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CAN’T STOP THINKING

By Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah

Jacob Geller can’t stop thinking.

I know this partially because it’s a refrain that often appears in his work. I first noticed it in an afternoon of discovery, when I absorbed this stranger’s ideas about massacre-minded school architecture, digital representations of infinity, and the existential quandary in a game where you play as a flopping fish.

I know that Jacob is thinking. He says it often, though not in a way that’s been trademarked or repeated ad nauseum to serve the higher power of some algorithm. He says it in a way that sets up his viewers on YouTube or Nebula or wherever, those millions of us who have discovered him and enrolled in the fandom, to be primed for an experience. He might say,

“X continued unabated in my head for years….” or “I think about X a lot,” or maybe, “X has taken up space in my brain for years.”

And it’s a beautiful linguistic hallmark, a telltale sign of some excitement to come — like Bruce Wayne pushing away from a restaurant dinner table before the entrees have even settled because “Something came up.”

NANA KWAME ADJEI-BRENYAH

(he/him)

Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah was raised in Spring Valley, New York, and now lives in the Bronx. His debut collection, Friday Black, was a New York Times bestseller and won the PEN/Jean Stein Book Award and the William Saroyan International Prize for Writing. His first novel Chain-Gang All-Stars was a finalist for the National Book Award for Fiction and a New York Times top ten book of the year.

“Jacob infects us with thought, with thoughtfulness.”

Jacob tells us he can’t stop thinking and it’s almost a warning. I know that not just because he says so; I’ve felt it. It’s contagious. Jacob infects us with thought, with thoughtfulness.

Full Disclosure: if you haven’t guessed, I’m a fan of Jacob. And I arrived solidly in this place in a particular way. I am a proud member of the Geller canon; that is to say, one of my stories, “Through the Flash,” was used as a kind of linchpin in an essay titled “Time Loop Nihilism.” The essay thought about Deathloop and several other pop culture representations of time loops and how they try and sometimes fail to wrestle with important questions. What makes tomorrow tomorrow? Where do we carry regret, shame? And more precisely, if you did a bunch of fucked up violent things today, but tomorrow those people you harmed were physically healed, how much would that matter? My thought is it would matter a lot.

I remember watching this guy talking about my story, citing the context and tradition it emerged from, and thinking, “Holy shit, he got it.” I felt completely understood as a writer and artist. I felt genuinely moved by another artist’s willingness to really think about my work. I felt like someone saw what I was trying to parse, someone understood the gap I was trying to fill.

I think it’s part of Jacob’s superpower: an uncanny ability to see what art or physical spaces or digital spaces are attempting to do. He also sees their influences and thinks through what his subjects are in literal or spiritual conversation with. He can see the soul and shadow of Thing X in Thing Y. Like for example how he was able to connect Deathloop and Groundhog Day with a brutal story by a lesser-known author about a day that ends in nuclear obliteration. He connects games and literature often because if you pay attention to the work he’s presenting, it’s impossible not to see that games are literature.

Geller can’t stop taking art seriously. He can’t stop believing there is something transcendent to be found in Rothko or Zelda’s darkness or the human fear of the sea. He can’t stop resisting what so many aspects of our entertainment beg us to do: Let your mind slide gently over those inconsistencies, plot holes, boring bits. Just go with it, so much of our media is begging. Screaming at us, “4K highspeed blah blah frames per second.” So many of our stories are presented to us as if fidelity was the same as truth.

Geller sees through this. He’s vigilant, and it means that his stamp of consideration means something.

In the video essay version of “The Future of Writing About Games”, Jacob exclaims with joy how it felt reading the work of Peter Eliot, who presented an idea about the malicious feelings of the castles in ICO.

“Half of my dang library of work is talking about the idea of hostile architecture,” Geller writes. He almost yells this, excited to remember an early inspiration.

Even before he became who he would become, Jacob loved seeing shadows of his future self in Peter Eliot, a person willing to think about the games he was playing thoroughly. Think about them and write hundreds of pages about how and why exploring a castle with a young boy and girl in ICO could sow electricity into the hearts of gamers like you and me.

It’s too simple though to say Jacob makes me and his millions of subscribers feel “seen.” Though he does, and there is a particular pleasure when a game you’ve already played is featured in one of his pieces. Truly, it’s a special thing to have an experience reborn from the melding of your memory and his insight.

But what’s even more beautiful, in my humble opinion, is an adjacent experience. I turn on a Jacob video about… let’s stay with the games writing one, and as I’m fully entrenched in mind-stretching examples of the nature of the initial subject the video will leap in its scope and argument.

Suddenly we’re in an interrogation of both the philosophical reality and potential of Preview and Review. He then describes a short review of a game that brilliantly transforms and grows each time you read it. He makes me feel like I’m reading what he is describing while he simultaneously considers a myriad of contextual beats, demonstrating an important truth: no art is made in a vacuum. All art echoes and ripples through the world that bore it.

“When I take in Geller’s work I am asked to be thrilled, exhumed, obliterated by the wonder this world and its art might offer.”

Next, he moves to a moment. A moment we all know: the feeling of emptiness that comes with the end of a game. The end of a book. The “end” of an anything. A feeling that as an artist and gamer, I’m hyper-aware of. How can I make this accumulate and end in a… something? How will I feel when the credits roll?

Jacob says here that part of his idea of criticism is that it fills that void that erupts from completion. Making and reading criticism is a new life, one we can give ourselves. By thinking, we renew what was a death and if we do so with enough generosity and vigor, we might approach a kind of transcendence. I read reviews, and have on some level, been indoctrinated by that good/bad or buy/don’t buy simplicity that has bruised all our brains. But a part of me has always resisted the idea that any experience might be reduced to any number of stars.

