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Introduction

It’s 2:00 A.M. Saturday morning, January 29th, 2005. Artist/Entrepreneur/Game Designer Derek Yu sits on the floor of his San Francisco apartment with a paintbrush in one hand and a joystick in the other; I’m halfway across the country conducting an interview via Microsoft Messenger. “Why make games?” echoes Derek, “Because to make a game is to create a world. More so than a book, a painting, or a movie, a game is something where the creator has complete control over the rules. And for a creative person, you can't ask for a better opportunity.” 

It’s 2:00 A.M. and my senses are starting to fade—did someone just compare making video games to painting and writing? I have to go to bed.

Ten hours of blissful sleep later and the interview feels like a dream: video games are video games, art is art, and that is that—all is right with the world. For two weeks. At which time an innocent friend tells me about Sanitarium, a “serious” computer adventure game that I just have to play. The game engages me, frightens me, and leaves me in emotional tatters—at which point I recall Derek’s words. Could this game be art? Surely not, but perhaps I should look into the possibility—just in case.

And now my world comes crashing down. Upon “looking into it” I find that far from being alone, Derek is only one of many people who seem to be on a veritable crusade to validate video games as art objects. I find websites dedicated to game art, museums featuring “art games,” and academic papers discussing video game aesthetics… what in the world is going on?

Art and Entertainment

The question of whether video games are art has long been dismissed as silly at best, and harmful at worst. Frans Mäyrä, editor of the Computer Games and Digital Culture Conference Proceedings says that “Games have established themselves as a traditional ‘low’ cultural form with self anarchic freedom to explore bad taste, sexual stereotypes and simple competitive or violent confrontations without the restraints of established culture” (Stalker 6).

Video games are about entertainment and making money—they’re about a multi-billion dollar industry that earns its keep by selling violent thrills to teenage boys. One reason that we have been so loath to consider video games for our museums is that art has had a long and prestigious history of being useless, of standing for nothing outside of itself. Now granted, there have been political works of art, and in our current day and age we are moving more and more towards an art which serves philosophy, but still there is an overarching theme of art for art and nothing else—especially not entertainment. If we do it and it’s just beautiful, or it’s just strange and unusual we will grant that it may be art; but if it becomes a fad, or too many people are coming for thrills, or too many people are making too much money producing and selling whatever it is, we become very suspicious—we sense ulterior motives, and that will not do. 

It will not do because all of us in the West have been grounded consciously or unconsciously in the theories of Kant and Collingwood, and other formalist and expressionist aestheticians. Kant speaks of “purposeless purposiveness,” and the idea that “Beauty is the form of finality in an object, so far as perceived in it apart from… an end” (NR 291, emphasis added). Collingwood meanwhile throws “Amusement Art” into his “pseudo-art” bin for selling its birthright (artistic expression) for money and laughs. “The work of art, so called” he says, “which provides the amusement, is, on the contrary, strictly utilitarian” (NR 134). We have long distinguished between aesthetic pleasure and entertainment, and knowing that video games entertain we dismiss them as inartistic.

But this is not the first time that entertainment and art have clashed: they are clashing, and to a large extent have already clashed in the film industry. Film, a medium which was once dismissed as a mere novelty, and is still associated to large degree with entertainment has nevertheless managed to exorcize itself from the category of pseudo-art thanks to the efforts of Alfred Hitchcock, D.W. Griffith, Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, and countless other visionary artist directors.
 

Video games are still very young, and as Chi Kong Lui, creator of GameCritics.com notes, there are many ways in which “the evolution of video games as a creative medium mirrors the growth and maturation of motion pictures.” Motion pictures which, if we’ve learned our lesson, have shown us that a multi-billion dollar industry is not enough to invalidate artistic potential. With the birth of the “art game” genre, the increasing number of games designed by self-proclaimed artists, and the rising presence of video games in museum galleries, I think it is time that we gave video games another look.

Defining the Question

Easier said than done. It is fine and well to decide to give video games a second chance, but what does that actually mean? As Lui notes, the debate over whether or not games are art stems partly (if not mostly) from the difficulty in defining art. My proposal is that, instead of limiting ourselves to one definition which might happen to suit our fancy, we look back over history and see how video games measure up across the board, from the mimetic theory of art to Formalism, from Romanticism and Expressionism to Anti-Essentialism and the Art World view. What would David Hume say about video games? Or Kant? Or Plato, or Tolstoy, or Danto, or Weitz?

