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Stephan Schwingeler (DE)

Radical Action and Pure Joy:
David OReilly’s Video Game Everything in the 
Context of Game Art, Art History, and a new 
Gamic Avant-garde

In the beginning I was an elephant. My first play-
through of David OReilly’s videogame Everything1 
started in the pachyderm’s thick skin. Shortly after 
that I entered a beetle’s body, transformed into pollen, 
and back into a beetle. I controlled tufts of grass and 
turned into a palm tree. At one point I became a rubber 
duck, a snooker table, a set of conga drums, an electric 
guitar. I transformed into an island, a sun, a galaxy, 
becoming everything at once, incorporating everything 
that is included in it at the same time.
On the one hand, David OReilly’s Everything plays 
with this permanent change of perspective, enabling 
the player to experience the game’s world as another 
entity. On the other hand, the game utilizes change of 
scale resulting in the fact that the object incarnated 
before becomes the measure of the following object. 
The outcome is a journey from a small into a large uni-
verse, from micro- to macrocosmos, and back again, 
comparable to Ray and Charles Eames’s famous exper-
imental film Powers of 10 from 1977.
A main difference, of course, is that Everything is not a 
film—it is a game, an interactive piece, in which no indi-

1  Everything. Directed by David OReilly, Produced by Double Fine Productions. 2017. see also p. 206
2  Otocky. Developed by Scitron & Art SEDIC. Published by ASCII Corporation. 1987.
3  Orphan Kipcak, “ARSDOOM – art adventure,” in Mythos Information: Welcome to the Wired World, edited by Karl Gerbel, Peter Weibel, 
and Ars Electronica, exh. cat.  Brucknerhaus Linz. Vienna, New York, 1995, pp. 262–264.

vidual traverse, playthrough, or free navigation is com-
parable to another player’s experience. Everything’s 
reception is a personal, individual journey depending 
on the path through the game’s cosmos chosen by the 
player. This path is not laid out linearly leading from A 
to B, but is rather comparable to a web, a network, a 
rhizome. The player moves through this very system of 
objects and rules and thus navigates the system itself, 
wielding influence over it. In the following remarks I 
will discuss OReilly’s Everything from different per-
spectives and situate it in art history. First the piece 
will be situated in the broader context of game art. 
After that I will lay out some basic remarks about the 
video game as a new material in art history: the video 
game’s entry into the art world as a new material and 
genre is outlined in a short overview using examples 
from the nineteen-eighties and nineties such as Toshio 
Iwai’s Otocky (1987)2 and the video game modification 
Arsdoom (Orhan Kipcak, Reinhard Urban, 1995)3. In 
the course of describing early video game pieces vari-
ous artistic strategies are indentified that are used by 
artists mainly in the nineteen-nineties to appropriate 
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Figure 1: OReilly, David: Everything (2017), screenshot. Here the player’s avatar is depicted as a tardigrade. https://www.everything-game.com/presskit/ 
(accessed on July 27, 2018).

video games in the context of art. As a consequence, 
the opportunity arises to step further into art history 
by highlighting various strategies of appropriation that 
are relevant to artists beginning to use video games as 
their material. It becomes clear that the first artists 
using video games mainly in the nineteen-nineties 
cultivated a rather aggressive approach towards the 
material tending to analyze it by disruption, interfer-
ence, and eventually destruction. These tendencies are 
addressed by the concept of countergaming. The term 
coined by media scholar Alexander Galloway4 can be 
used to frame the strategies and tendencies to rebel 
against established forms of convential game design 
resulting in a new form of gameplay eventually lead-
ing to a new gamic avant-garde: radical action. Every-
thing can serve as an example for this new form of 
radical gameplay being one of the first games to truly 
embrace the potentialities of videogames as artistic, 
hybrid material and one fine example of a new gamic 
avant-garde.

4  Alexander R. Galloway, Gaming. Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis, 2006).
5  According to current scholarship, the concept game art was first used as a curatorial label in 2002. Curator Rebecca Cannon used it for 
her exhibition Trigger: Game Art from 14–25 May 2002 in Melbourne, Australia. Game Art functioned as the title of and as a sort of label 
in an exhibition at Völklinger Hütte in Völklingen near Saarbrücken in 2003 (cf. Meinrad M. Grewenig et al., eds., GameArt, exh. cat. Völk-
linger Hütte (Ostfildern, 2003)). The concept game art refers in the context of game design to the implementation of graphics from the 
first sketch to the final product. Game art thereby encompasses the classical techniques of fine art as well as computational visualistics.
6  Matteo Bittanti, Per una cultura dei videogames. Teorie e prassi del videogiocare (Milan, 2002).