In that same essay (Jacob’s not done yet) I’m asked to consider the idea that there is a whole host of untapped potential in criticism. Things that aren’t only analysis or review but much, much more. Which leads Jacob to talking about Jamil Jan Kochai’s story: “Playing Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain.” And then I do something. I pause the video. I find the story. I read it. And I am transformed.

Somehow, prompted by the author of this book, the words of Kochai’s short story (a form I also practice and am intimately familiar with) slide into my heart like a hot sword through thin ice. “Is Kochai my favorite writer now?” I remember thinking. I’m a literary author, and prompted by the author of this book, I was reading a piece of literary fiction that changed me. Jamil Jan Kochai was already a peer I respected greatly, but suddenly I saw him with new eyes, with new wonder.

And then, I go back to Jacob’s essay. I unpause the video and feel deeply that these ideas being presented to me are bringing me to myself. My real self. The essence that briefly shines when I am creative, or really at play, or honestly, truly being in the world, unencumbered, free. When I take in Geller’s work I am being asked to be thrilled, exhumed, obliterated by the wonder this world and its art might offer.

It probably goes without saying that Jacob Geller is the Future of Writing about Video Games, but he’s also the future of writing about … kind of anything?

Weird flex, but I was once interviewed by The New York Times about the things I like to read. One of the questions was, “Do I prefer to be stimulated emotionally or intellectually?” My answer was and is YES. I reject the dichotomy. And no writer or thinker out there reminds me I don’t have to choose more than the author of this book. I don’t have to choose, and neither do you.

Jacob is known for video essays. Now he has a book. It’s a beautiful object and like the best books it’s a transformation machine. I hope you might take this as an opportunity to be made to see anew. To be broken open. To fully think with mind and heart and whatever other important bits about… all of it. About everything, and how brutal and fun and wild it all is and might be. Jacob Geller can’t stop thinking, about a lot of things. And now, because of his affliction — his gift — neither can we.






Introduction

By Jacob Geller

Fourteen years ago, on a version of the Game Informer website that no longer exists, I wrote my first long-form pieces on video games. On the site’s then-thriving user blogs, I proudly posted my thoughts on Dead Island, Assassin’s Creed, and whatever else we were talking about in 2011. Six years later, I started a WordPress site called The Thirteenth Colossus. The first thing I published there, just a couple days after my 22nd birthday, compares the slaying of one of the bosses in Shadow of the Colossus to the short story “The Fog Horn” by Ray Bradbury. It is almost comically on-brand, the inadvertent template for the kind of essay I’d eventually write as a career. Later, the podcast Cane and Rinse kindly agreed to host some of my writing on its site, and eventually I wrangled my way into an official internship at the very same Game Informer that once hosted my amateur writing. The month I arrived, Game Informer pulled the plug on those user blogs.

At the time, my focus was on audience, not permanence. No matter the host, my written pieces couldn’t “break containment” — they never reached beyond the bounds of their initial audience. There was no mechanism to push blogs in front of thousands of new people, to expose them to a form of writing they didn’t even know they wanted. A piece of writing couldn’t be picked up by an algorithm and shown to a million eyes. Except, of course, if that piece of writing was edited into a video on YouTube.

I jumped to video because I wanted to go viral.

For as much as creators (myself included) curse YouTube’s algorithm, its power to find new potential audiences is remarkable. My most-read pieces at Game Informer were impersonal listicles and news blogs. It only took a couple months on YouTube to match those audience numbers with a personal meditation on the melancholy of Super Mario Galaxy. It was YouTube’s algorithm that catapulted me to prominence with an essay on a hidden secret in Shadow of the Colossus and that algorithm (for now) continues to favor even my most esoteric topics. Is it a deeply alienating experience to surrender success to an unknowable piece of code that understands neither quality nor morality? Yep!!!!!! But that code also helped most of you find this book, and for that, I’m appreciative.

Transitioning from written essays to video also allowed me to flex more creative control over my output; music to guide the viewer’s emotions, vocal tone to communicate pacing and importance, and game footage to demonstrate the exact moments I often struggle to describe. Although I first switched to video in search of greater audiences, I’ve grown to appreciate my video editing software as an invaluable storytelling tool and not just a toll I pay to access the magic algorithm.

Make no mistake though; there is a toll. When I publish a video on YouTube, I relinquish my work to a platform I cannot control, a site with ever-changing rules and priorities. A shift in copyright enforcement could remove all my videos; a hack could turn my channel into a billboard for cryptocurrency; some day in the future, the site’s servers will just be turned off. This is not a foreign idea in modern media — seemingly every month, a previously-vibrant website has its archives wiped and another thousand pages of cultural thoughts, analysis, and debate are erased from our historical record. While writing this book, the entirety of Game Informer’s website was unceremoniously shut down; decades of reviews, interviews, and more (like everything I wrote as an intern), flushed into the same non-existence as my original blogs. Every disappeared article, every piece of lost media, hurts our understanding of its subject. Simply playing a game (or watching a movie, or reading a poem) cannot contextualize its impact. Conversation defines a piece of art’s cultural legacy. This is how a game dies: when all the context of its life is stripped away.

And so, then. This book. How a Game Lives. A permanent collection of ten of my favorite essays I’ve written, an object immune to corporate takeovers, hacks, or power grid failures. In that preservationist spirit, I’ve stuffed it with as much context as possible — hundreds of new annotations by me on each essay, ten new afterwords by extraordinarily talented other writers, and brilliant original art that reimagines each essay’s themes.

