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NICOLA TRISCOTT

	 At the Choose Your Own Adventure symposium held at FACT in April 2025, Marijam 
Didžgalvytė, one of the sharpest critics of the relationship between the art world and the games 
industry, was midway through delivering a blistering account of artwashing when she broke off to 
reflect that a couple of hours earlier she had been downstairs in the Art Plays Games exhibition 
‘bawling my eyes out’ at – of all things – a wrestling game. The work had affected her as games, like 
other art forms, can affect people: through the body, the senses, the emotions, in ways that resist 
immediate articulation. Yet she carried on with her critique regardless. 

Image: Art Plays Games (2024). FACT Liverpool.

	 FACT has always held these two impulses together: excitement about new technologies as 
new art forms and a commitment to examining critically the forces that shape them. Both have been 
central to my own curatorial practice. I love what art and technology can do together, yet I have 
a persistent unease about the systems that produce and control them. I have never resolved the 
tension between the two. It is what drew me to FACT – and what fascinates me about game art.

	 Games are a medium I have come to take seriously as an art form, but the longer I have 
looked the more I have found them troubling as well as compelling. Compelling because of what 
artists can do with them: the worlds they build, the communities they create, the experiences they 
generate that put the player’s own agency at their heart. Troubling, initially, because of the culture 
that has accreted around them – the sexism, the unexamined assumptions about who games are for 
and who belongs in them. 
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Troubling more recently, and more structurally, because I have started to unravel what games are 
built on, who controls them and how little either of those things is examined in the spaces where 
games are celebrated.

	 My curatorial and research practice, developed over twenty-five years at Arts Catalyst before 
I came to FACT, has long been shaped by a stubborn preoccupation: the relationship between art 
and the systems – scientific, military, commercial, governmental – within which it operates. Working 
across a succession of interdisciplinary projects at the intersection of art, science and technology, 
many of them rooted in tactical media, the practice of intervening in technological systems from 
within rather than critiquing them from outside, I have been drawn to the question of what the 
political theorist Langdon Winner called the ‘political character’ of technology. His argument was 
that the physical arrangements of technological systems embody specific forms of authority, 
governing who holds power and who is excluded (Winner, 1980).

	 In the age of social media algorithms and artificial intelligence, few would dispute Winner’s 
claim that artefacts have politics. What his original examples made vivid – highways built with low 
overpasses that excluded buses, nuclear power stations designed to require expert management 
and centralised control – is now visible everywhere: in the recommendation systems that shape 
what we see and believe, in the facial recognition tools that misidentify Black faces, in the large 
language models that encode the biases of their training data as apparent fact (Crawford, 2021). 
Sheila Jasanoff extended Winner’s insight into the present moment, arguing in The Ethics of 
Invention (2016) that, more than just a tool, technology is a form of governance that makes 
choices on our behalf and forecloses human futures in ways that should be subject to democratic 
deliberation but rarely are. The question is whose values it embeds, and on whose behalf.

	 I have explored this framework, in collaboration with artists, curators and researchers, 
across a range of contested technological domains: the Arctic, where military and commercial 
technologies have shaped and frequently overridden Indigenous ways of life; nuclear technology 
and the biotech industry, where regulatory systems determine who controls knowledge and who 
benefits from it; outer space, where the language of exploration and the structures of empire have 
always been inseparable. Games, I have come to understand, belong to this same lineage of 
contested technological domains, though the contest is less visible.

	 Winner developed his analysis in the context of nuclear technology and the politics of 
industrial capitalism (Winner, 1986). Jasanoff applied it to biotechnology, genomics and the 
governance of emerging sciences across different national cultures. But their framework is equally 
revealing when applied to the technologies of games. Games have been understood as a consumer 
product downstream of technological development, but they have been, to a significant extent, one 
of its primary engines.

NICOLA TRISCOTT
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	 The graphics processing unit, or GPU, is the most striking case. Chris Miller tells the story 
in Chip War (2022), his gripping account of the geopolitics of the semiconductor. The demands of 
gaming required chips built not for sequential processing but for massive parallelism. Rendering 
three-dimensional worlds in real time, calculating light, movement and collision at speed, demanded 
the ability to handle thousands of operations simultaneously. Nvidia, founded in 1993 specifically 
to serve the games market, built its business on precisely this capability (Miller, 2022). Nobody 
fully anticipated that the same architecture that made games look better would turn out to be 
extraordinarily well suited to running neural networks, the foundation of what we now call artificial 
intelligence. When Nvidia opened its chips to non-graphics uses in 2006, the connection was not yet 
obvious. It took another six years, and a landmark piece of research in 2012, for the implications to 
become undeniable.