Video Games and Art

In the art context, Everything can be seen as belonging 
to a larger field that curators call game art5. In the fol-
lowing remarks I will critically discuss the term game 
art, integrating David OReilly’s work into a larger con-
text of art practice including video games as material. 
 While the label game art makes sense from a curato-
rial perspective, it is problematic from a scholarly one. 
One definition of game art was proposed by Matteo 
Bittanti.6 Bittanti understands game art as every kind 
of artistic expression in which digital games play a 
significant role:

Game art is any art in which digital games played 
a significant role in the creation, production, and/
or display of the artwork. The resulting artwork 
can exist as a game, painting, photograph, sound, 
animation, video, performance, or gallery instal-
lation.
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He then adds a further attempt at a definition ex neg-
ativo: 

It is true that game art often defines itself against 
commercial games. Its ambivalent nature lies in 
the fact that it both celebrates and condemns its 
source material.7

According to Bittanti,8 then, artists can help them-
selves to the whole field of fine art and all its wealth 
of resources in producing game art. Bittanti’s game 
art is independent of genre, materials, media, and 
technology. The only restriction in terms of content 
involves the observation that such works of art are 
often directed against, or are critical of, commercial 
games and the computer game industry.9 
A further attempt to define game art was made by Cor-
rado Morgana,10 who opens the genre up even further 
to include (analogue) games as such: 

Game art does exactly what it says on the tin: it 
is art that uses, abuses and misuses the material 
and language of games, whether real world, elec-
tronic/digital or both. The imagery, the aesthet-
ics, the systems, the software and the engines 
of games can be appropriated or the language of 
games approximated for creative commentary.11

Such a broad conceptualization of the area of inquiry 
and the generalization it entails lead to significant 
methodological problems. Game art thus becomes 
a heterogeneous field of artifacts of wide-ranging 
artistic strategies and techniques, means, media, and 

7  Matteo Bittanti, “Game Art – (This is not) A Manifesto, (this is) A Disclaimer,“ in Gamescenes. Art in the Age of Videogames, edited by 
M. Bittanti and D. Quaranta (Milan, 2006), p. 9.
8  Ibid., pp. 7–15.
9  Ibid., p. 11.
10  Corrado Morgana, “Introduction,” in Artists Re:Thinking Games, edited by Ruth Catlow, Marc Garrett, and Corrado Morgana (Liverpool, 
2010), pp. 7–14.
11  Ibid., p. 12.
12  Machinima are animated films created in real time by computer game technology. Friedrich Kirschner defines the technique as “shooting 
film ... in a realtime ... 3d virtual environment.” He adds: “Cameras record the action going on. ... [T]he time needed for the computer to 
transform the abstract data into a 3-dimensional visible representation is so little that you do not notice it. The whole calculation takes 
less than 1/10th of a second. Thus the term ‘realtime’. ... [T]he actors aren’t human, but virtual Avatars or Objects, controlled by user input 
or scripting and act in a virtual world that is simulated using a computer game.” Cf. Friedrich Kirschner’s personal website at: https://
www.zeitbrand.de/machiniBlog/WhatIsMachinima.html (accessed July 26, 2018). Machinima can be played either in real time within a 
game environment or as videos. They thus result in audiovisual, linear, non-interactive artifacts that follow the logic of films or music 
videos with a linear, usually narrative structure. Machinima originated in computer games and are thus rooted in their technology and 
aesthetics. If a machinima is played live in real time for an audience, it approaches the vicinity of the performing arts—theater, puppetry. 
Cf. Henry Lowood and Michael Nitsche, eds., The Machinima Reader (Cambridge, Mass. et al., 2011).
13  Demos look and often sound like music videos, despite being something different. They are computer programmes which, when run, 
appear as audiovisual, non-interactive, linear artefacts, that are are computed in real time. Demos are executable files. Cf. on the so-called 
Demoszene, Daniel Botz, Kunst, Code und Maschine: die Ästhetik der Computer-Demoszene (Bielefeld, 2011).
14  Gerrit Gohlke, “Genre i. Gr. Computerspielkunst als Gegenentwurf zu einer technikentfremdeten Kunst,” in Games: Computerspiele von 
KünstlerInnen, edited by Tilman Baumgärtel (Frankfurt am Main, 2003), pp. 21 and 23.

materials. The field can be divided into three groups: to 
the first group belong adaptations and appropriations 
of the audiovisual surface of games that implement 
a “computer-game aesthetic” (which is not further 
defined) in painting, graphic design, sculpture, pho-
tography, film, video, performance, et cetera. What 
we have here is a reception of computer game images 
and their use in other media and genres of fine art. 
Computer games as sujet.
The second group consists of forms of expression that 
originate directly in the field of computer games with-
out being computer games themselves, like machin-
ima12 or demos,13 for example. In the case of machin-
ima, the computer game becomes more of a tool for 
the production of an artifact.
The third group includes all modifications (or mods) 
and independent productions of computer games 
(sometimes called art games) explicitly under the 
sign of art. When it comes to modifications of already 
existing games, one could speak of “art with computer 
games.” In this case the computer game itself consti-
tutes the artistic genre. The strategy of modification 
was the “first attempt to approach the phenomenon of 
the computer game within its own medium.”14 OReil-
ly’s Everything is an artistic computer game produced 
from scratch and thus falls into the category of pro-
duction. To be sure, a substantial scholarly work could 
be written just on the artistic production of computer 
games—art games—which have become increasingly 
prevalent in recent years. It could be theorized that 
in the field of artistic computer game production, in 
contrast to modification, a second generation is devel-
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Figure 2: Iwai, Toshio: Otocky (1987), screenshot, https://www.mobygames.com/game/nes/otocky/screenshots/
gameShotId,628266/ (accessed on July 27, 2018).

oping that works less (with a partially aggressive impe-
tus) against the medium of the computer game and 
instead adopts a more conciliatory attitude towards 
the specific features of the genre, exploiting them 
much more intensively as means of artistic expression 
instead of slaving away at them. Art games cultivate 
less incoherencies, dysfunctionalities, and counter-
strategies than artistic game modifications from the 
nineteen-nineties and around the year 2000. Examples 
of outstanding protagonists in the field of art games 
include the artist couple Tale of Tales (Auriea Harvey, * 
1971; Michaël Samyn, * 1968), Jason Rohrer (* 1977) and 
Bill Viola (* 1951), whose project The Night Journey15 
takes up the genre of the computer game. Begun in 
1998, the first concrete concepts came about in 2005.16 
Most recently in this category, David OReilly earned 
acclaim and delivered new impulses with his games 
Mountain17 (2014) and Everything (2017). As a pinna-
cle Everything was awarded the Golden Nica at Ars 
Electronica. From autumn 2018, a new version of the 
game will be shown in a 540-degree full dome as part 
of the New Infinity program of the Berliner Festspiele 
and depart from there on a world tour through various 
international planetaria, partly based on the initiative 
of the author.