How a Game Lives is a return to my pre-YouTube, pre-audiovisual days. It will likely be read by far fewer people than watch even my least popular video. But as long as it’s on someone’s shelf — as long as it’s on your shelf — the context of this art can’t be erased. I care about this book very much. Please take care of it.

How Should This Book Be Read?

It’s very fun to write a book without a single way of reading it.

The essays in this book have been faithfully transposed from their video counterparts — if I went back to fiddle with them, I don’t think I could as meaningfully call the book a record of my work. That means the essays will often have questionable grammar and occasionally even factual errors (though I’ve tried to correct these in the annotations). It also means that the essays will sometimes refer to something shown on-screen in a way that’s a little unclear through just the text — if you’ve never seen the original video, it may be best to start there (assuming they still exist, that is).

If you’re already familiar with the essays, you can instead focus on the plethora of new annotations. Filling the margins of this book are of are notes1 highlighting and examining specific parts of each essay. Writing the annotations was a joy; they feel like a conversation with a previous version of me, our back-and-forth keeping these old pieces lively. I hope they give you greater insight into how these essays were originally written, and how our relationship with old work continues to evolve.

The book also allowed me to highlight previously minimized aspects of my essays. For instance, all of my essays have epigraphs, but on YouTube, they’re hidden in the tiny description box, crowded alongside sponsor links. Now they can sit up front, right under the title!

But my personal favorite pages of this book are the ones I didn’t write at all. Accompanying each essay is an afterword expanding on the subject of my original work in unexpected and delightful ways. These afterwords — written by authors, teachers, and journalists — are incisive and personal and academic and occasionally deeply strange. In each, I can see my work grow and blossom in ways I never could have imagined. It’s a privilege to punctuate my essays with each of them.
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Who’s Afraid of Modern Art?






Who’s Afraid of Modern Art?

15th essay published May 19, 2019

Subscribers at time of video’s release 910

Views at time of book’s publication 2.7 million


A picture lives by companionship, expanding and quickening in the eyes of the sensitive observer. It dies by the same token…how often it must be impaired by the eyes of the unfeeling and the cruelty of the impotent.

Mark Rothko, 1947 “The Ideas of Art”



Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue was a painting by abstract painter Barnett Newman. It’s 8 feet tall and 18 feet wide. It doesn’t really exist anymore. There are actually four paintings named “Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue.” This is number three. Each one is distinctive, but they share some key similarities. Namely, [FLASH: RED YELLOW BLUE]

The title is a reference to Edward Albee’s play, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf1. In Albee’s play, four characters turn their lives inside out over the course of three hours and 68,000 words. Newman’s painting are…well they’re three colors. Really, they’re one color with some accents. But despite the simplicity, Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III hung in the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam for several years. Then, one day, it was murdered.

One day in 1986, a dude walked into the Stedelijk, right up to the painting, and just went to goddamn town. He gashed about 50 feet out of the fabric with a box cutter. Fifty feet. That’s like if he had just carved out the entire perimeter of the painting. And for such an attack, he was…well he was put in jail for a while. But also he was roundly congratulated by more than a few people. Because Red, Yellow and Blue had been the subject of a huge amount of criticism since it first arrived. Before it was slashed, it was the reason for dozens of angry letters and phone calls to the museum. People said it made them physically sick. So someone finally having the balls to do something about it? To some, it made him a local hero:

“This so-called vandal should be made the director of modern museums.”

“He did what hundreds of thousands of us would have liked to do.”


MEANING BEYOND VANDALISM

A number of popular comments on this essay have remarked that the post-vandalism painting proves Barnett Newman’s point (as in, “He was right, someone was afraid of red, yellow, and blue!”). Many of these people even think the museum should have left the slashed canvas displayed in the gallery. I understand the impulse to incorporate the attack into the meaning of the artwork — the tatters of the painting are an undeniably compelling image. But this is also a limited and frustrating understanding of Newman’s work. The painting shouldn’t have to be a pawn in an ongoing debate over if modern art has value; part of the tragedy of the vandalism is we’re almost unable to consider Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue outside the context of a box cutter.

Perhaps this essay should have also covered my favorite of Newman’s art, his monumental 14-painting collection, Stations of the Cross. Each one is over 6 feet tall and 5 feet wide, so the exhibition room features over 450 square feet of canvas. Standing in the middle of them is overwhelming. And, since they have never been vandalized, the meaning of each painting is left open, not bound to a specific act of malice. In the parlance of this essay, “they make me feel like *!*!*!*!*”



Red, Yellow and Blue III, the painting, is dead. But I mean…who cares? It’s red, blue, and yellow. I can make those colors in Microsoft Paint. This is clearly just another example of the pretentious art world deluding itself into thinking that childish blobs of paint on a canvas are art. Right?

This is a game called 2:22AM.2 It’s free on Itch.io, made by Alice, or @alonkulous on Twitter. In a lot of ways, it’s incredibly simple. Almost barebones. But there’s something there. The game is very loosely a take on late-night television. You flip through different “scenes,” intercut with grainy footage of showers, or empty intersections, or dandelions, or…

It makes me feel like

!!!!!!!!!

2:22AM reminds me of Red, Yellow and Blue. Because, like, what is it? It sometimes feels like a horror game, but not in a conscious way. It’s horror in the way a nightmare can be horror, where nothing bad happens and everything seems normal but you know something’s off. It’s funny, too. It’s a lot of things, but I’d be hard-pressed to tell you a theme.