Art as Representation and Imitation: The Ancient Greeks and Video Games
Perhaps the least interesting and (currently) most easily dismissed view of art is that assumed by Plato and the ancient Greeks, and held as norm through the Renaissance: the view that art intends to imitate and represent. According to this view, a painting of a chair is good art if it looks like the chair—and is hopefully pleasing to the eye. 

With video games the obvious element to analyze at first—partly due to our current pride in photo-real rendering—is graphics. And indeed we score high here. While there is still progress to be made, games like Unreal Tournament 2004 and Half Life 2 are approaching the level of photo-realism we expect to see in movies. Give us another twenty to thirty years, and a tree in one of these games will be indistinguishable from its photographic counterpart. Not only that, but with the advent of molecular computers and technology designed to project images directly onto our ocular lenses, we’ll soon have photorealistic 3D worlds to play in—I’d like to see a Renaissance artist top that for realism.
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Of course, besides the visual element, we also have the trickier question of how well a video game imitates the subtleties of the roles that it tries to recreate. Do players of America’s Army come away understanding what it’s really like to engage in modern day infantry combat? Do the Tony Hawk video games depict an accurate vision of skate culture and life? Is the world of Creative Assembly’s Rome: Total War a solid representation of Roman generalship? These questions are harder to answer, and in most cases we’ll probably end up saying “not really,” but the fact of the matter is, the only reason that we’re asking these questions at all is because we have reached such a high level of mimetic production. We are looking to reproduce reality not a slice at a time on a piece of canvas, but in great multi-sensuous chunks. Granted, movies have already moved in this direction with their combination of sound, sight, and temporality, but games are taking things to a whole new level with their interactive component and—in virtual reality experiments—the inclusion of all five senses. 

And did I mention that they are doing it beautifully? If art is meant to represent reality as closely as possible while delighting our senses, then video games (loosely defined) are the future of art, period.

Formalism: From Pixel Art to Psychedelic Abstraction

Formalism is another strong suit for video games, especially if we go with criteria like those of Richard Eldridge, who suggests that “what makes something art is the ‘satisfying appropriateness’ of its form to its content” (NR 239), without passing any judgment on the relevancy of that content. While the commercial sector of video game production often limits its aesthetic style to cutting edge photo-realism, and the cinematic techniques of film (we’ll call that “Cinematic Formalism”), there is a vast array of formally sound stylizing to be found in smaller, independent video game production. Besides Cinematic Formalism, we have distinct examples of what I will call Retro Formalism, Abstract/Minimalist Formalism, and Psychedelic Formalism. 

Retro Formalism has to do with creating art within the bounds of retro video game design: storytelling within the confines of the platform or side-scrolling genres, visual representation limited to pixel-art. The form and content of many retrograde games is balanced extremely well, and, as Tilman Baumgärtel points out in “On a Number of Aspects of Artistic Computer Games,” pixel art is a historically-grounded and significant art form in itself:

The “building-block look” of the first games for video arcades or early play consoles like the Atari 2600 actually recall historical techniques of picture-making in stunning ways. Ancient Greek and Roman mosaics or the Moorish “alicatado” (tile covering) of the Alhambra in Granada are only two examples of historical production methods that show a clear connection to the pixels from which computer images are constructed. In the meantime, the fact that early games of the seventies have an obvious connection to abstract art of past eras has almost become a commonplace in academic discussions.
Machination’s 1995 release Framed, and Blackeye Software’s Eternal Daughter (2002), are two examples of games that do a superlative job of uniting their storytelling, gameplay, and visual art elements within the bounds of traditional video game limitations—in the case of Eternal Daughter, very deliberately applied limitations. Older classics like Metroid, Super Mario Bros., and The Legend of Zelda need hardly be mentioned. 

Minimalism is another aesthetic style which is currently receiving heavy treatment by a certain sector of independent game developers. Duo-tone color, vector line graphics, and ultra-simple controls are some qualities that characterize these games. The focus is not so much on working within limitations specific to older video games, or using pixel artwork, so much as it is on re-imagining what minimalism within video games could look like, while drawing heavily from the tradition as already established in visual art. 