	 Today the great majority of AI models, including the large language models that underpin 
tools like ChatGPT, are trained on Nvidia hardware. The silicon that generates text, images and 
music on demand, that is being embedded in search engines, healthcare systems, and legal and 
financial institutions across the world, is a direct descendant of chips built to make games look 
better. Nvidia became one of the most valuable corporations in the world on the basis of a structural 
connection that nobody had fully planned for or anticipated. The parallel processing demands of 
rendering game graphics and those of training neural networks turned out to be the same thing 
(Miller, 2022). Winner and Jasanoff’s frameworks help us to interrogate the political character of that 
accident: whose chips, built for what purpose, now running what systems, and on whose behalf? 
Nvidia designs these chips but does not make them. As Miller shows, almost all the most advanced 
chips are manufactured by a single company, TSMC, in Taiwan, a near-monopoly I find utterly 
fascinating for its potential to destabilise the world’s politics.

	 This history is remarkable because of how consistently it repeats. The GPU is the most visible 
instance, but the same pattern appears in the development of reinforcement learning, which is 
the branch of machine learning in which a system learns by taking actions in an environment and 
receiving rewards or penalties in return. Games turned out to be ideal training grounds: bounded, 
rule-governed, iterable, with measurable outcomes and clear feedback. Researchers used Atari 
games as a standardised testing environment throughout the 2010s, and the techniques that were 
developed there, refined through millions of simulated plays of Space Invaders and Breakout, 
were the foundation for DeepMind’s AlphaGo, which in 2016 defeated the world champion at Go, a 
game long assumed to require forms of intuition beyond the reach of a machine. (Space Invaders 
was probably the first computer game I ever played, in an arcade after school many decades ago.) 
Reinforcement learning is now used in robotics, logistics and drug discovery. The Atari games that 
served as its testing ground are the unlikely infrastructure of a much wider transformation.

	 The most current and in some ways most philosophically notable example concerns a 
concept that is now central to frontier AI research: the world model. AI researchers and theorists, 
including Meta’s then chief AI scientist Yann LeCun, have argued that the path to true machine 
intelligence lies less in language prediction than in building systems capable of modelling the world 
internally, constructing and updating representations of how reality works that allow prediction, 
planning and reasoning. 
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This research is interesting in that it goes beyond the technical connection to establish the 
conceptual one. The language in which the frontier of artificial intelligence is now being articulated 
is the language of game design – agents navigating environments, internal representations of space 
and causality, systems that learn by acting within simulated worlds. The ‘world model’, as LeCun 
and others have conceived it, is in many respects a game engine, a system that models how reality 
works, that allows an agent to plan and act within it, that can be updated as new information arrives.

	 When OpenAI described its Sora video generation model in 2024 as a ‘world simulator’, a 
system that has learned the physics and dynamics of the world by training on visual data, it was, 
perhaps without fully realising it, reaching for a concept whose architecture had been incubated 
in game environments over decades. (A rather vile world, to judge by the violent, racist and highly 
offensive content the app unleashed after the launch of Sora 2 in autumn 2025.) The infrastructure 
of contemporary artificial intelligence – the hardware, the learning methods, the conceptual 
architecture – was built, in large part, in game worlds. None of this is hidden; the companies 
involved tell it as a success story. But few ask what this inheritance carries with it. The further the 
distance between an original design decision and its current application, the more neutral and 
inevitable that application appears. It seems to me that knowing where these systems came from 
makes them harder to treat as inevitable (see also Crawford, 2021).

	 The game engine, as Aleena Chia argues in her conversation with Marijam Didžgalvytė in this 
journal, is an epistemological machine. Its genealogy, running from Doom and the logic of projectile 
trajectories, from ray tracing built to model how light bounces off surfaces in virtual space, shapes 
everything it produces. It determines what can be rendered, what perspectives are available, whose 
bodies are modelled as default, what hair looks like, what skin looks like, how space is understood. 
As Chia notes, these engines are now migrating from game development into architecture, logistics, 
product design and virtual clothing, taking their embedded assumptions with them.

	 Chia also points out that when Unreal and Unity market themselves to architects and estate 
agents, they call what they offer ‘creation’, not development. I think this is more than just marketing. 
To call the activity ‘creation’ is to invoke a tradition of individual expression and artistic freedom, and 
in doing so obscure the specific history of what these tools are. That history, I would add, is partly 
military. Real-time 3D graphics were first developed for flight simulators, and armed forces have 
been adapting commercial game engines for training since the 1990s. A technology with its roots 
in military simulation and the logic of the first-person shooter is laundered as a neutral platform for 
human creativity.

	 The engine also governs what can be done. A game is an architecture of engagement: it 
sets what counts as an action, what is rewarded, how long a player stays and what brings them 
back. McKenzie Wark called the spread of that logic into everyday life ‘gamespace’ nearly twenty 
years ago (Wark, 2007), and artists have been working on it for at least as long. The scale has 
changed since. The loops, scores, streaks and rankings Wark described now organise a good 
deal of work, learning and social life as a matter of routine (FACT’s project management software 
celebrates a completed task with a flying unicorn; my meditation app kept count of my winning 
streak, which was rather stressful). 
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As Milia Xin Bi argues in her essay here, the systems have begun to learn how to play us. For 
example, Medal, a platform where ten million gamers a month share clips of their play, has spun out 
a company now valued at $2.3 billion to train robots and drones on those clips (Bellan, 2026). I think 
this makes the artists’ work more necessary, and makes simply celebrating the medium’s creative 
possibilities harder to defend.