15  The Night Journey. Directed by Bill Viola, 2007–2018.
16  Cf. Tracy Fullerton, “Reflections on The Night Journey: an Experimental Video Game,” in The Ludic Society. Kritische Berichte 2/2009, 
edited by Ulrike Gehring and Stephan Schwingeler (Marburg, 2009) pp. 72–83.
17  Mountain. Directed by David OReilly. Published by Double Fine Productions. 2014.
18  REZ. Directed by Jun Kobayashi. Developed by United Game Artists. 2001.

Video Games as a new Material in the Art World

After these more programmatic and basic remarks I 
would like to outline the video game’s entry into the 
realms of the art world in a cursory historical summary. 
Otocky from 1987 is one of the first video games 
designed by a media artist, namely Toshio Iwai. The 
Japanese video game for the rather obscure platform 
Famicom Disk System called Otocky is clearly situ-
ated in the context of the entertainment industry and 
outside the art world. It is still a great example for 
pushing boundaries and blurring lines considering the 
connection between video games and art. The game 
is a side-scrolling shooter and contains generative 
music, meaning the soundtrack is being generated 
by playing the game in the first place. The music and 
sound effects are dependent on the player’s actions 
and the way she is interacting with the rule set of the 
game and the algorithms of the computer program. In 
this regard Otocky very clearly is a predecessor of and 
source of inspiration for the famous musical shooter 
REZ18 (2001) by Tetsuya Mizuguchi. The topic of gen-
erative music and sound is the main theme in Toshio 
Iwai’s body of work. He varied the theme in almost all 
of his pieces. Iwai did variations on the theme in his 
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Figure 3: Kipcak, Orhan and Urban, Reinhard:  Arsdoom (1995), Screenshot. Nam June Paik’s portrait is visible in the foregreound. The player is equipped with 
the weapon associated with Joseph Beuys in the game: his shooting cross. https://www.gamescenes.org/2009/11/interview-orphan-kipcak-arsdoom-ars-
doom-ii-1995.html (accessed on July 27, 2018).

large scale interactive installations that anticipate his 
endeavor in the context of commercial video game 
design. Piano – As Image Media (1995) for example is 
targeted on synaesthesial effects, mainly the interplay 
of visual and auditive sensations. These proven con-
cepts from the realm of media art are included in com-
mercial yet experimental video games by Toshio Iwai, 
for example SimTunes from 1996 and Elektroplankton 
from 2005. Iwai’s oeuvre emphasizes that interac-
tive media art and video games are extremely closely 
related but are happening in different contexts: the 
art world and the entertainment industry. A further 
example for a video game in art history is the artistic 
video game modification Arsdoom.19 1995 the Austrian 
architect Orhan Kipcak was commissioned by Peter 
Weibel, the artistic director of Ars Electronica at the 

19  Orhan Kipcak, “ARSDOOM – art adventure,” in Mythos Information: Welcome to the Wired World, edited by Karl Gerbel, Peter Weibel 
and Ars Electronica, exh. cat.  Brucknerhaus Linz (Vienna and New York, 1995), p. 263.
20  Ibid., pp. 262–264.
21  Orhan Kipcak remarks: “All the modules were then assembled technically by Reini Urban. Reini also programmed a little extension 
that bypassed the limitations of the Doom Level Editor: the original editor could only design squared rooms. But we needed a room with 
pointed angles in order to reproduce the complex geometry of the physical design of the Ars Electronica center, the Brucknerhaus.” Jans-
son, Mathias: Interview: Orhan Kipcak (ArsDoom, ArsDoom II) (1995–2005), in: www.gamescenes.org, 2009, https://www.gamescenes.
org/2009/11/interview-orphan-kipcak-arsdoom-arsdoom-ii-1995.html (accessed on January 6, 2011).
22  The following artists participated: “Seichi Furuya, Peter Kogler, Heimo Zobernig, Peter Weibel, Jörg Schlick, Stephen Pusey, Michael 
Smith, Sabine Bitter, Stefan Nessmann, Ecke Bonk, Manfred Wolff-Plottegg, Curd Duca, Orhan Kipcak + Special Guests. Ein Raum wird 
von Studenten der Meisterklasse Visuelle Medien gestaltet: Norbert Pfaffenbichler, Wolfgang Hilbert, Andrea Mayr, Katharina Copony, 
Rich.Art” Cf. Orhan Kipcak, “ARSDOOM – art adventure,” in Mythos Information: Welcome to the Wired World , edited by Karl Gerbel, 
Peter Weibel and Ars Electronica, exh. cat.  Brucknerhaus Linz (Vienna and New York, 1995), p. 264.

time, to produce an interactive piece for the festival. 
The result was Arsdoom, a video game mod based on 
Doom II and its id Tech 1 engine that he designed with 
his colleague Reinhard “Reini” Urban.20 21