A good example of a Minimalist video game released recently is N by Metanet Software. N is a Lode Runner spin-off stripped of everything but its bear essentials, where the focus is brought down to the elegant movement of the player-controlled ninja, and his interaction with the simple shapes which span the playfield. Metanet (run by a filmmaker and a painter) very deliberately incorporates Minimalism and aesthetic principles into their design (as confessed in multiple interviews), and the results are very good; not only does N look stunningly elegant, but it has been universally praised for its similarly elegant gameplay. Even N’s name was chosen deliberately: “We just wanted something simple that matched the aesthetic of the game. ‘Super Jumpy Ninja Dude!’ would ruin the grace and elegance” (State interview).

Vib Ribbon and The Line are two games that take a minimalist approach even starker than N’s, creating environments that make you feel like you’ve just stepped into a painting by Barnett Newman or Frank Stella. Or we have The Crimson Room by Toshimitsu Takagi, a claustrophobic adventure brought down to lines and color, and a click of the mouse.

Finally, we have “Psychedelic Formalism,” a term I use to describe the chaotic and complex formal unity created by games like Rez, Spheres of Chaos, Mutant Storm, Darwinia, and Kenta Cho’s shooters. These games swirl and dance and scream, and spray colors and sounds like fireworks. The colors are bright and beautiful and balanced, and the chaos is formally stable: this feels like the formalism of science fiction, of the future, of electrons racing across my motherboard… of the underpinnings of video games themselves—what better unity could we ask for from this medium?
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So far our discussion of Formalism has been restricted mainly to the visual, and the reason for this is that we know how to tread that ground. But as we are talking about video games, I think more significant than formalism within their visual presentation is formalism which includes their interactive element, includes their gameplay. As David Hayward points out in “Video Game Aesthetics: The Future,” “the aesthetics of games are not merely to do with HUD and menu graphics, but are about the way in which game worlds are presented… interactivity is more fundamental to the medium than most if not all other parts of it.” 
Formalism, as Greenberg has pointed out, is not really about balance within one particular given sphere (like visual appearance), but rather about using the unique qualities of a particular medium to understand that medium: about balancing what the medium has to offer with what the medium is doing—about balancing content and form. Says Greenberg:

The unique and proper area of competence of each art coincides with all that is unique in the nature of its medium… Although the Old Masters are indeed great art, their greatness lies not in their representational qualities or their realism, but in their formal qualities, the qualities that are specific to the medium of painting itself (NR 110).  
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What is the quality specific to the medium of video games? Interactivity; and I think each of the games mentioned above manages very well to unify its interactivity with its content—to elegantly bind the user’s interaction with the user’s goal within each game. If we’re going to be strict formalists then that’s enough to make these video games work as art—because content in itself no longer matters: only equilibrium of content and form. Of course, those who do not find formalism to be sustaining with regards to painting or sculpture will not likely find it to be sustaining here.

Art as Play, Imagination, and Creation: Corporate Clones and the Scratchware Manifesto

Hans-Georg Gadamer in his seminal 1973 article “The Play of Art” says:

In human fabrication as well, the decisive moment of technical skill does not consist in the fact that something of extraordinary utility or superfluous beauty has emerged. It consists rather in the fact that human production of this kind can set itself various tasks and proceed according to plans that are characterized by an element of free variability. Human production encounters an enormous variety of ways of trying things out, rejecting them, succeeding, or failing. “Art” begins precisely there, where we are able to do otherwise (NR 77, emphasis added).

For Gadamer, art is about play, imagination, and creation: the ability to do otherwise. This is what sets art apart from everything else we do—from craft and routine, which are defined by the need for a blueprint and a limited range of possibilities. For the artist, there is no limited range: everything is a possibility, and every choice can be answered in a multitude of ways; what was done one way could have been done another way, and the product which results “is something that has emerged in an unrepeatable way and has manifested itself in a unique fashion” (Gadamer, NR 77). 

Are video games art then? The answer is no. 

No, because, as Gamer X notes in the “Scratchware Manifesto” (a sort of “call for revolution” compiled by numerous gamers and independent game developers), “The machinery of gaming has run amok. Instead of serving creative vision, it suppresses it.” Greg Costikyan of Manifesto Games embellishes:

As recently as 1992, the average budget for a PC game was $200,000. Today, a typical budget for an A-level title is $5m. And with the next generation, it will be more like $20m. As the cost ratchets upward, publishers are becoming increasingly conservative, and decreasingly willing to take a chance on anything other than the tired and true. So we get Driver 69. Grand Theft Auto San Infinitum. And licensed drivel after licensed drivel. Today, you cannot get an innovative title published, unless your last name is Wright, or Miyamoto (GDC address).