	 The work has been done by artists, and by academics such as Wark, Aleena Chia and 
Soraya Murray, whose readings of blockbuster games treat them as seriously as any other visual 
culture (Murray, 2018). But it has mostly stayed where it was made, in galleries and university 
presses. Didžgalvytė complains in this journal that academics talk to academics and artists to 
artists, while a public critical culture has not developed. Games journalism, she says, has been 
hollowed out and the best critics have moved to YouTube, where you have to go looking for them, 
leaving games exhibitions to serve as good news stories for the industry. Arts institutions are part of 
how that happens, lending cultural legitimacy to an industry whose labour practices, supply chains, 
failures of representation and concentrated ownership remain largely unexamined.

	 Curatorial good intentions will not fix this, and FACT is entangled in the same predicament. 
As public funding for arts institutions contracts and reliance on commercial partnership and 
sponsorship grows, the risk of complicity grows with it. FACT’s current partnerships are with 
independent companies such as Lucid Games in Liverpool, but the siren call of the major platforms 
is hard to resist, and frankly we have not fully resisted it. Studio/Lab, FACT’s incubator for creative 
experimentation with emerging technologies, uses Unity, Unreal Engine and Nvidia GPU hardware, 
the same tools whose history I have been tracing. Unreal Engine is effectively free to use, and the 
resources Epic and others make available to institutions are significant. The question of how to 
take what the industry offers without becoming its cultural alibi is one this journal does not resolve.

	 Some of the most thoughtful practitioners in this space have talked of withdrawing from 
digital games altogether, going back to live-action role play and pen-and-paper forms. Didžgalvytė 
understands the impulse and rejects it, arguing that games are a space of popular culture worth 
fighting over. I agree with her, and it is the position FACT has taken. To cede the ground is to leave 
it to those who will fill it with other assumptions, and the history of who has occupied that ground 
when progressive voices have been absent is not encouraging. 

	 There is another reason to stay. A system that has to be played can be played wrongly: 
against its goals, past its edges, for purposes its designers never had in mind. That kind of misuse 
and repurposing has interested me for as long as I have worked with artists and technology, and it 
is what the tactical media tradition taught me: the most consequential interventions happen from 
inside systems. Uma Breakdown’s essay in this journal develops the figure of the speedrunner 
as an emblem of this practice: the player who subjects a game to such exhaustive scrutiny that 
its assumptions begin to show, who finds in the system’s own workings the means to expose and 
exceed it, probing the edges of the game, pushing beyond its boundaries.
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	 Games make this possible because games have to be played. This is why, as Uma 
Breakdown argues, there is no other art form whose audience so thoroughly exhausts, exploits and 
builds from the artworks it loves: ‘It’s active, yes, but it’s also collective.’ The player is an interlocutor, 
a collaborator, sometimes the most demanding critic available. 

	 FACT has several reasons of its own for working with games. We want to engage young 
people in the arts, which most visual art galleries struggle to do, and our programme and the 
technology we use speak directly to them, from teenagers to young professionals. Games let us 
break up the linearity of storytelling, and they give the artists we support a new medium to develop 
in. Most of all, we want FACT to be a place young people feel belongs to them, where they are 
invited in and can take some ownership. Maitreyi Maheshwari, drawing on close to a decade of 
programming at FACT, takes this up through Walter Benjamin’s arcades and Ray Oldenburg’s ‘third 
places’, while acknowledging that the metrics funders require risk gamifying the very audiences we 
hope to welcome. 

	 Maitreyi’s essay does not cover what happens before games reach the gallery. Much of 
FACT’s work with games has taken place upstream of exhibition, supporting artists to make 
work with game technologies. Uma Breakdown’s Animal Agency, her first fully developed game, 
grew out of the FACT Together fellowship in 2020, which gave her time to explore engines before 
writing a line of code. Milia Xin Bi’s Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria? came out of a curatorial 
residency. Since 2024 this work has had a home in our Studio/Lab. Development and exhibition 
are deliberately connected: FACT engages artists with game engines and then builds practices 
and careers through exhibition. Many artists who come through Studio/Lab residencies and 
memberships go on to show in FACT’s galleries. Several were shown in the rolling exhibition 
Art Plays Games (2024–25), and Gavin Gayagoy showed his ambitious work Doomscroll_1 in 
Gallery 2 in 2025.

