 

text tells it, involves beating a generic cartoonish villain named Robot-

nik. In the other, a vast and richly detailed world stretches before your 

eyes; as you venture forth, sword in hand, you are provoked on a series 

of narrative quests, introduced naturalistically through dialogue with 

richly modeled characters. Which of these games is best? Which is most 

likely to bear comparison to other forms of art or to be labeled as a 

serious part of our cultural and political discourse in the same vein as a 

new Don Delillo novel or Werner Herzog film?

Judged by conventional aesthetic criteria, such as visual realism or 

narrative complexity, there seems little doubt that a game like Skyrim 

(which I have in mind for my second example) is superior to Sonic the 

Hedgehog and is the most likely candidate for a form of art. Yet in mak-

ing this judgement, I am probably guilty of allocating the label of the 

“best” to a game that is simply more technologically capacious. Some 

would say that this merely confirms that games are products of a mass 

culture that prioritizes immediate sensory stimuli––more likely to be 

provoked by ever higher-resolution graphics, ever more convincing 

sound, ever larger game worlds––over deep intellectual engagement. As 

an academic researcher, I want videogames to be taken seriously, but one 

cannot avoid noticing the stubbornly persistent fallacy that compromis-

es our judgements about videogames, one that becomes more embedded 

if we try to understand the new media by old aesthetic models in order 

to lend games the credibility of traditional art. Rather than technology 

merely being the passive medium on which the game’s form resides, all 

too often the perception of a great videogame seems to be shaped by 

whichever new technology can facilitate a more elaborate spectacle. 

wHAt MAKeS A viDeogAMe greAt? 
Problems of Videogame Aesthetics
When we play old 1990s video games, we may well be struck by their rudimentary graphics and superficial nar-
ratives, while newer games, with more realist aesthetics, may seem to come closer to traditional art. However, 
the idea that newer video games running on more powerful hardware tend to be more artistically complex does 
an injustice to the unique capabilities of this interactive medium.

By aliSTaiR BRown

The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, 2011, by Bethesda game Studios, videogame (screenshot).
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aRe BeTTeR gaMeS alwayS BeTTeR looKing?
Many critical and popular perspectives on videogames unconscious-

ly reinforce this perception. Janet Murray, author of the pioneering 

1998 work of game studies Hamlet on the Holodeck, saw games 

as in part characterized by immersion: “The experience of being 

transported to an elaborately simulated place is pleasurable by it-

self, regardless of the fantasy content.” Since Murray came to games 

from a background in literature, the commonality of immersion as 

true of both literature and games seems a positive one. However, 

the emphasis on immersion also implicitly correlates the multimedia 

elaborateness of a simulation with its effect on the player, the holo-

deck of Star Trek being the most seamlessly immersive narrative of 

all. By this definition, newer games, running on better hardware, are 

always destined to have more immersive capability. Certainly, when 

I play Sonic today I find it hard to be immersed but instead stand 

at a critical distance, from which point I reflect on the rudimentary 

nature of its simulation, especially when compared to the absorption 

possible in a rich world such as Skyrim. When I revisit old games, it 

is with a double nostalgia: nostalgia for the childhood those games 

represent, and nostalgia for the fact that I cannot play those games 

with the same level of conviction as my child self once did. 

I am not alone in being seduced more by innovation than by tra-

dition. If you scan the numerous lists of the “Top 100 Games of All 

Time,” it is likely that newer games will be featured most often, 

with just a few older games included for their genre-defining quali-

ties (Zelda as the first modern role-play game, for example). Game 

review websites unconsciously reiterate the mantra of aesthetic im-

mersion, according numerical scores to graphical and aural fidel-

ity and the “depth” of the narrative––again features that are more 

readily facilitated with newer, more powerful technology. 