2:22AM isn’t married to a specific story or even a specific sequence of events. Different playthroughs will give you different scenes with different timings. Often, there’s no way to interact with a scene. Sometimes clicking performs an action, sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes it gives full freedom of movement. Occasionally, you’ll need to accomplish a task. But that task might be opening a refrigerator. Or digging a grave. And it’s a game that’s stuck with me. It kinda lurks in the corners of my brain, in those sorts of memories that could be from early childhood, or a book, or a waking dream you had during a fever. 2:22AM made me uncomfortable. It made me think about all the other games I play, how predictable they are, how I understand the rules. It made me wonder what lies beyond the polished edges of AAA game development.


IT’S BEST TO BE BLUNT

This essay boasts probably the best thumbnail I’ve ever made — most of my thumbnails have instead been made by the talented James Docherty (known online as hotcyder). In this case, my lack of expertise resulted in a wonderfully blunt image (shown top right). I almost went with something else, though! I’ve included a picture of my first attempt here, a more colorful and less aggressive image (shown bottom right). It’s the instant in 2:22AM when all the balls you’ve caught in a coffee cup unexpectedly start flying back out, a completely surreal and unexpected moment. If I had picked it, I would argue that the thumbnail represented a subversion of our traditional understanding of art, a microcosm of what many of these artists attempted. But instead, I went with two giant words on a smashed photograph, the inherent violence of the composition luring in both modern art lovers and haters.

[image: ]
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2:22AM doesn’t really fit within our existing games infrastructure. Itch.io is a kind of haven for these experimental titles, but because of that, Itch.io is a kind of punchline for a lot of people dismissive of non-traditional gaming experiences. Newer platforms, like the Epic Store, have promised that the titles they sell will be more strictly moderated. They’ll only sell “high-quality experiences.” This might exclude the worst of the worst, but who decides what lives inside or outside the realm of “high-quality experiences?” Where do games like 2:22AM fit in?

“We have ten or 12 pictures of art … But we don’t have any penises stretched out on the table.”

Thus speaks former North Carolina senator Jesse Helms, a remarkable line that I believe should stand amongst the most famous in our nation’s history.3 “Ask not what your country can do for you, four score and seven years ago, We have ten or twelve pictures of art… But we don’t have any penises stretched out on the table.”

Mr. Helms is not currently a North Carolina senator.4 Currently, he’s toxifying whatever water source he’s buried closest to.5 But in his time as a politician, Helms was enamored with preserving the distinction between true art and… deviance. In that beautiful quote, he was referring specifically towards Robert Mapplethorpe. Mapplethorpe was a photographer who took intimate pictures of human subjects. Embracing men, various acts of homosexuality and sadomasochism, nudes of all shapes and sizes. And, in fact, a penis stretched out on a table.

Mapplethorpe was a constant source of distress for Senator Helms. Ol’ Jesse talked about Mapplethorpe, and his photographs, constantly (and I mean who wouldn’t, have you seen-). Helms saw the photography as deviant, and actively damaging to society, but he was also pretty politically canny about his opposition and so he didn’t try and get the art censored directly — just by proxy.

Helm’s stated target was the National Endowment for the Arts, a government program that provided money to artists and museums around the country. He argued that, while Mapplethorpe’s art may be abominable, what’s even worse was that the American people were paying for it. If it even needs to be said, the amount Americans contribute towards that endowment is almost incalculably small. But Helms was a man of principle! He may have supported foreign death squads, but he was going to save Americans from spending that fraction of a cent on something queer, goddamnit. It’s Norman Rockwell and paintings of landscapes or bust.6

Helms was pretty talented at whipping people into a frenzy about this. When he talked about Mapplethorpe’s deviancy, people showed up in protest at Mapplethorpe’s exhibits. In fact, his attacks were so extreme and effective that a museum in Washington withdrew their future Mapplethorpe showing. Almost immediately, the museum then received an angry call — from Jesse Helms’ office. He demanded to know why they had withdrawn. Helms wanted more than to curtail funding. He wanted those photos to be shown off.7

If you truly thought the art was causing damage to society, wouldn’t you try to hide it from everyone? But he didn’t want it to be hidden. He wanted public displays of anger and hugely visible protests. Wanting it to be shown off was a statement of intent. Helms didn’t care about art. What he did want was to raise big crowds of “everyday Americans,” each of them representing the country’s anger at “non-traditional lifestyles.” “I have to conclude they really wanted that exhibition in Washington,” said the museum’s director, Christina Orr-Cahal. “So it would fuel their fire.”

I remember the first time I saw them. I walked into a dimly lit room in the Tate Modern, looked up, and saw this…colossus. And next to it was another one. The room was full of them, actually, I was drowning between them. It felt like

*?*?*?*?*?8

Mark Rothko’s work doesn’t fit very well with the typical adjectives we use to describe art. Is this beautiful? Sure, but it’s not beautiful. Is this complex? It is actually, but it’s not how we think of complex. What is it? It’s red and brown in chunky stripes on an absolutely enormous canvas.

And yet, hooooo boy does it make me feel. I’m not unique for getting this sense from Rothko, his works hang in the most prestigious art museums on Earth. There’s this gravity that I, and others, feel when looking at them. There’s a presence. But Rothko’s work, despite its acclaim, is still subversive, still challenging the ideas of what “art” is, and what standards it should be held to. And because of that, there are people who hate it, too.

In 2012, a man painted his own name and a slogan in the corner of one of Rothko’s massive works, Black and Maroon. He tagged it. And, according to that man, he had fairly grand motivations. He said:

“Contemporary artists simply produce things which aren’t creative in their essence or spirit…Art has become a business, which appears to serve only the needs of the art market.”