	 Maitreyi also talks to the artist Theo Triantafyllidis, whose delightful work Feral Metaverse 
was shown as part of Art Plays Games. I played it perched on a deliberately precarious catapult-
roundabout contraption, built for the exhibition from salvaged parts, and found myself spawned, 
naked and voiceless, into a dystopian wasteland, which I navigated in cheerful bewilderment. 
In the conversation, Triantafyllidis discusses how he uses the game engine as an artistic medium: 
working within its embedded assumptions and software biases while pushing against them, 
and designing systems loose enough that players can take them in directions the designer 
did not intend. His goal, he says, is to make the game itself the enemy, requiring players to 
collaborate against it, to develop their own language and code of conduct in order to escape 
the system altogether. 

	 Games are also a way of telling stories. Another of the games I played in Art Plays Games 
was Angela Washko’s Mother, Player (2023), which takes the player through a pregnancy during 
the Covid lockdowns of 2020 by way of hand-drawn animation and a series of choices made on 
gut instinct. Working my way through the game brought back the bleakness of that uncertain time 
of lockdowns and dread, as well as the deep anxieties of my first pregnancy. By the end, I 
had formed my own parallel story, the game absorbed into it, which is the point several 
contributors make. 



Journal #3

10

NICOLA TRISCOTT

Uma Breakdown describes building her first game around gaps, leaving the player to assemble the 
story from what they find. Theo Triantafyllidis admits to a love-hate relationship with narrative and 
prefers systems in which the story is ambient. Milia Xin Bi writes of collective storytelling in which 
everyone is part of the plot. What they share is the idea that in a game the story is finished 
by whoever plays it.

	 David Blandy and Jazmin Morris let chance run their conversation at Choose Your Own 
Adventure. Audience volunteers rolled polyhedral dice to decide which subjects the two artists 
had to tackle next. Blandy has a long history with FACT; with Larry Achiampong he made 
FF Gaiden: Control (2016), which FACT commissioned and exhibited. He says it was probably 
the death of a character in Final Fantasy VII (1997) that first made him think of games as a space 
for art. Games are built on the promise that you can always start again, and this one refused. 
Morris became an artist working with games because, playing them as a child, she never saw 
herself represented. She now builds deliberately plain worlds and figures, so that players can 
decide for themselves what they look like. Together they discuss the politics of whose stories 
are told, and the precarity of the communities that form around games when the platforms that 
host them are withdrawn.

	 Lesley Taker’s essay, the most formally adventurous piece in the journal, insists that the 
encounter with games is never only cognitive or political in the abstract. It is embodied, relational, 
sometimes overwhelming. Her player cards, borrowed from a tradition running from Porpentine 
Charity Heartscape to Carmen Maria Machado to Yoko Ono, ask the reader to do things with 
their body: to drag fingers along their skin, to hold their breath, to close their eyes, because the 
game finds you where you are, at the right moment. When it does, it can become part of how you 
understand yourself.

	 The works discussed here are part of a longer programme of commissions and exhibitions 
including Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley’s When Our Worlds Meet (2022), Sian Fan’s Lotus Root (2022), 
Kerolaina Linkeviča’s Primordia (2022), Uma Breakdown’s Earth A.D. 2 (2023), Sara Sadik’s Xenon 
Palace Championship (2023), LuYang Arcade Liverpool (2023), the nine-month rotating exhibition 
Art Plays Games (2024–25) and Only Slime’s Afterlife (2026), among many – a fuller record of these 
appears in the chronology at the back of this journal. It was partly to explore the systems around 
game technologies, as well as the other questions raised by this journal and the Art Plays Games 
exhibition, that FACT organised the Choose Your Own Adventure symposium in 2025, bringing 
together artists, critics, academics and game-makers to think publicly and collectively about 
games, their politics and their possibilities.



Image: Sian Fan, Lotus Root (2022). Film still. Courtesy of the artist
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	 The conversations, essays and curatorial reflections gathered here are one attempt to model 
what a more critical engagement with games might look like from within an art institution, with full 
awareness of the risks that position carries: of lending legitimacy rather than applying scrutiny, of 
celebrating a medium while leaving its conditions of production unexamined, of using the tools of 
the system to critique the system and finding, in the end, that the system wins. Games have been 
quietly shaping the world for longer than most people realise. Finding the points in the system 
where critical practice can intervene is, as Lesley Taker puts it in her essay, a matter of knocking 
holes through things that seemed solid, cutting doors where they didn’t exist before. 
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	 The following is an edited transcript of a public conversation held at FACT, Liverpool, as part 
of a day of events accompanying the exhibition Art Plays Games.

ALEENA CHIA, MARIJAM DIDŽGALVYTĖ

Image: Choose Your Own Adventure (2025).

	 MD: �Today, I’m feeling optimistic. I don’t know how many of you had a moment to perhaps 
see my book. The motif at the front, is that of either a sunrise or a sunset? Which one 
is it? That’s the question. Today I’m feeling like it might be a sunrise, because the way 
that you invited us to talk about the industry today gives me a sense of hope that we are 
having slightly more sophisticated conversations.  
 