Arsdoom is a digitally constructed model of the Bruck-
nerhaus in Linz, the venue where Ars Electronica took 
place back in 1995. The replica was constructed with 
the help of the original blue prints of the Bruckner-
haus. Players navigate the spatial structures of the 
game. There they encounter giant heads coming closer 
to the players. These monsters are the portraits of art-
ists who were part of Ars Electronica. Peter Weibel can 
be seen and shot in the game, too.22 The weapons in 
this first-person shooter refer to artists from recent art 
history. For example players can shoot with Nam June 
Paik’s remote control or Joseph Beuys’s cross, or they 
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use Arnulf Rainer’s thumb. The game is about entering 
and penetrating the structures of Ars Electronica as 
an institution of art standing for the art world’s sys-
tem. Players become iconoclasts and destroy artworks 
and artists alike in the iconography of a first-person 
shooter. Kipcak commented on the aggressive impetus 
of the piece: “I chose those artists because they were 
well known and their art had a brutal aspect to it. This 
is important for a first-person-shooter: with Arnulf 
Rainer you paint over artworks, with Nitsch you soak 
them in blood, with Baselitz you turn them upside-
down.”23

The game is an “inside joke, a tongue-in-cheek take on 
the art world.”24 The theme of entering and penetrating 
a system is multilayered in the piece: first of all the 
players invade the space of Ars Electonica. Secondly 
Arsdoom’s creators, Kipcak and Urban entered the very 
structures of the software Doom II in order to appro-
priate and alter them and thirdly: with Arsdoom a new 
material entered the system of art, namely the video 
game as a new artistic hybrid material. 
There are two main reasons why video games managed 
to enter the art world around 1995. The first reason is 
rather obvious: in 1995 there were artists who knew 
video games from their childhood since the beginning 
of the video game industry was in 1972. This is the 
first generation of artists with explicit video game lit-
eracy.25 They discovered the potentials of video games 
against the background of emerging media art and net 
art scenes and begin to reflect their characteristics.
The second reason is that in the nineteen-nineties 
users gained access to the material of video games. 
Before 1995 tinkering with video games as computer 
programs required a large amount of specialized know-
how and skill. In the nineteen-nineties the video game 
company id Software opened its software products for 
everybody to use freely. It published the source code of 
Doom in 1997. Before that users discovered that 1992 
shooter Wolfenstein 3D was easily modifiable using 
simple tricks and primitive hacking routines. Thus 
modding as a cultural practice emerged out of the early 
gaming communities on the Internet leading to the 

23  Mathias Jansson, Interview: Orhan Kipcak (ArsDoom, ArsDoom II) (1995–2005), in: www.gamescenes.org, 2009, https://www.games-
cenes.org/2009/11/interview-orphan-kipcak-arsdoom-arsdoom-ii-1995.html  (accessed on January 21, 2011).
24  Ibid.
25  Mark Tribe et al., eds., New Media Art (Cologne et al., 2006), p. 10.
26  Mathias Jansson, Interview: Orhan Kipcak (Arsdoom, Arsdoom II) (1995–2005). Gamescenes.org URL: https://www.gamescenes.
org/2009/11/interview-orphan-kipcak-arsdoom-arsdoom-ii-1995.html (accessed on April 12, 2012).
27  Ibid.
28  Claus Pias, “Appropriation Art & Games: Spiele der Verschwendung und der Langeweile,” in Games: Computerspiele von KünstlerInnen, 
edited by Tilman Baumgärtel, exh. cat., Hartware Medienkunstverein, Phoenix Halle Dortmund (Frankfurt am Main, 2003), pp. 26–32.
29  Ibid., pp. 26–32.

fact that artists began using this new techniques, too. 
Thus modification of found games historically devel-
oped as a first approach for artists to gain access to 
the new material of the videogame.
Since the beginning of the nineteen-seventies the 
video game has been a product in the context of a 
commercialized and professionalized industry. In the 
course of its professionalization, access to the prod-
ucts’ code was denied; the video game as a product 
was closed by the industry and literally put into cases, 
cabinets, consoles, cartridges, and boxes. The concept 
of proprietary software was developed.
Blocking access means that the first historical 
approach to use video games as an artistic material 
lies in their almost parasitical appropriation—hence 
breaking open these boxes and gaining access again. 
In an interview Orhan Kipcak, the creator of Arsdoom, 
commented on these circumstances. He emphasizes 
the thesis that artists began using video games in the 
moment that they gained access to their code.
Kipcak remarks: “And then id Software opened up 
the Doom engine, allowing everybody to tinker with 
the level editor. It was such a powerful tool! It was an 
epiphany. ... Last but not least: I chose a video game 
for technical and practical reasons. The Doom engine 
was an open-source solution, easy to handle and very 
popular at the time. It made our life so much easier!”26 
Kipcak answers the following question with only one 
word “Why did you choose Doom for your art project?”: 
“Availability.”27 Media scholar Claus Pias28 summarises 
these processes: 

Die einst oppositionellen Computerspiele wurden 
also in den 1970ern selbst zu einer Institution, 
gegen die KünstlerInnen erst seit den späten 90er 
Jahren wiederum Verfahren der Appropriation und 
Umwidmung einzusetzen beginnen.29

[“The formerly opposititional videogames became 
an institution themselves in the nineteen-seven-
ties. Only in the late nineties did artists begin 
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30  mario battle no.1. Developed by Myfanwy Ashmore. 2000.
31  Super Mario Bros. Directed by Shigeru Miyamoto. Published by Nintendo. 1985.
32  Super Mario Clouds. Developed by Cory Arcangel. 2002.
33  Quake III Arena. Published by id Software. 1999.
34  QQQ. Developed by Tom Betts. 2002.

applying methods of appropriation and reallo-
cation against it.” Translated from the German 
by the author.]