A contemporary artist frequently used as an example of the medium’s creative bankruptcy is photographer Andres Serrano. My favorite of his works, and probably his most famous, is of a plastic crucifix submerged in his own urine. It’s titled Piss Christ.9

Piss Christ was another one of Jesse Helms’ primary targets. Of Serrano, Helms said: “he is not an artist. He is a jerk. And he is taunting the American people, just as others are, in terms of Christianity.” For what it’s worth, Serrano says he’s a lifelong catholic, that he follows Christ.10 Not that it mattered to the catholic fundamentalists who attacked the photo with a hammer.

A man who could also be titled “Piss Christ” is Paul Joseph Watson, a contributor to Infowars. Paul has political stances on many things. He speaks in front of a large map, to show his worldliness and breadth of thought. One thing he’s made abundantly clear is he has no time for modern art.

PAUL: “It doesn’t enrich our culture. It degrades and cheapens society by exalting the vulgar, the crass, and the scatological.”

Paul argues that modern art is a war on objectivism. What he keeps coming back to is there is “good art”. We should know it when we see it. It’s this guy, who makes very detailed sculptures. It’s not Piss Christ. It’s not Barnett Newman.


DO WE REALLY NEED WATSON?

One of the things that marks this as an early essay for me is the inclusion of Paul Joseph Watson. His function is clear here; he’s essentially an antagonist who explicitly says the extreme-right wing positions on modern art, saving me the work of explaining them. But that’s not the only reason I included him in the script. At the time, rebutting some right-wing idiot like Watson felt like a requisite part of “doing leftism” on YouTube. I very much wanted to be seen among the ranks of legitimate leftist video essayists, and so I partially framed my argument around a prominent alt-right YouTuber.

If I made this essay today, I would almost certainly cut the explicit references to Watson. It just feels too easy. In some ways, I think my argument actually feels weaker because I chose such a baby-brained man as an opponent. Watson, while bafflingly popular, doesn’t hold much true institutional power; he’s just an angry boy on the internet. This essay’s other specific antagonists, like Jesse Helms, function more strongly because they were actual figures of significance and influence.

All that being said, I’m still delighted I got to use the segue “a man who could also be titled Piss Christ is Paul Joseph Watson.” You don’t pass on that sort of opportunity.



And by claiming that these non-traditional works are good art, what Paul says we’re really doing is upsetting the “natural meritocracy” that art should naturally fall into. And this isn’t just out of ignorance. Everyone that praises this art is doing so because of their SJWCUCK11 ideology, or because they’ve been fooled into doubting themselves by these SJW-CUCKS. It’s all a scam! By convincing the public that these pieces are good, the artistic elite are elevating the wrong parts of art and riding their deception all the way to the bank.

Paul’s claims that we can objectively judge art often go right along with his assertions that people creating the bad art are talentless.

PAUL: “It comes down to this. We have to maintain objective standards of quality and talent in order to discern the value of anything.”12

Talking about “skill” in reference to modern art isn’t unique to Paul, and it’s an understandable reservation to have. When looking at a monocolored canvas, it’s probably occurred to all of us that “I could paint that.” The easy response is that almost all art takes significantly more skill than it may appear to. For instance, Rothko, king of colored rectangles, is still kind of a mystery to much of the art world. He worked behind closed doors, carefully altering the chemistry of his paints with egg, glue, resin, formaldehyde. His variations between gloss and matte are incredibly subtle and incredibly hard to replicate.

Newman, similarly, textured his big ol’ canvases in ways that created a depth of color not easily reproduced. In fact, we know how hard it is because after Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III was carved up, the “restoration” efforts spectacularly failed — it seems like it’d be easy to repaint the red part of the piece, but when the man they hired did exactly that, observers could instantly tell that something was off. The “shimmering” quality of the hue wasn’t there, there was no sense of depth anymore. The restoration tried, and failed, to recreate the delicate techniques of the original. Was it Red, Yellow and Blue? Sure. But it wasn’t Newman.

But this whole debate — does it require skill or not — is kinda missing the point. While I’m thrilled that Paul thinks that labor is what gives something its value and should be compensated as such, reducing art to a linear connection between “skill” and value fundamentally just turns art into a commodity. Paul talks about how powerful the sculptures of Ron Mueck are — and I agree! I’ve seen this big face13 and it kicks ass. Mueck’s sculptures make me consider humans through a different lens than I usually do, making me consider my place in the species and building a strange sense of solidarity with these aggressively real-looking figures.

But if someone told me that Mueck was able to make these sculptures in minutes, that actually they didn’t take much effort at all…I would still have those experiences! It is absolutely impressive when an artist spends huge amounts of time perfecting an intricate style, but that’s not why I experience them how I do. Feeling art, getting the !!!! or *?*?*, doesn’t hinge on me knowing how hard it was to create. It’s something that happens almost involuntarily.

Now we get into the second part of his argument: Art has to contribute to society.

PAUL: “Conceptual art is shit. It doesn’t enrich our culture, it degrades and cheapens society.”

[image: ]
Senator Jesse Helms superimposed onto Barnett Newman’s painting, Cathedra



And whether Paul knows it or not, he’s not the first person to think of this qualification. In fact, it’s very closely in alignment with a particular political ideology.

SURPRISE IT’S FUCKING FASCISM14

Okay, a quick disclaimer before we get into this. Art is the most damn subjective thing there is. If you don’t like any of the art I’ve talked about in this video, 100% fine, and also thank you for sticking with it this long. If you don’t like anything that’s been made after the year 1800, totally fine! I am not about to tell you that not liking modern art makes you fascist.

However.