I feel like academia is stuck talking about academic things. Artists are talking about art. 
Industry is this elephant in the room that’s seen nowhere. Even in art exhibitions, of 
which there are many – Barbican, MoMA, Pompidou – most exhibits are there to justify 
themselves in terms of their theme. What is much less present is art criticism – a critical 
practice that actually interrogates the field. That critical ecology doesn’t really exist 
yet for games. And within that gap, the industry gets to wash itself. Games exhibitions 
become good news stories for a pretty messed-up industry. The amazing things that 
game artists do end up being washing powder for the really dark sides of the industry: 
the fact that game artists’ brushes and canvases are covered in blood, sweat and 
tears, mostly from the global south, from the production methods of current capitalist 
systems. Today, we’re going to try and do what games exhibitions rarely do. Instead of 
being part of a celebratory frame, we’re going to explore a more sophisticated way of 
understanding this entire medium.
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	 AC: �Marijam, we are talking about artwashing, and there are many different ways to think 
about it. This happens not just in the art world, but this happens in many different 
domains. Something that’s bad can be inoculated or legitimised by other less harmful 
aspects of culture. There are examples from my own experiences as an academic. 
Often, when I am invited to speak at, for example, industry-adjacent events, I will be the 
diversity card, or I will be the person invited to speak about sociocultural issues to make 
the other industry things more okay. 
 
One of the key distinctions that Marijam’s book makes is between symbolic gestures 
and real change. But these are not easy things to differentiate. It’s not like you can just 
draw a line down – one is black, one is white. There are complicities that run through. It’s 
easy enough to spot the obvious hand-wave, when game companies have an event, or a 
scholarship, or a grant fellowship programme for folks that are marginalised. But at the 
same time, everyday practices – culture itself, games themselves – these are practices 
that can bring change into the world. The kinds of community spaces this creates, 
maybe sometimes funded by game industry money, sometimes by Arts Council funding. 
Who’s to say that they are not meaningful in how they enact change in the world? It’s just 
that I think we need to be careful about how we assess that change. Ultimately, what’s 
the end goal? If the planet is burning, if people are suffering, can these band-aids, are 
they enough, in and of themselves? What is the timeline for that change?

	 MD: �A hundred per cent. This is me slightly disagreeing with some of the points in the 
previous talk – my apologies. But that point about violence being bad and ecology in 
games being good, I would actually flip it the other way around. I say this as a materialist 
critic. Even if all games were like Barbieland with very cute, nice themes, but still ran 
on hardware whose production is currently extremely poisonous, I think that would be 
more harmful than Call of Duty on a Raspberry Pi, with ethically mined materials, ethical 
hardware and a unionised games industry. It’s dangerous to separate the mode of 
production from the theme of games. When I started being ‘the woman in games’, there 
was a massive stream of invitations to these ‘champagne-drinking women in games’ 
events. I always tried to make a point: what about the woman in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo who is digging out minerals for hardware with her bare hands? Isn’t she a 
woman in games? What about the woman in the Foxconn factory putting together that 
hardware? Why is she not invited? I just got shrugs. That’s when I realised I cannot be 
part of this gig.  
 
And this brings me to something I want to raise with game artists in particular: the 
question of efficacy. If you are creating and marketing something as a political piece 
of art, your mission is to change the world, to change how somebody thinks. But more 
often than not, and the fine art industry suffers from this too, what gets calculated is 
not the changing of somebody’s mind, but fitting into a social capital bubble where 
everybody already agrees with you. The way it clicked for me was through a short 
essay by Swedish curator Maria Lind (Lind, 2004). She makes the point that if you 
announce before telling a joke, ‘This is going to be really funny’, the joke probably 
won’t be. The same goes with political art. 

ALEENA CHIA, MARIJAM DIDŽGALVYTĖ
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If we market our games as ‘this is really political, this is going to change the world’, 
most likely, it just won’t. I’m not against practice for practice’s sake, that’s fine. But the 
narcissism and grandeur that comes with many Papers, Please-type games creates 
a real distrust. Political art, bit by bit, has a richer critical tradition that takes efficacy 
seriously. In games, that’s just not happening yet.  
 
Where I think we both feel like social change is actually more potent is in communities. 
Game artists and game devs can have this slightly self-centred point of view. They’re 
going to make this vertical connection with the player, and then somehow something 
is going to happen. Whereas if you create a platform and allow players to do things, 
that’s where interesting things happen. Aleena, you’ve been researching on Roblox – 
can you elaborate?

	 AC: �My research on Roblox isn’t really about communities. It’s more about the future of 
what we understand as games making. Beyond the duopoly of Unity and Unreal, 
there are many other kinds of game engines – Twine, Godot. These create communities. 
Twine started off as an application but became a community, because folks came 
in and started contributing to it, and it took on all these different functions. Roblox is 
platformising that. Roblox is platformising the practice of what it means to make a game. 
We’re all older in this room, but the folks coming through there are tweens and teens, and 
they are setting up different kinds of hierarchies to boss themselves around for 
very little money within a jackpot economy that has already taken hold of social media 
and big tech. That’s the direction that games are going.  
 