Sounds a lot like independent film makers ranting at Hollywood, does it not? Considering the business side of video games, it is little wonder that we see so much stagnation in the industry, but the fact that most video games are not creative, imaginative, original, or playful is not really the point: the point is that they have great potential to be all of those things. The Scratchware Manifesto speaks of the drudgery and imitation within the current games industry, but it also notes that that industry “was once the most innovative and exciting artistic field on the planet.” 

Why? 

 Because as Derek Yu points out in his interview with me, “more so than a book, a painting, or a movie, a game is something where the creator has complete control over the rules.” 

Because, like film before it, and photography before that, the video game medium is new and young, and full of unexplored potential. 

Because, as stated at GamesAreArt.com, video games volunteer interactivity as a property of a creative medium for the very first time: “the 5th dimension [time being the 4th —already explored by film]… the dimension of probability and alternate realities.” 
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And though it may require “starving, begging, and borrowing,” as Costikyan notes, there have always been developers out there working against the unimaginative trend—generally people like Mare Sheppard and Raigan Burns of Metanet Software: those “crazy artistic types” who don’t know when to stop. And they have managed to create some crazy artistic video games. 

An example from years past is Loom, a strange and beautiful adventure that has players solving puzzles not with traditional objects and inventory, but with spells consisting of musical notes. More recently there are games like Façade, a “one act interactive drama” called the future of video games by The New York Times Arts Section, that focuses on emotional interaction between the player and the game’s artificially intelligent characters in such an unprecedented way that it prompts the editors of Games Are Art to ask, “will a computer game ever make us cry?” 

Other worthy, innovative “Gadamer Game” mentions are Sega’s Rez, Word’s Sissy Fight, Cyan’s Myst, Morawe and Reiff’s Painstation, Will Wright’s SimCity, Amanita’s Samorost, Joosa Riekkine’s Liero, Eric Chachi’s Out of This World, Introversion’s Darwinia, Binary Zoo’s Mono and almost every genre-birthing game to date. Some of these games, like SimCity or Mono (which has you painting—yes painting—with explosions) are not only creative themselves, but are centered around the idea of letting the player be creative, leading Lui to ask, “Does something created in a videogame qualify as art?”
If art needs to be playful and imaginative you’ll be hard-pressed to find a better medium than video games, and it turns out that we have game designers who want to take advantage.

Art as Philosophy and Deconstruction: Asking Questions with Our Games

Don Postema, Professor of Philosophy at Bethel University says, “Art in the last 100 years has not been about the aesthetic… it has been about thoughts, ideas.” Take a look at Duchamp’s In Advance of a Broken Arm or Rauschenberg’s Odalisk or Craig-Martin’s An Oak Tree and it’s easy to see Postema’s point. Art is on its way to being consumed by philosophy, and currently that means the ideas of Foucault, Derrida, Rorty and other postmodern thinkers: deconstruction is the game. How and why do we see things the way we do? 

It turns out that deconstruction is a large part of the focus of the new genre of video games called “art games.” 

Art games are decidedly noncommercial in that they function primarily as single-use, or even disposable experiences due to their limited playability. Unlike Grand Theft Auto III or Final Fantasy X, popular games produced by hordes of developers that require weeks to master, art games tend to be more limited in scope. Typically, retro-styled art games do not offer players hours of play possibilities, rather, they provide viewers with a simple interface that assumes the viewer’s familiarity with game play in arcade classics such as Defender, and Pitfall. In the art game, wry social commentary sparks interest rather than grandiose landscapes and multi-nodal navigation (Holmes 47).

One such art game is Thomson and Craighead’s Trigger Happy, a retro Space Invaders clone that has you shooting down not alien invaders, but words from Foucault’s essay “What is an Author?” 
“In bombing the phrases, the player metaphorically deconstructs Foucault’s text which itself deconstructs the idea of the author,” notes Holmes. Just how much deconstruction is allowed?

Left to My Own Devices, a game by Geoffrey Thomas deconstructs the very idea of gameplay. Here players really are left to their own devices as they explore a narrative of loss and renewal gradually revealed through fragmented game segments which almost seem broken—like the central character that you play.