Fascism does make strong efforts to bring art under a rigidly bordered, “culturally appropriate” definition. There’s this pursuit, in fascism, to make everything of “an aesthetic.” That aesthetic is simultaneously mythologized, made into the history of a culture. Once that culture is appropriately mythologized, the art that feeds back into it is seen as “contributing” to the created society. When, for instance, every artist that the dominant ideology values for the last thousand years has been a white guy and creates things that glorify white and colonialist ideals, there’s something that starts to feel “natural”15 about that. It creates a fundamental hierarchy.

Any art that pushes back, or simply pursues a different aesthetic, isn’t contributing anything to that mythology anymore. And in fact, when the artists pushing the different aesthetic are members of groups that have been historically oppressed by the dominant culture, the art they’re making may feel like an attack on that mythology. Or at least, that’s how it could be framed, if one had certain political motivations. One place you can see those political motivations is, uhh, Nazis.

On one hand, you might look at Nazis and see a surprising amount of respect for artists. Joseph Goebbels called artists, oh boy, “a divinely gifted purveyor of meaning.” High praise indeed. But as Barbara Fischer16 notes, as well as this being characteristic of the “banal and overwrought late romanticism” of the Nazis, “purveying meaning” was only acceptable when the meaning being purveyed fed back into the national mythology.

There is little subtlety when looking at the most valued art of the Third Reich. More interesting is the fact that, as well as the galleries full of naked boys with swords, the Nazis also showed off the stuff they hated, in a gallery called “Degenerate Art.”


PUTTING A PRICE ON ART

Much of the anger at modern art stems from the exorbitant prices that pieces occasionally sell for. We’ve all seen stories detailing the absurdity of collectors paying millions for monocolor canvases or a banana taped to a wall. Is there money laundering and billionaire wealth-flaunting in the world of modern art? Yes, undeniably. But shouldn’t people’s anger be focused on the buyers, the oligarchs capable of shelling out multiple lifetimes of salary for a single painting? Moreover, if they’re upset at a Rothko selling for $80 million, do they also care that Cézanne’s The Card Players sold for $250 million? Or is that painting somehow “worth” the GDP of a small nation where Rothko’s is not?

The most obvious counter to the claim that modern art is “just a money laundering scheme” is simply that, for every modern artist who manages to sell a painting for a ridiculous sum, there are thousands more struggling to make rent. I covered well-known artists in this essay because they’ve inherently received more national ire, but their success is obviously the exception, not the rule. We’ve seen how gleefully today’s scam artists will dive into a grift; if creating modern art was really a surefire way to print money, those NFT dipshits would have been all in on it. In short; you’re not mad at the price of a painting, you’re mad at capitalism.



We now stand in an exhibition that contains only a fraction of what was bought with the hard-earned savings of the German people… All around us you see the monstrous offspring of insanity, impudence, ineptitude and sheer degeneracy. What this exhibition offers inspires horror and disgust in us all. —Adolf Ziegler, president of the Reich Chamber of Visual Arts

This gallery, full of art removed from other German museums, held such deviants as Henri Matisse, André Derain, and Oskar Kokoschka. Gaze! If you will! Upon deviance!17

If you truly thought the art was causing damage to society, wouldn’t you try to hide it from everyone? But they didn’t want it to be hidden. [Flashback: “He wanted public displays of anger and hugely visible protests.”]

This kind of art, the Nazis said, would only be made by insane and degenerate artists. Specifically, they said they must be mentally ill to create these kind of abstractions. Alongside each piece in this exhibit was the “extravagant” prices they were bought for, inviting mockery and anger. The gallery made familiar claims — no one, in their right mind, would enjoy this art. Instead, the fact that these pieces were held in high regard was indicative of the insidious plots of the left. The art held critiques of the sexual norms and family values that were so important to Nazi notions of respectability. Modern art, they said, was also made for the “eradication of the last vestiges of racial consciousness.” New and transgressive styles by Black and Jewish artists were indicative of their “degenerate intellectualism.”


A CORE OF TOXICITY

The finale of my argument centering around Gamergate so specifically is another thing that makes the essay feel dated. I don’t regret Gamergate’s inclusion at all, but in the present it’s much harder to link targeted harassment campaigns and bad-faith actors to such a specific movement. In 2019, The New York Times published a series of op-eds titled “Everything is Gamergate;” the sentiment only feels more true now. There is no single core of toxicity that the sludge flows from, no lone subreddit or individual 4Chan community pulling the strings. It’s easy to see the tendrils of Gamergate everywhere — campaigns denouncing “woke critics,” threatening voice actors, flaming any gender or race-based critiques of media — but the beast has decentralized. The kids participating in these harassment campaigns weren’t even online when Gamergate first sparked. This is just how the internet works now.

What hasn’t changed are the motives. At the core of every complaint is a violent reaction to change, a lashing out by pathetic actors attempting to protect their status quo. If you pay attention to these people who are never really talking about art, you can see the pattern. And recognizing their base, regressive goals has helped me view this toxicity as less of an immutable force. If we can recognize it all comes from the same poisoned well, we can also recognize that this is not the way things have to be.



Eugenics, of course. Through the systematic devaluation of art.

A fun fact about Barnett Newman is he’s a Jew!18 A less fun fact is that for every attack on his work because people didn’t like Red, many more have been specifically done by white supremacists. Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV was attacked by a man who said it was a “perversion of the German flag.” Another Newman, a sculpture called Broken Obelisk, was spray-painted with swastikas in 1979. And last year that same sculpture had white paint poured into its reflecting pool. Scattered around the vandalism were brochures with the 4Chan-pioneered supremacist campaign, “It’s okay to be white.”