Today—as OReilly’s Everything shows as an example—
we can as well identify the artistic practice of video 
game production on larger scale than in the nine-
teen-nineties and around 2000, implying that artists 
not only gained access to modifying found media as 
in the early days but also gained access to specific 
skills that are crucial for producing a video game. This 
development can be put in context of new possibilities 
of education (computer science, informatics, coding, 
and the emerging discipline of game design) and a 
general opening and accessibility of know-how and 
high capacity tools (hard- and software) leading to 
various emerging independent game scenes.

Artistic Strategies 

While video games established themselves as an 
artistic material in the context of the art world, artists 
developed different artistic strategies dealing with the 
new material. In the following passage various artistic 
strategies are laid out and described: 
A first strategy could be termed “re-decoration of the 
source material.” This strategy describes the modding 
of existent video games and their audio-visual inter-
faces, as is the case in the total conversion Arsdoom 
(1995), which was the first video game modification in 
the context of the art world.
Reduction and abstraction of the source material func-
tions as a second strategy. Artists cultivate voids and 
imperfections as, for example, in Myfanwy Ashmore’s 
mario battle no.130 (2000). In Ashmore’s modification, 
all obstacles and opponents are deleted from Super 
Mario Bros.31 (1985). In Cory Arcangel’s Super Mario 
Clouds32 (2002), what remains of the original game 
are the clouds passing by the viewer from right to left 
in front of the pale-blue background. The strategy of 
abstraction, on the one hand, aims at highlighting the 
games’ interfaces and thus on a staging of the audio-
visual, as in the Quake III Arena33 (1999) mod QQQ34 
(2002) by British artist Tom Betts, which is consciously 
saturated with graphics glitches. On the other hand, it 
aims at (and partly complements) the process of image 
and sound development and highlights the represen-

Figure 5: Super Mario Clouds (Cory Arcangel, 2002/2009), screenshot from 
a ROM-file.

Figure 4: mario battle no.1 (Myfanwy Ashmore, 2000), screenshot of 
the Vimeo video, https://vimeo.com/18502121 accessed on 05.05.2012 
(accessed on January 05, 2012).
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tation of the code and the computing process, as in 
Margarete Jahrmann and Max Moswitzer’s nybble-en-
gine-toolZ35 (2002), an installation which “converts 
information (text, images, sound) on the hard disk into 
three-dimensional abstract movies and projects these 
onto a 180 degrees circular screen.”36

Modifications of the rules of the game and game-dis-
cordant actions in the source material itself form a 
third strategy. For example, in Velvet-Strike37 (Brody 
Condon, Anne-Marie Schleiner, and Joan Leandre, 
2001), pacifist images are attached to the walls 
of Counter-Strike38 (2000) maps, while in Joseph 
DeLappe’s online gaming performance dead-in-iraq39 
(2006), the artist staged an online protest against 
the war in Iraq during an session of America’s Army40 
(2002) by posting the names of soldiers killed in action 
in the Iraq War via the game’s chat function.
The combination of these strategies may produce par-
adoxical artifacts: unplayable games. JODI’s Wolfen-
stein 3D41 mod SOD42, the map Arena from the series 
Untitled Game, and the game Glitchhiker43 (2011) pro-
vide examples of this most extreme form of obstinacy. 
Unlike the other two examples, Glitchhiker is not a 

35  nybble-engine-toolZ. Developed by Margarete Jahrmann and Max Moswitzer. 2002.
36  “Nybble-Engine-Toolz,” V2_, Lab for the Unstable Media, https://v2.nl/archive/works/nybble-engine-toolz/ (accessed on July 18, 2017). 
37  Velvet-Strike. Developed by Brody Condon, Anne-Marie Schleiner, and Joan Leandre. 2001.
38  Counter-Strike. Published by Valve. 2002.
39  dead-in-iraq. Developed by Joseph DeLappe. 2006.
40  America’s Army. Published by United States Army, Ubisoft. 2002.
41  Wolfenstein 3D. Developed by id Software. 1992.
42  SOD. Developed by Jodi. 1999.
43  Glitchhiker. Created by ceMelusine, Lucas J. W. Johnson, Andrew Grant Wilson, Claris Cyarron. 2011. https://glitchhikers.com/ (accessed 
on January 28, 2019).
44  Cf. Anne-Marie Schleiner, “Parasitic Interventions: Game Patches and Hacker Art,” Opensorcery.net: Annie-Marie Schleiner (accessed 
July 18, 2012), https://opensorcery.net/patchnew.html; Claus Pias, “Appropriation Art & Games: Spiele der Verschwendung und der 
Langeweile,” in Games: Computerspiele von KünstlerInnen, edited by Tilman Baumgärtel (Frankfurt am Main: Revolver, 2003), pp. 26–32; 
Axel Stockburger, “From Appropriation to Approximation,” in Videogames and Art, edited by Andy Clarke and Grethe Mitchell (Bristol, 
2007), pp. 25–38.

modification but an original game. As such, it is not 
based upon a commercial game and has appropriated 
it; instead, Glitchhiker is an independent computer 
game production that was developed during a game 
jam within a couple of days.
All of these artistic strategies disrupt the operating 
principles of their source materials. These strategies 
aim at raising awareness of the video game’s techni-
cal limits through formal-aesthetic experiments, the 
construction of dysfunctionalities, incoherence, and 
the limitation of interactivity. 