If it is hard to agree on universal values for what makes a game 

great, it is because the development of videogames has been unprec-

edentedly rapid. Games are products of technical innovation in ways 

that less radically affect other art forms, with the possible exception 

of cinema. There was little practical about his paint or surface that 

prevented Caravaggio from painting like Rothko. In physical spaces 

like art galleries, we are reminded that the technology of art provides 

a relatively stable baseline; every painting uses similar brushes and 

pigments, so we compare works on parameters of form. We may cer-

tainly debate whether this or that particular specimen is better than 

the other, or judge how a style reflects the historical context of its 

production, but the fact that they all potentially constitute a canon 

of art, produced by basically the same technical methods, just with 

variable aesthetic skill and motivation, is not in doubt. 

There are few such spaces, physical or virtual, where older and 

newer games are presented alongside each other, to be perceived as 

formally similar. While we can easily trace the steps from Caravag-

gio to Picasso, incarnated in the linear gallery, the exponential pro-

ficiency of game technology makes it hard to perceive the equivalent 

lineage that makes Sonic ancestor to Skyrim (indeed, we may not 

even be able to play old games on new hardware). If we do not main-

tain a sense of tradition by continually going back to the classics 

as well as the contemporary, this opens ground for those, most fa-

mously the late Roger Ebert, who claims that videogames are not se-

rious creative endeavours, are not “art.” Since it is always the newest 

games that command the most attention, this retrospectively weak-

ens the validity of those earlier examples that we at one time brought 

to bear as evidence of videogame aesthetics, before we subsequently 

used a more advanced game as our model. A vicious cycle ensues: If 

Skyrim is our mature art, what does that make Sonic? Of course, one 

might argue that this is not a problem unique to games, but to any 

contemporary cultural product upon which we lack the necessary 

historical distance to judge its true importance. Against such relativ-

ism, however, the game industry itself is now pointing a better way of 

approaching the canon through its own creative medium. 

gaMing aT a cRoSSRoaDS
Gaming seems, at present, to be at an interesting crossroads. Having 

pushed incessantly towards audio-visual, multidimensional realism 

as the ultimate virtue, satisfying a narrow audience playing on high-

end platforms, recent mobile gaming has taken a step back from fidel-

ity as the measure of greatness; meanwhile, although game designers 

have been offered two new powerful consoles in the Xbox One and 

PS4, there seem to be diminishing returns from the efforts and money 

Sonic the Hedgehog, 1991, by Sonic Team, videogame 
(screenshot taken from its first level “Green Hill zone”).
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Papers Please, 2013, designed by Lucas Pope, puzzle videogame (screenshot).

Limbo, 2011, by Playdead and Double Eleven, puzzle platform videogame (screenshot). 
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needed to model ever more complex characters or worlds. In a market 

in which the trajectory of game development is slowed, we can finally 

see beyond the technical as a measure of the aesthetic, and instead rec-

ognize the intrinsic structural properties that make a game work well. 

Oddly, in doing this 21st-century game, culture seems to be re-enacting 

the sort of shift from superficial realism to postmodernism that charac-

terized other art forms in the 20th century.

Postmodernism is a multifaceted term, but intrinsic to its aesthet-

ic is a form of reflective parody. Characterized by Jameson as the 

use of pastiche, by Barthes as intertextuality, by Baudrillard as the 

simulacra, the postmodern reworks the original, forcing us to rec-

ognize its inherent structures and historical situatedness. Thus, the 

Pompidou Centre places the guts of the building on the outside, as-

sembling its new version from the raw materials of original forms. 

A novel like John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman gives 

us multiple endings to reveal how wedded the Victorian romance 

was to the sense of an ending in a singular happy marriage. Modern 

art draws attention to the naïve nature of 19th-century realism and 

asks us instead to acknowledge how the real is always a subjective 

impression and not an absolute truth. Contrary to the popular per-

ception of postmodernism, this does not necessarily devalue those 

earlier works, upon which later art indeed depends for its parodic 

or reactionary status. Rather, it helps us recognize the intentions 

and structures deep within them. In a similar vein, some games are 

undertaking self-reflective turns, which prompt us to recognize the 

structural foundations that make for a gameplay experience, seeing 

beneath the patina of graphics and presentation. 