Another aspect of what I’ve been studying in Roblox is how it operates through a logic 
of speculation. When you think about what labour is – I do this, I get this – Roblox does 
something different. It’s not just a jackpot economy – winner takes all, like social media 
– but also a speculative economy: the assets are always fluctuating, you can game the 
system. This is how tweens and teens are learning to make games, through what they 
call a slop factory. This is the future of games making. This is what game production 
looks like. I think Marxism has a lot to say about that.

	 MD: �But something your research also tells us is that while those of us interested in games 
tend to leave the politics of engines to one side, the people, the corporations, who own 
the engines are not nearly so oblivious. They are actively marketing them and, in doing 
so, creating a politics of their own, shaping how those tools are sold, and to whom. I’m 
curious if you can elaborate on that: the idea that the makers of game engines are often 
more politically invested than the people who actually use them.

	 AC: �My work for the past two years has been on game engines. And game engines, they 
are not just tools. They’re definitely not neutral. They model the world. They produce an 
image of the world: what hair looks like, what skin looks like. They are epistemological 
machines. And if you think about the genealogy of a game engine, it comes from Doom. 
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It comes from ray tracing and trajectories that have to do with projectiles. If that is the 
underlying infrastructure through which a game engine understands and models space, 
and people, then what does it say about everything that is produced from it?  
 
And from that history, game engines are now being used to render buildings, to do 3D 
modelling for architecture, for logistics, such as how to move containers through mega 
ports, for product design and for virtual clothing. When Unreal and Unity market to 
architects, to estate agents, they don’t call it development. They call it creation. There’s 
a whole creation economy being built. And as these tools expand outwards into other 
industries, they will come back transformed. And what game engines can express, what 
they prioritise, is going to shift with them. As the game scholar Ian Bogost (2006) puts it, 
‘video games are the expressive side of what digital technology can be’.

	 MD: �Medium is the message, right? Yeah, you scratch the surface and there’s just an 
explosion of politics. The way I formulate it in my book is this: many game artists think 
politics only begin when they assign a certain political narrative to their game. But 
actually, politics as an artist begins way earlier. No other art practice necessarily suffers 
from that original sin.  
 
Game engines are the second layer in which politics meets a game artist. Again, I would 
underline the hardware first. What if we went to any white cube gallery and saw pieces 
of art there, but we knew that the paint and the canvases were soaked in blood? I think 
somebody would talk about it. But at games exhibitions, of which there are many, it’s 
just this completely unexamined part of the artistic expression. The hardware is the first 
step. Then the engines. God forbid you need a publisher. That’s the third layer of politics. 
Then the stores. It’s naive to think that this is a neutral, apolitical space until you bring 
your piece of art into it. 
 
A lot of the time, game artists compare themselves to other games rather than to other 
art, and I think that’s a problem. Art critics like Claire Bishop and Nicolas Bourriaud write 
extensively about how good intentions don’t necessarily result in good art. We need to 
be vigilant about what good art actually is. The fact that I’m having this conversation 
here at an art institution makes me feel more optimistic that we are going to be a bit 
more careful to think about these things, because the first layer is often within game 
exhibitions, just showing that some people think differently about video games than 
AAA titles. But what would it mean to go further than that? 
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I’m thinking of Disco Elysium1, which is, I suppose, the quintessential well-written game, 
and has actually been played by people from a variety of different political perspectives. 
The writing is not one-sided. In a way, it shows fascism at its most attractive, which I 
think is an interesting achievement.

	 AC: �Let’s talk about Disco Elysium – what about the labour implications, the exposé about the 
kinds of labour injustices that went on while making that game?

	 MD: �And that’s precisely why it’s perfect poetry. Art by itself, in this industry, doesn’t exist. 
It automatically meets labour practices, IP practices and so on. If you’re going to be 
ambitious within this medium, eventually it will hit the fan. Disco Elysium is the most 
vivid example of that. Which is why I think there needs to be an ethical ceiling that game 
artists collectively agree not to go beyond. We pushed through that ceiling ages ago, 
but what would happen if game artists came together and said, ‘These are the things we 
won’t tolerate, and unless that changes, we are not willing to use these paints and these 
brushes’? There is a future where game developers walk Met Galas, with paparazzi 
following them down the street. But do we want that validation for an industry that is so 
dirty at the back end? Or do we want to sort out our ethical issues before it comes to 
that? What I’d like to see is something approaching fair trade practices for this industry, 
a collective framework for how we resolve that question.

	 AC: �I think in a lot of these discussions it’s not an either/or, it’s both. But if it is complicity 
all the way down, from the engine to the raw materials to the labour practices, what 
it often leaves us with is a ‘what to do next’ feeling, and no clear answer. My response 
is to drill down into a specific topic and bracket everything else out. I tell myself: I can’t 
research everything, I have to focus. But for you, as a commentator, a journalist, a 
writer, you have to carry all of it. How do you respond to that?