Jodi’s SOD, and UWM’s NPRQuake are two examples of deconstructionist “mods,” alteration packs made by independent developers which modify commercially available video games in certain ways. Both of these mods alter id Software’s popular 3D shooter, Quake. 

Jodi has subjected the game Quake to a radical treatment, resulting in all objective details and all textures being removed, with only abstract symbols remaining. This precursor of Quake, which was also developed by id Software, is now reduced to just a mysterious black and white landscape in which only rarely can be seen what is being hunted or what is blocking the way. The castle with the intertwined passageways, through which the player has to find his way, looks like a gallery in which only copies of Kasimir Malevitch's “Black Square” are hanging on the walls; Nazis have become black triangles—they are recognizable because they occasionally yell “Achtung!” Of all the game modifications that Jodi has produced, it is the graphical aspects that are the most reduced. At the same time however, the mechanics of play of the original game are respected (Baumgärtel 8).

NPRQuake does similar things, taking the 3D environments of Quake and rendering them as if they were hand drawn by a pencil and paper artist, a blueprint maker, or a painter. “If you have ever imagined running around inside a painting or a drawing,” state the authors, “you are beginning to get the idea.” 

SOD and NPRQuake raise questions about the nature of art and of video games. Where is the game actually defined if we can strip away its visuals and still use its mechanics? When do video games become video games, and how much do we have to take away before they are no longer video games? What is the relationship between 2-dimentional and 3-dimentional rendering? How do we think about the structure of video games? Who are the authors of modded video games? When does violence become violence—when a triangle becomes a Nazi? 
Cory Arcangel, creator of Super Mario Clouds takes video game deconstruction to the extreme by hacking a Super Mario game cartridge (hardware, not software) so that when played, our protagonist Mario disappears along with all the obstacles in the game: all that remain are a few fluffy white clouds in a light blue sky. Gone are “the narrative elements of the game and everything that made it dynamic” (Baumgärtel 10).
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Finally, a very interesting type of video game deconstruction—or reconstruction—takes the form of what Baumgärtel calls the “rematerialization of immaterial processes” in games like Geissler and Sann’s Shooter, Olaf Val’s swingUp, and SF Invader’s Space Invader. These games, which can hardly be called video games any longer, take the virtual world of their computerized counterparts and recreate or embellish them in material ways. Suddenly we have to ask, where is the virtual space, where is reality, and where is the game? 
Art as Political Platform: Protesting With Games

Visit a contemporary art museum exhibit and you’ll find that any work which isn’t purely philosophical in nature is probably political. This is especially true of a lot of recent feminist artwork, such as Vanitas: Flesh Dress for an Albino Anorectic, which is meant to comment on the role of women in society and the art world. Can video games play along? Holmes thinks they can:

Art game play sometimes requires a tolerance for critical theory mixed with intelligent humor—it is this combination of heavy content with clever punning that makes the game format an excellent structure to critique power relationships between technology and society and between men and women (51).

The Intruder, which has been exhibited in museum environments, is a work by Natalie Bookchin (art faculty at the California Institute of the Arts) that merges video games, literature, and political activism. Players listen to a reading of a tragic love story by Jorge Luis Borges while playing a series of ten different arcade-like games that seek to metaphorically mirror the themes of the story. 

Natalie Bookchin connects her extensive knowledge of photographic art to the more experimental genre of Net art to create works that speak of the technology culture. Bookchin's works allow for active participation in the viewing and creating of new temporal art. Bookchin uses the game interface as a medium to share ideas about sexism, Net activism, and biotechnology (Frontiers online).
Another political theme heavily explored by video game developers is war. Under Ash, a game published by Dar al-Fikr challenges the stereotypical portrayal of Arabs in video games by having the player take on the role of Ahmed, a Palestinian who fights against the Israeli occupation of his homeland. The game is in many ways a direct challenge to the U.S. Government funded America’s Army, which seeks to glorify the American war machine and entice players into recruitment. 

Two more politically charged games dealing with war and its effects are September 12, by Gonzalo Frasca and Escape From Woomera, sponsored by the Australian Council for the Arts. September 12 has players drop bombs on terrorists who always disappear and are replaced with innocent civilians before impact. Nearby civilians who are not killed but who witness the event then become terrorists, and the cycle repeats. 