Art-Historical Traditions of Interference and Disrup-
tion

Historically video game art appropriates its source 
material. To this end, artists working with video 
games employ modification practices such as para-
sitic repurposing and appropriation to highlight video 
games’ specific media-immanent characteristics and 
structures.44 Thus, errors and glitches are programmed 
into video games’ codes, disrupting them and limiting 
their interactivity to the point of unplayability. In this 
way, artists act as spoilsports, as video games simply 
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Figure 6: Screenshots from Jeoseph DeLappe’s perfromance dead-in-iraq (2006–2009), https://www.delappe.net/project/dead-in-iraq/ (accessed on July 
27, 2018).
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stop being games. Artists alienate players and viewers 
from the expected gaming situation and thus relocate 
video games into artistic contexts through the practice 
of détournement, the “overturning of the established 
order” accomplished through the “unforeseen activity 
within the institution, utilizing its tools and imagery.”45

This practice of appropriation is also key to hacker 
culture and ethics. After all, an essential element of 
hacking is making things work differently from the 
way they were meant to. Indeed, as Corrado Morgana 
explains:

Détournement is ... central to hacker culture; tak-
ing “stuff” and making that “stuff” do things it 
wasn’t meant to do. By modding, hacking, exploit-
ing and other strategies of intervention, artists, 
game designers and players have responded to 
preset game limits and other practical and cre-
ative boundaries. They have responded by pro-

45  Corrado Morgana, “Introduction,” in Artists Re:Thinking Games, edited by Ruth Catlow et al., (Liverpool, 2010), p. 9. For a discussion 
of détournement in connection to computer game art, see Anne-Marie Schleiner, “Dissolving the Magic Circle of Play: Lessons from 
Situationist Gaming,” in From Diversion to Subversion: Games, Play, and Twentieth-Century Art, edited by David J. Getsy (Pennsylvania, 
2011), pp. 149–58.
46  Corrado Morgana, “Introduction,” in Artists Re:Thinking Games, edited by Ruth Catlow et al. (Liverpool, 2010), p. 10; Roberto Simanowski 
(2008) sees a similar connection between détournement and hacker culture: “The transformation of a commercial product of digital media 
into a critical-reflexive artwork is a popular form of détournement in the context of hacktivism (‘hacking’ and ‘activism’) and artivism 
(‘art’ and ‘activism’) inside and outside digital media” p. 87.

ducing artifacts and activity that re-appropriate 
dominant culture, where normative tropes and 
memes are subverted and détourned to produce 
a counter to expected “normal.46

As a result, the testing, expansion, and crossing of 
boundaries as well as the breaking of rules ensures a 
particular hack value. Appropriation opens up links to 
other artistic traditions. The Situationist movement 
embraced an aggressive-destructive impetus which 
drove them to intervene with the structures of (mass) 
media and apparatuses. This is, for example, evident 
in Wolf Vostell’s variations of dé-coll/ages of TV sets 
and Nam June Paik’s TV modifications from the nine-
teen-sixties. 
The modification of games (i.e., their rules, aims, et 
cetera.) up to unplayability has a distinct tradition 
in art history. Indeed, games and the playful became 
important ideas in the twentieth century, as surreal-

Figure 7: Negation of the image: Arena from the series Unitled Game ( JODI, Joan Heemskerk und Dirk Paesmans, 
1998–2001). The artists modified the game QUAKE in an iconoclastic manner resulting in a stripped, “opaque” game 
without any representation at all. The HUD and audio are still intact. Players can still navigate QUAKE’s game world but 
do not see anything. https://www.untitled-game.org/ug2.html (accessed on July 27, 2018).
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ists, Dadaists, and Fluxus artists dealt with games and 
used them as material. Variations of the chess game 
illustrate this utilization of games as artistic resource. 
Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp, for example, produced 
and interpreted chessboards and pieces.47 Represen-
tatives of the Fluxus movement such as Takako Saito 
and Yoko Ono followed in their footsteps. Saito has 
produced modified chess sets since the nineteen-six-
ties, including chess sets that are played with spices 
or vials. On the other hand, Yoko Ono’s all-white chess 
sets lead the game and its objective ad absurdum, 
while simultaneously acting as anti-war metaphor 
and political statement.  Like Velvet-Strike, this mod-
ification accentuates metaphors of war and combat 
which are deeply entrenched in many analog and dig-
ital games. Video game art often employs a rhetoric 
of negation: as soon as the video game does not per-
form as expected anymore, its operating principles are 
acknowledged ex negativo. As ideas such as Bertold 
Brecht’s “alienation effect” suggest, interferences ren-
der the immanent characteristics of a medium explicit. 
Artists thus develop alternative models to commercial 
video games and break their rules. In this way, their 
artworks reflect not only on the design of computer 
games as defined by what Gerrit Gohlke has called a 
“performance-oriented, hyperreal culture,” [translated 
from the German: hyperrealistische Leistungskultur] 
but also on the general relation between man and 
machine in the circuit of cybernetics and in the magic 
circle of play.48

Countergaming

Media theorist Alexander R. Galloway calls the 
described tendencies to rebel against established 
forms of gaming countergaming.49  Galloway borrows 
this term from film theory and the concept of Nouvelle 
Vague’s Countercinema. The characteristics of counter-
gaming aesthetics are the following:

1. Transparency versus foregrounding. (Removing the 
apparatus from the image versus pure interplay of 
graphics apparatus or code displayed without repre-
sentational imagery.)
2. Gameplay versus aestheticism. (Narrative gameplay 
based on a coherent rule set versus modernist formal 
experiments.) 