	 MD: �Mostly it shows itself in the fact that I’m very politically depressed and sad. I’m 
attempting to read historical books and my Adornos, Benjamins, and Stuart Halls, 
writers who give me a theoretical grounding and remind me that whatever I’m going 
through is not historically unprecedented. Other cultural mediums have been through 
exactly the same thing. I do usually see a sunset rather than a sunrise. But on a more 
practical level, what gives me hope is an essay called ‘I, Pencil’, written in 1958 and 
later reissued with a preface by the capitalist thinker Milton Friedman, of all people 
(Read, 1998). 
 

1	 Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) is a critically acclaimed role-playing game (RPG) notable for being almost entirely driven by writing and 
dialogue rather than combat. Set in a decaying city with a richly imagined political history, the game allows the player to inhabit different ideological 
positions – communist, fascist, liberal and others – each rendered with genuine complexity and without didacticism. Made by a collective with 
explicitly left-wing sympathies, the game nonetheless refuses to preach those sympathies, which may account for its appeal across political divides. 
Its relevance here is sharpened by a painful irony: the studio was subsequently subject to serious allegations of labour injustice, with the original 
creative team including lead writer Robert Kurvitz reportedly pushed out in a hostile internal restructuring, making it, simultaneously, the strongest 
example of politically sophisticated game writing and a pointed illustration of the exploitative industry structures both speakers identify throughout 
this conversation.
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�It’s a text describing the more complex logistics of the free market, tracing all the 
thousands of processes that go into making a pencil: the felling of the tree, the graphite, 
the glue, even the cleaner in the lighthouse by the port where the shipment comes in. 
Making a modern game console is a thousand times more complicated than that. And 
where that gives me hope is that every one of those production points is also a point for 
resistance, for rethinking, for revolutionising. Find your lane, nourish and energise within 
it. I don’t think one should have the political grandeur to think we can solve everything. 
People who do, unless they’re very serious about politics, are usually doing it for social 
capital. But within a ‘follow the money’ approach, and finding your own avenues of 
resistance, that’s where, hopefully, we’ll have a brighter day. Having a conversation 
like this helps. Usually when I rant about artwashing in the games industry, people get 
defensive. There’s this attitude of, ‘Oh, but we’re just game artists, why question us?’  
But we’re the ones who actually care about how this industry goes. Methods have to 
be thought of seriously.

	 AC: You are an optimist after all.

	 MD: �It depends on the day. But in this crowd, today, I am. What about you? Where do you 
find your hope?

	 AC: �That’s not really how I think about what I do. I’m driven mostly by intellectual questions, 
so I drill down. I’ve been really interested in assets, thinking about them technologically, 
semiotically, politically. And there’s a resonance with your pencil point. Even if you set 
hardware aside and think only about software and assets, you can think about those 
components as reflecting different political ideologies. What’s an asset? It is both 
general and specific, and there’s a trade-off between those two qualities that has real 
implications for the tool owner – Unreal, Unity – and for the tool creator.  
 
Let me paint a picture. If assets are increasingly being used as building blocks, 
assembling parts from Unreal’s asset libraries and textural libraries, then creation 
becomes a form of assembly. Not like a conventional assembly line, which is linear. 
More like an infinite, multidimensional assembly line. Artists are bringing things 
together, expressing something of themselves, and that’s meaningful. 
But at the back end, what is happening? These engines are simply accumulating 
textures, accumulating assets, holding all the raw materials. And unlike hardware, 
this is inexhaustible. Which means the value of what you create is never really in the 
thing itself. It’s always in the raw materials, infinitely available to the platforms and 
engines that own them. My fear, and I’m trying to phrase it as a hope, but it’s actually 
more of a fear, is that cultural production is being devalued. If someone else is holding 
all the cards, we’re rearranging deckchairs on the Titanic.
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	 MD: �The industry is basically owned by seven companies – that’s a big problem. We can try 
to create little subcultures around the edges, but it’s not good enough. And I don’t want 
to appear cynical, because two hours ago, I was downstairs in the exhibition, bawling 
my eyes out. By which game? By the wrestling game, for some reason. I had to touch up 
my make-up. I was just completely moved to the core. I also sat on the beautiful green 
sofa looking at the amazing projection and was deeply moved. I say this not to reduce 
anything – in fact, to underline the strength of the art within which we are operating. It’s 
just that we need to save it from the structures that are suffocating it.  
 
In my book I write about games that I think offer a much stronger institutional critique 
than much of what gets called institutional critique in the fine arts. If you make an 
institutional critique piece in fine art – I’m thinking Andrea Fraser, Tania Bruguera, 
Santiago Sierra – it will probably be a very popular piece of art that will be desired by all 
the curators, it will go to Venice Biennales, and so on. But if you make a real institutional 
piece of art within games, it will probably be banned. It won’t be allowed in stores. Which 
means it’s a much more potent medium in some ways. So how can we think about 
modes of distribution, modes of marketing, as dirty as that word is? I actually think 
marketing is the most important thing. It matters so much how you first hear of a game, 
and whether you’re already mirroring its values when you do. But that’s a whole other 
conversation. What I’ll say to close is this: we’re basically two romantics who really care. 
I describe my book as a love letter, but to a field that is destroying the potency of its own 
agency. It’s sad, most of the time.