Wondering what Escape From Woomera is about? Just take a look at the game’s website: “If you thought escaping from Castle Wolfenstein was hard, try Woomera Immigration Reception and Processing Centre…” Yes, the Australian government is furious. What do the developers have to say when asked if they’re trivializing a serious issue?

We're attempting to create a play–space in which people can have access to and engage with this issue in an unprecedented and unique way. We're serious about the issue and as game developers we're serious about games and game culture. We're confident that there is a community of gamers out there who are passionate about their medium, and who are looking for an innovation in the nature of game content. Unlike the makers of, say, Grand Theft Auto III (who deserve enormous respect for their achievements in gameplay terms) we seek to engage player's minds – emotionally, ethically, intellectually – not just their trigger fingers. When non–gamers think about videogames they often confuse content with form (EscapeFromWoomera.org/faq.htm).
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While I’ve focused once again on games which are not mainstream, commercial video games should by no means be left out of the political discussion. Lui in his article “Are Videogames Art?” mentions one commercial offering in particular:

The ultra popular Metal Gear videogame series is not only remarkable for its intense stealth action gameplay, but also because it creator, Hideo Kojima, has used the games to raise issues relevant to our society. In Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons Of Liberty for the PlayStation 2, the storyline meditates on how the digital age could jeopardize our personal freedoms and the importance of fighting for our identity and history in a global community filled with those who wish to deprive us of it. In the climax of the game, set in New York City's financial district, Kojima redefines our understanding of the statue of Washington that stands on Wall Street. By associating the monument with the plight of his characters, he gives the statue a new historical context and turns it into an icon for overcoming the dangers of tomorrow. The messages in Sons Of Liberty, which predated the 9/11 terrorist attacks, are ironically and frighteningly prophetic in the aftermath of the attacks and with the current conflict against Iraq. Picasso and Kojima used their respective creative mediums to voice their views on war and contemporary issues in hopes of changing people's outlook on the subject. The difference is that one used a canvas and the other used a PlayStation.

As of this writing, WaterCoolerGames.com has a list of over 150 politically-charged video games dealing with everything from sex to war to the U.N. to environmentalism to Islam to the U.S. government to yes, repression against miners. 

Why Philosophy and Politics? The Artworld Theory of Art and the Future of Video Games

So we have seen that video games can play along with theories of art as imitation, formal unity, philosophical extension, and political platform. At this point someone will inevitably rise from their seat, stomp their feet on the ground, and ask, “who cares?” Maybe video games can be philosophical and political, but why have we selected these criteria to judge them as art objects? Why don’t we look for games that deal with history, or physics, or frogs, and judge them by how well they manage to embody those things? Where is art in all of this? 

The answer to these questions was already hinted at above when I noted that most contemporary art exhibits are either philosophical or political in nature. The reason we’ve looked at games politically and philosophically as one way to determine their art status is because politics and philosophy are what the Artworld is currently interested in, and according to one strong theory, the Artworld defines what is art. 

According to Arthur Danto, who follows in the anti-essentialist footsteps of Wittgenstein and Weitz, it is the socio-historical context which defines what it means for something to be art; if you’re not at the right place at the right time, doing the right thing, the Artworld is not going to pay attention to you, and what you’re doing is not going to be considered art. We must do away with grandiose theories which attempt to define art for all time and place, Danto says, and realize that what defines art at any given time and place is going to be determined by that particular context: for the Greeks it was imitation, which turned into Realism during the Renaissance, then we had impressionism, expressionism, formalism, etc. etc. All of these categories are valid for a particular setting, but none of them can be taken as a universal standard: try to box art in, and the next thing you know someone will come up with something completely new and say “Ha! I defy your categories! I have just created a work of art!” 

Danto’s theory does a noble job of explaining the diverse history of art interpretation, as well as art’s apparent disintegration in recent times;
 if we take it seriously we will judge an artifact as art not by distant theories such as formalism or expressionism, but by the criteria dictated by our current setting. Ergo philosophy and politics. 

The question of whether video games are art is also simplified by the Artworld theory (or Dickie’s New Institutional Theory of Art), because instead of analyzing models, we need only ask, are video games being displayed in art museums? Are they being presented as objects to be considered by the Artworld public? The answer to both of these questions is yes—barely. As attested by many of the video games described in this paper, developers are starting to create video games with the specific intention of presenting them to the Artworld public, and within the last few years video games have indeed been displayed in prominent art museums such as San Francisco’s Museum of Modern Art, the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the Walker Art Center. 