47  Cf. Francis M. Naumann et al., Marcel Duchamp: The Art of Chess (New York, 2009).
48  Gerrit Gohlke, “Genre i. Gr. Computerspielkunst als Gegenentwurf zu einer technikentfremdeten Kunst,” in Games: Computerspiele von 
KünstlerInnen, edited by Tilman Baumgärtel (Frankfurt am Main, 2003), p. 19.
49  Cf. Alexander R. Galloway, Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis, 2006), pp. 107–127.
50  Ibid., pp.124–125.

3. Representational modeling versus visual artifacts. 
(Mimetic modeling of objects versus glitches and other 
unexpected products of the graphics engine.) 
4. Natural physics versus invented physics. (Newtonian 
laws of motion, ray tracing, collisions, etc., versus inco-
herent physical laws and relationships.) 
5. Interactivity versus noncorrespondence. (Instant, 
predictable linkage between controller input and 
gameplay versus barriers between controller input 
and gameplay.) 
6. Gamic action versus radical action. (Conventional 
gamic poetics versus alternative modes of gameplay.)50

In many early artistic video game modifications we 
see pure interplay of graphics without any represen-
tational imagery. This is how the apparatus and ulti-
mately the code become visible. 
Secondly narrative gameplay based on a coherent rule 
set is radically neglected. Further by neglecting the 
dogma of photographic hyperrealism and the illusion-
ary and immersive aspects of playing a video game is 
broken. The graphical glitch can become the image’s 
only content thus resulting in concrete video games.
Often the programmed physics are neglected as well. 
Newtonian laws become absurd.
These modifications generate absurd outcomes: input 
does not generate the expected output. Control gets 
debarred and undermined.
This results in a new kind of gameplay. The game is 
not played in the intended way. It is playing with a 
generative, algorithmic engine that randomly produces 
abstract (or more precise: concrete) imagery.
Countergaming is centred around breaking the estab-
lished and accepted forms of coherence, illusion, inter-
activity, and immersion and focusing on the mate-
rial itself and its concretion. It is about revealing the 
media-immanent characteristics of video games—it 
is about showing the constructedness of virtual envi-
ronments. In the sense of Bertold Brecht users should 
reflect about the fact that they are playing a video 
game—being immersed in a cybernetic circle. Here: it 
is all about breaking the rules. 
When Galloway identified these characteristics more 
than ten years ago in 2006, he pointed out that the 
last point—radical action—in the sense of a true gaming 
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avant-garde has not there arrived yet. He criticized that 
most of artistic video game pieces focused on destruc-
tion of gameplay and the audiovisual surface rather 
than embracing the very potentials of the medium 
by the means of radical action in a positive, construc-
tive way:  in other words, countergaming is essentially 
progressive in visual form but reactionary in actional 
form. It serves to hinder gameplay not advance it. It 
eclipses the game as a game and rewrites it as a sort 
of primitive animation lacking any of the virtues of 
game design. 

… We need an avant-garde of video gaming not 
just in visual form but also in actional form. We 
need radical gameplay, not just radical graphics. 
... By radical action, I mean a critique of gameplay 
itself. … Artists should create new grammars of 
action, not simply new grammars of visuality. ... 
So countergaming is an unrealized project. An 
independent gaming movement has yet to flour-
ish ... This will be a realization of countergam-
ing as gaming .... The countergaming movement 
should aspire to a similar goal [as countercinema], 
redefining play itself and thereby realizing ist true 
potential as a political and cultural avant-garde.51

51  Ibid., pp.125–126.

At the moment we are witnessing a shift. The first 
approach of using video games as an hybrid, artistic 
material was to appropriate, remix, reprogram, and 
even destroy found commercialy available mainstream 
video games with a rather destructive attitude. This is 
most clearly visible in the strategies of JODI and Cory 
Arcangel, for example. In the last few years there has 
been another develpment in another context, or other 
gaming scenes. Standing outside the context of media 
art, we have witnessed an emerging independent video 
game scene in the last fifteen years. Parts of the 
emerging independent video game scene have experi-
mented a lot with exactly the concept of radical action 
in mind. While the first generation of artists working 
with video games tended to break found games, the 
second generation tends to build meaningful games 
of their own. Everything is a fine example for these 
tendencies and developments.