Whether they know it or not, the fact that white supremacists hate Newman’s art fits right in with the message he always said he wanted to convey. In 1990, he said of his art:

“One of its implications is its assertion of freedom…if [it were read] properly it would mean the end of all state capitalism and totalitarianism.”19

Challenging our preconceived notions of art means challenging our preconceived notions of institutions, of society. This kind of art doesn’t fit into the cultural narrative, and because of that, it becomes a target. And ultimately, the crime that these artists commit is the right’s biggest fear. They are upsetting the hierarchy. They are taking themes, experiences, and emotions that don’t fit into our nation’s narrative and they are expressing them in a way that is impossible to ignore.

And thus, the rejection of non-traditional forms of art so often boils down to a rejection of oppressed people within those mediums. Nazis didn’t call Kokoschka a degenerate because of his artistic stylings, they did it because of his public anti-fascist activism. White supremacists didn’t vandalize Newman’s work because of the apparent simplicity of his art, they did it in an attempt to show who in society actually held power. And saying that a half-decade of rape, bomb, and death threats were because gamers were angry about journalism and a series of video essays would be-

[STATIC]
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An enigmatic scene from 2:22AM



“No wonder gamers are so terrified of them subverting the video game industry.”20

[STATIC]

Depression Quest isn’t a new sort of game. Text-based adventures have been around forever; they’re one of the oldest genres in gaming. But Depression Quest21 is an interesting title because it uses those implicitly understood rules of the genre to subvert our expectations.

As you play through the life of a fairly innocuous main character struggling with depression, options present themself at the bottom of the screen. Your significant other has invited you to a party — what do you do? But time and again, the most desirable option, the choice that would help “win” the game, is X-ed out. It’s clear that the best option would simply be to go to the party and enjoy yourself, but you can’t do that. Every decision is managing compromises, doing things that you know aren’t ideal but it’s all that’s available to you at the time. And at the bottom of the screen, where you’d have your character stats, there are just three lines.

You are depressed.

You are not currently seeking a therapist.

You are not currently taking medication for depression.

It’s a brilliant little experiment, a game that plays with the established power fantasies of most roleplaying to put you in a situation where you’re undercut by mental health at almost every turn. It’s a challenging game, though not in the traditional sense. There aren’t game overs, per se. But in many of the situations, every option feels like a losing one. We’re hard-wired to want to succeed in games like this, and Depression Quest makes it feel like that’s just impossible sometimes.

[image: ]
Linking GamerGate’s rallying cry with Patrick Buchanan’s speech at the 1992 Republican Convention



It makes me feel like

-_-_-_-!

As nice as it would be for Depression Quest’s legacy to be an innovative title that played with the tools of the medium, it wo-

“I think the worst thing about the game as that there was no option to just go ahead, commit suicide, and end it.”

“Not sure if that bitch22 ever really had depression as much as she had batshit insanity 24/7.”

“Depression quest? More like narcissism quest.”

“You can’t play what isn’t a game in the first place.”

“Also I don’t need some hipster dangerhair with histrionics to teach me about depression”

“Not sure if wild as fuck mood swings over every single thing counts as ‛having depression.’”

It’s BEEN OVERSHADOWED by targeted harassment campaigns at its creator ever since it was released.

They say there is no way that this game got coverage and praise on its own merit. It’s a textbook example of the war on objectivism. Anyone who says otherwise, says they had a direct connection with this game, says that it helped them view their — or others’ — depression in a new light, is participating in an effort to force untalented people and destructive ideas into gaming.

Patrick Buchanan, living fossil (wait, no that says “Paleoconservative”),23 proclaimed that much of modern art was “Barbarism! The Precise word!” Buchanan was speaking alongside Jesse Helms and was also attacking the National Endowment for the

Arts. But he cut right to what he felt was the meat of the issue. Art like this, this barbarism, this dreck, was a direct result of the “amorality and cowardice of art critics.”


LIMITATIONS BREED CREATIVITY

I wrote this essay before I was comfortable appearing on camera. This made editing the video challenging because most of the text doesn’t refer to traditional b-roll (in my case, footage of movies or games). I had been experimenting with opacity layers in Adobe Premiere and ran across the idea of having videos and headlines “projected” across the canvases of Newman’s largest works. I really like the effect of it; it presents as a sort of chaotic documentary viewed within an art gallery. However, it’s an incredibly labor-intensive form of editing. If I made this today, I would probably just place myself in front of a canvas and film the whole thing in 4K. But limitations spark creativity, and I really appreciate that the visuals of this essay capture a specific moment of my video-producer development.



This is the heart of it, right here. This is the most naked form of attempting to control art. And when Buchanan yelled, “It’s about ethics in video game journalism!”

(wait shit sorry, that’s not right)

When Helms took the stand to say “Gone Home only got good review scores because they didn’t want to be called homophobic”24 (wait that’s not it either)

When people prescribe art to a specific set of qualities and attack everything that lies beyond those lines, we have to understand what they’re doing. Those qualities, they just so happen to perfectly align with the dominant cultural ideology, don’t they? They’re not showing respect for the craft, they’re not trying to “uphold meaning.”

They’re enforcing a hierarchy. They’re attempting to define a cultural narrative. And above all else, they’re not. Talking. About. Art.25







What is Art to a Fascist?

By Ian Danskin


“The only important elements in any society are the artistic and the criminal, because they alone, by questioning the society’s values, can force it to change.”

Samuel R. Delany



NippleJesus is a fictional art piece from a short story of the same name by Nick Hornby. It has its own room in a modern art gallery, tucked away behind a curtain, with a plaque on the door warning viewers they may find it offensive. From the entryway, it appears as a wall-sized portrait of Jesus Christ on the crucifix; it is described as being particularly well-rendered, his face in believable anguish. From about halfway across the room, the observer notices the portrait is actually a collage of small dots, and, from up close, these dots reveal themselves to be nipples — a mosaic of hundreds and hundreds of women’s nipples cut from pornographic magazines.