Video games are still regarded with suspicion by many art critics, and are not yet accepted universally by the Artworld as valid art objects, but all indications are that things are about to change—are in the process of changing. Academic papers are being written on video game aesthetics (see my bibliography), artists
 are making video games (check out the “Computer Games by Artists” online gallery), and curators are starting to open the doors to their coveted museums;  this appears to be the same process of acceptance that photography and film went through not so long ago.

Aesthetic Experience and the World of Shadows: Where Games Aren’t Working Out
In looking at the various art theories we have explored so far, it may be surprising how strong the case for video game inclusion is in certain cases. We have seen that there is no strong reason that video games should not be considered for art by theorists who emphasize representation, Formalism, play, philosophy, politics, or the Artworld. My gut feeling, however, is that despite all of this, most of us are still hesitant to call video games art. The reason for this, I believe, is that none of the theories we’ve discussed so far adequately address the notion of aesthetic experience—of transcendence. 

It is fine to talk about formalism and politically-charged art and the Artworld’s current fascination with ideas, but at the end of the day many of us want something that feels more meaningful than satire, or a splash of paint on canvas, or a shovel on display. Granted, this is not a very defined desire, and the academic world may turn up its nose at our lack of sophistication, but still, most people can’t shake the notion that “real art,” when they’ve experienced it, has moved them profoundly, and left them changed.

The closest academic explanation for this strange unrest is found in the idea of aesthetic experience, which David Fenner puts forth as the primal instigator of the study of and categorization of art. Always difficult to define, aesthetic experience has something to do with experiencing a special kind of unity or significance or transcendence that we associate with particularly “moving” encounters with art. Fenner ends up defining aesthetic experience with a set of five criteria,
 but I think his designations are cryptic at best. Better go to Jeanette Winterson, who throws down academic blabber in favor of wonderfully understandable—if imprecise—prose. Winterson makes clear that aesthetic experience is fundamentally about the transcendent—about encountering The Other in the world presented by art objects. There are those who will call this hocus-pocus, but Winterson has a word for these “realists”:

The realist unmakes the coherent multiple world into a collection of random objects. He thinks of reality as that which has an objective existence, but understands no more about objective existence than that which he can touch and feel, sell and buy. A lover of objects and of objectivity, he is in fact caught in a world of symbols and symbolism, where he is unable to see the thing in itself, as it really is, he sees it only in relation to his own story of the world (Art Objects 143).

Art is about a re-seeing of the world as it really is—about doing what all good fairy tales do, according to Chesterton: “These tales say that apples were golden only to refresh the forgotten moment when we found that they were green” (Orthodoxy 51). To pull again from Winterson: “Children who are born into a tired world as batteries of new energy are plugged into the system as soon as possible and gradually drained away. At the time when they become adult and conscious they are already depleted and prepared to accept a world of shadows” (Art Objects 135)—Art fights the world of shadows, by giving us glimpses of reality, of The Other.

This encountering of The Other encompasses communication between people, as people are essentially soulful and transcendent, and it encompasses the expression of emotion, which comes out of that same transcendence. Tolstoy, Croce, Collingwood, Wordsworth—and perhaps even Plato and Aristotle—should all be.
What we are lacking in video games is any kind of encounter with The Other, any kind of revelation regarding meaning or purpose or reality: things we do indeed find—things I personally have found—in paintings, in sculptures, in musical compositions, in films, and in all of our other “validated” forms of art. 

Actually, I should not say that we find no trace of these things in video games—only that we find a very very small trace: a bit of mucous left by a slug. I have in fact played games that have arrested me emotionally, engaged me, and hinted at a re-imagining of the world of shadows.  
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The games that have been most successful in this hinting are those which have managed to combine beautiful worlds, engaging stories, and believable characters in essentially cinematic ways. The Longest Journey, Syberia, Sanitarium, Myst, Ico, Shadow of the Colossus, Jade Empire, and perhaps Out of This World, Flashback, The Last Express, The Journeyman Project(s), Alone in the Dark, and the System Shock games. Each of these titles have, in turn, captured something of the joy of exploration, the wonder of discovery, the sacredness of life, the marvel of nature, the struggle for identity, the power of relationship, the danger of isolation, the complexity of human beings, the value of courage, the nature of fear. 