Radical Action: Pure Joy

As a path to true radical action of a gamic avant-garde 
Galloway programmatically identifies the creation of 
pure joy during gameplay. By focussing on joy rather 
than destruction of found structures new forms of 

Figure 8: Tale of Tales, Auriea Harvey and Michaël Samyn: The Endless Forest (2005), screenshot, https://tale-of-tales.com/TheEndlessForest/ (accessed 
on July 27, 2018).
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gameplay can be established that fall into Galloway’s 
category of radical action. As an example he uses Tale 
of Tales’ (Auriea Harvey, * 1971; Michaël Samyn, * 1968) 
game The Endless Forest52 (2005): 

It is pure joy: The Endless Forest. … It is a dream 
of the Garden of Eden before the fall, a vision of 
art as communion. The game is life and beauty, 
a fantasy exchange in a forest beyond, connected 
in a living environment of many souls distributed 
across as many worlds.53

Related to this manifestation of radical action in The 
Endless Forest David OReilly creates his game world. 
He does not turn against the medium of the video 
game in an aggressive manner but rather embraces the 
possibilities of the material. Rather than deconstruct-
ing a found game’s audiovisual surface and destroying 
its interactive structure OReilly builds something up. 
Rather than aggressively deconstructing the appa-
ratus- and code-based nature of mainstream video 
games, OReilly is actively building his own alternative 
setup. Rather than destroying the graphics and sim-
ulated physics of a found videogame and scratching 
the surface he is building a simulation—a world—of 
its own. A side note: for the new 540-degree instal-
lation version of Everything that was commissioned 
by Berliner Festspiele’s New Infinity program54 OReilly 
focussed on the game mechanics and dynamics of 
dancing, a joyful, playful, free act that undermines 
video game conventions such as violent behavior, 
competion, and challenge. OReilly is part of a second 
generation of artists using and misusing the material 
of the video game. While the first generation had a 
destructive approach OReilly understands video games 
as a medium with its own potentialities embracing 
their qualities in a positive manner. Therefore it might 

52  The Endless Forest. Designed and directed by Auriea Harvey and Michaël Samyn. 2005. https://tale-of-tales.com/TheEndlessForest/ 
(accessed on January 28, 2019).
53  Alexander R. Galloway, “Unfun,” in Homo ludens ludens: Third Part of the Gaming Trilogy, edited by Erich Berger, and Industrial, LABoral 
Centro de Arte y Creación, exh. cat. (Gijón, 2008), p. 495.
54  Cf. https://www.berlinerfestspiele.de/en/aktuell/festivals/immersion/programm_immersion/immersion18_the_new_infinity/immer-
sion18_the_new_infinity_detail.php (accessed on July 27, 2018).
55  Alexander Galloway describes the Ambience Act referencing the game Shenmue (Sega, 1999): “One plays Shenmue by participating 
in its process. Remove everything and there is still action, a gently stirring rhythm of life. ... When games like Shenmue are left alone, 
they often settle into a moment of equilibrium. Not a tape loop, or a skipped groove, but a state of rest. The game is slowly walking in 
place, shifting from side to side and back again to the center. It is running, playing itself, perhaps. The game is in an ambient state, an 
ambience act.” Alexander R. Galloway, Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis, 2006), p. 8.
56  “The machine is still on in an ambience act, but the operator is away. ... The ambience act is the machine’s act. The user is on hold, 
but the machine keeps on working. ..., it is the operator who is paused in an ambience act, leaving the machine hover in a state of pure 
process.” Alexander R. Galloway, Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis, 2006), p. 10.
57  Cf. Roger Caillois, Die Spiele und die Menschen: Maske und Rausch (Frankfurt am Main et al., 1982), p. 20.
58  Ibid., p. 20.
59  Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals (Cambridge, MA et al., 2004), p. 304.

be one of the first games truly embracing Galloway’s 
concept of radical action in countergaming. Interest-
ingly Everything is a game that does not need a player 
to funtion properly.
The game has a mode in which it begins to play itself 
after no player input is detected after a while. Every-
thing develops almost a life of its own as an algorith-
mic, simulated ecosystem. Here the player becomes a 
spectator comparable to the reception of living pieces 
of art by Pierre Huyghe.
In media theory the process occurring in this case can 
be specified as a so-called ambience act. This term 
describes the diegetic existence of a game world 
without interaction and influce by the player. In 
many games the change of the time of day, change 
of weather, and behavior of NPCs is programmed and 
determined in the game’s structure.55 Ambience acts 
keep the diegesis alive, they sustain the fictional uni-
verse and thus the diegetic machine acts without an 
active, acting player/operator. Metaphorically speaking 
the player is in pause mode while the video game’s 
apparatus keeps on acting in a computing state of 
limbo.56

Surely there is a difference between games and play 
that needs to be addressed here. Games follow certain 
rules while play can be described as a free activity. 57 
This ludic range can be described as ludus and paidia, 
following Roger Caillois.58 While a game forms the 
structure for play, “play is free movement within a 
more rigid structure.”59

Within the boundaries of Everything’s game rules the 
players navigate freely, respectively the game flows 
freely without player input. In the center of Every-
thing’s structure stands the free change of scale and 
perspective between the representation of objects, 
meandering between micro- and macrocosmos, stroll-
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ing from avatar to avatar. In the 540-degree version 
the main game mechanic is dancing: dancing is paidia 
par excellence.
Games are rule-based systems. Regarding video 
games these systems are coded as software. Every-
thing is not only a rule-based system on a ludic and 
algorithmic level, but it also depicts a system: it is the 
representation of a fantastic, fictional eco-system, 
developing a life of its own, in which in Alan Watts’s 
sense everything is incorporated in everything and 
everything influences everything. The small scale cor-
respondends with the large scale, whereas the other 
is not conceivable without the other and cannot exist 
in the first place. Thus, Everything finds its perfect 
medium in the form of the digital game.60

60  For an in-depth analysis of practices and strategies in the context of art with videogames and videogames as artistic material cf. 
Stephan Schwingeler, Kunstwerk Computerspiel (Bielefeld 2014), pp. 39–53.
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