The protagonist is not a casual observer but the security guard hired to keep the portrait safe. The piece is controversial even before its debut; the museum expects trouble, protest. It worries someone will try to deface it. And, on first viewing, the main character is so incensed by “NippleJesus” that he thinks he may well let that happen.

“I might even give them a hand. Because that is offensive, isn’t it, a Jesus made out of nipples? That’s out of order.”

“NippleJesus” is a clear riff on Andres Serrano’s “Piss Christ,” with one clever alteration: the shock of Serrano’s piece is in reading the title, “Piss Christ,” and realizing what you’re looking at. It is a singular event; once you know, you know. But the shock of “NippleJesus” is a process; you may know what you’re looking at, but you can’t see it until you walk across the room. You must watch something reverent turn to sacrilege one step at a time. This draws out what makes “Piss Christ” interesting: it is a conceptual piece that appears beautiful until you realize the concept. A thing people will admire from a distance but declare, up close, “That? That is not art.”

IAN DANSKIN

(he/him)

Ian Danskin is the video essayist behind Innuendo Studios, a YouTube channel best known for the anti-fascist series The Alt-Right Playbook. He also makes videos on adventure games, narrative theory, internet culture, poetic meter, genre, action movies, and acceptable levels of pretense in video essay soundtracks. He has two (2) cats.

“The offended viewer, in order to dismiss these works as ‘not art,’ must decide what art is, and by what criteria these may be disqualified.”
 
The umbrage is intended, of course; it’s part of the art. It was part of the art with Serrano’s Jesus submerged in urine, with Chris Ofili’s Black Virgin Mary painted with elephant dung, with Robert Rauschenberg’s all-white canvases and Mark Rothko’s all-black, Jackson Pollock’s splatters, Chris Burden lying on the floor of a gallery for two days, Maurizio Cattelan taping a banana to a wall, all the way back to Marcel Duchamp claiming a urinal as sculpture.

The offended viewer, in order to dismiss these works as “not art,” must decide what art is, and by what criteria these may be disqualified. I have had the… “privilege”… of seeing a lot of people improvise their first working definition of art in response to something that has upset them, and, while there are a few avenues they take, they most often end up with the philosophy of “art as superlative:” “‘Art’ should be reserved for great things, like the Sistine Chapel or The Godfather. It’s offensive to use the same word for a figurine in a jar of urine. Art can’t be merely provocation; it must rise above; there must be something intangibly more to it.”

In order to be art, it is a prerequisite that a thing be great. (See Figure 1.)


In the 2010s, “Are video games art?” was one of those annoying questions that simply wouldn’t go away. Like comic books and action movies, video games were often disqualified from art-ness not for being offensive, but for being fun — games were merely entertainment. Here’s one of my favorite moments from that discourse: games journalist Jon Holmes — as related in contemporaneous episodes of his podcast, Sup, Holmes? — googled “art” hoping to find a definition that would answer this question once and for all. We must assume his SafeSearch was off, because Google, in its infinite wisdom, kept recommending Camille Crimson’s erotic series The Art of Blowjob.

To me, this raised a number of hilarious questions, among them, “Is there a definition of ‘art’ that includes video games but not, if at all possible, oral sex?”

Now, I do not believe Crimson is claiming her talents belong at the MoMA. Hers is a colloquial usage of “art,” similar to Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. Typically, we would expect a book on motorcycle maintenance to use a left-brainy word: The Craft of Motorcycle Maintenance, or The Science of Motorcycle Maintenance. As contrasted with “art,” words like “craft,” “science,” and “design” imply standardization, quantification; something that can be taught, where “art” must be felt. A chef is an artist, whereas a line cook follows a recipe.

FIGURE 1
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“This tendency for conceptual art to provoke thoughts even after the viewer rejects it is what makes it defensible as art. It is also what makes it threatening to fascists.”

By claiming the word “art,” Pirsig and Crimson imply a certain attunement, a communion; something irreducible to formula. They aspire to more than helping you wrench your hog.

The question for Crimson’s viewers, then, is the same as for Pirsig’s motorcycle: would you rather be “worked on” by a mechanic, or an artist?


Despite the protagonist’s initial rejection, the arc of “NippleJesus” is him coming to like the titular portrait, mostly from being left in a room with it every day. He has nothing else to do but think about it. He notices the dynamic between the piece and the audience, how people enter the room already knowing the premise of the portrait, already offended by its existence, and yet, from the doorway, all they see is Jesus. They have to choose to cross the room; they have to choose to recontextualize something holy as profane. And why? It’s conceptual art, and they already know the concept, why upset themselves? They could just stand in the doorway and see Jesus. They could just not go in the tucked-away room containing nothing but the offending portrait. Hell, they could just stay at home. He can’t help seeing their offense as a thing they do to themselves.

He also offers a choice comeback when a coworker dismisses a room full of abstract paintings with, “I could have done any of these myself.”


“Yeah, you could now, you old c**t,” I said to him. “Now you’ve seen them. Anyone could now. But you didn’t think of it.”



This is the danger of being left alone with conceptual art. There are times when even I grow weary of provocation. I am not offended by an artist duct-taping a banana to a gallery wall and selling it for $120,000. But what does the banana say that wasn’t already said by the urinal? Modern artists seem in a race, tripping over each other to find something — anything — nontraditional that they can call “art” and still piss people off. There must still be something they can put in a gallery that, even after a century of modern art, patrons will still look at and say, “That? That is not art!”

And, like… I get it already.

But, then, people keep talking about, for instance, Cattelan’s banana (mostly to complain), and
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