Generally a whisper is the closest these games come to revelation (though fear, in its multifarious forms, has been expressed and communicated perhaps too well at times). The reason these games stand as poor artworks at best, in my opinion, is that they fight, rather than use to their advantage the unique property of their medium: their interactive element. “The story is good, and emotional interaction is deep,” a college student says of Sanitarium, “but there are moments of absolute frustration—when you’ve tried everything, and are supposed to pick up an inventory item which is two pixels wide and impossible to see”; all of a sudden interface and gameplay—the heart and soul of the video game medium—have ruined our art piece. 

If we are ever going to make video games which stand on their own as great works of art they will have to stand not as wispy and embarrassed imitations of film, but as unique creations with their own strength of being—otherwise they will always be second-class citizens at best, and disposable sources of entertainment at worst. 
Conclusion

The debate of whether or not games are an art form is a lively one, but it's not unique. The same debate has raged from the early to late 20th century with the Ready-made art objects of Marcel Duchamp to the controversial photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe (Chi Kong Lui, “Are Video Games Art?”).
Are video games art? The answer is up to you. First of all, we must concede that most of them are being produced for a multi-billion dollar industry with the sole purpose of making ungodly amounts of money—and few of these are art by any standard. The titles that remain are games made by people who wear strange clothes, and paint, and usually live in their basements—these at least deserve our consideration, and perhaps even our acceptance. Every day new ground is being broken in the representational accuracy, aesthetic formalism, and innovation of video games. Every day some self-proclaimed artist is creating a game with a new political message or philosophical point. Every day more museums are considering video games for inclusion in their galleries. And yet we have not managed to escape what Jeanette Winterson calls “the world of shadows” with our games—we have not managed to communicate the transcendent in more than a whisper. 

And that is why I am excited. I am excited because I believe that we have only been dabbling—not even dabbling—in the world of interactive artworks. We have only been creating games, when our potential is to create masterpieces. Perhaps I am being optimistic—but why not be that? With the element of interactivity the world of video games has opened up to us an entire new dimension—an infinite number of points for every point we have hitherto explored—and we have yet to ask ourselves how we can use this new dimension to serve art. How we can use this dimension to communicate emotion, to express feeling, to change the way people see the world. Video games may be following the progression of film as an art form, but if they are, we are still in the stage of making ten-second movies of practically irrelevant phenomena—oh its fun and interesting enough, and I commend the efforts that have been made so far, but it’s not where we should stop.

Here’s to the future: to possibilities we can’t even imagine right now; to a time when we won’t be blinded by the sheer overwhelming number of directions we could go; to a time when we’ll decide to find a new name for video games which doesn’t involve the word “game;” to a time when we’ll be able to sit down at the computer and expect more than mere entertainment; to a time when a video game will hit me in the chest so hard that I’ll fall on my back and really have to ask with conviction, “what in the world is going on?”
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The nearly photo-real world of Half Life 2





Metanet Software’s incredibly elegant—and formally sound—game, N





The graphically simple yet ground-breakingly intelligent game, Façade





NPRQuake in the process of deconstructing





Escape From Woomera exists to make a political point





Syberia’s characters are rich, and its plot compelling: are we starting to glimpse the transcendent?





The fascinating, psychedelic world of Rez








� The fact that I mention only directors here doubtless gives away my auteurist leanings, but of course many films owe a great deal of credit to their cinematographers, set designers, editors, sound engineers, etc. 


� It is easy to look at our current situation and say that art is exploded and dead, because, as Rosemblum points out, “if the Duchamp urinal is art, then anything is.” Danto helps us to avoid this conclusion by noting that we are simply living currently in a context which values art in terms of philosophical and political ideas. The idea of art is not dead, as we can tell from the fact that we still have art museums, which still contain certain specific works of art. Our current criteria for what makes something art are simply radically different from the criteria we’ve used in the past—and they will be different in the future.


� Artists subjectively defined as 1) those coming from accepted art backgrounds (working in painting, sculpture, photography, etc); 2) those who wear strange clothes and do strange things; 3) those who are willing to sacrifice comfort and luxury for what they perceive to be their “art.”


� Object Directness, Felt Freedom, Detached Affect, Active Discovery, Wholeness.