One key driver of this trend is that whereas ever more powerful 

PCs and consoles were once the dominant gaming platforms, today 

most play occurs on mobile devices. With this shift to the mobile, 

once-forgotten genres like point-and-click adventures, whose static 

graphical backdrops were allegedly superseded by three-dimension-

al worldspaces, are being redistributed on tablets (see, for example, 

the Broken Sword series of the late 1990s, brilliant in its own time 

and now revived). In replaying games like this, we recognize the 

inherent integrity of the written narrative, albeit hidden behind less 

sophisticated graphics. In turn, this momentum inspires parodic 

reinvention. A game such as Lucas Pope’s Papers, Please (2013), 

described as “a dystopian document thriller,” wilfully reminisces 

about older forms of games, with their blocky visuals and limited 

color palette. By bypassing the modern obsession with worldly re-

alism, it forces players to recognize what makes a game great––

what indeed it was that made those Atari and Amiga games come 

to be viewed as so “immersive.” In those games, old and new, we 

are required to complete the gaps, build our own backstory for the 

icons passing before our eyes, project onto the rudimentary graph-

ics our own subjective impressions rather than those being passively 

relayed by a powerful processor. Papers, Please has many of the 

features we associate with a postmodern aesthetic: apparently plot-

less, avoiding a pretense of realism, self-reflective about its own 

mechanisms of presentation. It is seemingly simplistic, yet it is the 

absence of a facile realism that makes it so affecting. 

TowaRDS an allegoRiThMic aeSTheTic
In his book Gamer Theory, McKenzie Wark suggested that games 

function by the implementation of the “allegorithm”: a game’s rules 

not only specify the repetitive tasks we must fulfil in order to succeed 

in the game world (algorithmic behavior) but also tell us a story, draw-

ing attention to the meaning of that environment (allegorizing). In the 

beautifully understated game Limbo, for example, there is no overt 

narrative. The player, represented as a small black avatar, is required to 

move left to right through a sparse landscape populated by mantraps, 

ropes and lurking beasts. The algorithm of the game is very simple, 

controlled only by a few keys rather than the contortions of modern 

controllers. However, the actions the player performs, moving the traps 

out of his way, pushing on relentlessly to the next screen, enact an al-

legory of a lonely and curious quest for knowledge. What kind of world 

is this where I can only move left, right, jump and pull objects? Who 

has placed me in this hostile world in the first place? 

Such questions are the sort of things we ask of an immersive work, 

like a page-turning novel, but allegorithmic immersion does not nec-

essarily increase in accordance with a simulation’s raw fidelity, its 

mimetic realism. Rather, allegorithmic immersion is structural. The 

technical fidelity of a game may be one factor, but simulation need 

not be the only factor––just as postmodern art and literature recog-

nize that mimesis is not always an aesthetic virtue. If we shift the em-

phasis to allegorithmic rather than naïve, holodeck-like immersion, 

we can perhaps start to place the canon of games on a stable footing. 

The allegorithmic effect of Sonic is not so very different than Sky-

rim, after all: Both depend upon me collecting stuff (rings, weapons 

and armour) to build my character’s robustness against enemies, and 

both render hidden spaces to be explored. This also values games in 

terms of their unique mechanisms, achieved through interactivity, 

not in terms of increasing degrees of “realism,” a term that draws 

a false analogy with conventional visual art and literary narrative.

Once we understand that the procedural narratives of the al-

gorithm, and not high resolutions of pixels, provide the base unit 

from which great games are built, we can start to compare games 

on a more like-for-like basis, removing the conflicting variable of 

technology. We can, for example, educate our children into ludic 

culture, as we do through the literature or art curriculum, requiring 

them to play Sonic and appreciate its structures before moving on 

to Skyrim. We can place games in galleries and museums, ordered 

according to the genius of the programming scripts they obey, not 

in terms of the way they look. We may start to see that Sid Meier’s 

insight into the nature of society, achieved through his allegorith-

mic Civilisation series, makes him potentially as important a voice 

in our political realm as the novelists or historians who pronounce 

on the world today. We may build a canon of great games––and 

start more widely to recognize the greatness of games.  
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