	 AC: I want to hear what other people’s anxieties are, or hopes.

 
	 AM1: �I’m working with Unreal at the moment, making work that looks at nature and 

ecologies, and I’m very aware of its ecological impact. It feels conflicting – almost 
hypocritical. But Unreal has a democratisation to it: it’s free and it’s accessible. What 
would be a realistic, critical but positive approach for an individual artist using these 
tools? Do you critically address the issues while using them, or is the more radical 
choice not to use them at all?

	 MD: �On the individual level, there are open-source engines like Godot that are worth looking 
into. It has a good reputation ethically. But I’ll tell you a story. We were working with 
refugee game developers on a very ethical project. One person insisted the whole 
group work in Godot [rather than a commercial engine such as Unity] because it was 
more ethical. And I thought, these people have fled war, do we really need to impose 
a more ethical game engine on them? So, there are limits to what we ask people to 
do individually. On the margins, yes, there’s the Fairphone, the Raspberry Pi, people 
making controllers out of mushroom tissue. But I’m not a believer in individuals making 
social change. It has to be collective. 

ALEENA CHIA, MARIJAM DIDŽGALVYTĖ



Journal #3

22

I would never ask gamers to boycott a brand. Individual actions rarely work. What I think 
matters is breaking apart the big seven: Epic, Sony, Microsoft, Valve, Apple, Nintendo, 
Tencent. Essentially, they own the whole industry. And what I’d like to push for in the 
next year is a game artists’ open letter, almost a union position, that says: ‘We don’t want 
to be the artwashing tool for these companies. You need to change before we work with 
you.’ Once artists say that, institutions like the Tate might feel braver to follow — to say 
that a show will not run on Microsoft screens, because those screens are covered in the 
blood, sweat and tears of the global south. They take ethical stances on lesser issues all 
the time. 
 
Something else worth naming: figures like Paolo Pedercini and Mary Flanagan, 
committed game designers, have recently made comments about wishing to retreat 
from digital games, going back to LARPs or paper-and-pen. I understand their choices. 
But that would make my lefty friends who think gaming is just a poisonous place right, 
and I don’t want to make them right. Games are a space of pop culture, a space of 
negotiation, one that has been almost entirely taken over by the fascist right. That means 
it’s a space for a fight. If we just retreat, the right wing will go in, and they’ve already been 
there for fifty years, so we are late already. We need to be building, not retreating.

	 AC: �Totally agree. It has to be a multipronged approach, not either/or, and operating 
on different levels. Not just signing a change.org petition, but also thinking about 
accessibility within your own practice. I remember being a grad student with a shitty 
Dell laptop, unable to load Second Life without it constantly rezzing. Access matters: 
the kinds of tools that are within a game, the ways players can actually get to it. 
 
And there’s a tension here that connects to the old argument between narratology and 
ludology – between those who want to boil games down to their essential mechanics, 
and those who say the entire experience is what matters. We have friends using board 
games for radical politics. That’s only one answer. The people whose minds we most 
want to change are not going to buy a radical board game. They’re not at Pelican House. 
They’re not in activist communities. Marijam is right, we have to meet people where 
they are. 
 
Last week I was at a workshop by immersive artists who wanted to reach what UK 
political researchers call ‘disengaged battlers’ – people who struggle with employment 
and socioeconomic precarity, and who turn to games not for escapism but to switch off. 
The project was specifically about disinformation, but the insight applies more broadly: 
these are exactly the people progressive game artists should be trying to reach, thinking 
seriously about how to meet them on their own terms, with thinking about labour politics 
and so forth.
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	 MD: �There’s just not enough attention given by political people in this space to where we 
actually meet the people whose minds we want to change, rather than talking to people 
who already agree with us. Which brings me to something more institutional. I’ve been 
talking to people who are in positions of distributing government grants to games. There 
are funds in Denmark, where I live now, in Lithuania, in the UK. Most of these funds grant 
money based on whether a game represents the values of that country in some way. 
Perhaps it’s set in Britain, it has a Danish character, a Lithuanian folk song. I understand 
why – you have to collaborate across ministries, not just the Ministry of Culture. But what 
it does is actively discourage innovation in mechanics. If you go to one of these funds 
and say, ‘I’ve come up with a cool new mechanic’ instead of a theme, you won’t get 
the money.  
 
What I’d like to see, and I’m trying to push for this, is a country that funds games based 
on the labour politics of the studio. You’re unionised? You get funding. You have a four-
day week? You get funding. I think the first country that does it will get a lot of press and 
become a global hub for games development. If Lithuania says we’ll give you money 
if your company is unionised, a lot of people in this industry who care about these 
things will want to move to Lithuania. It feeds the economy, it changes the culture of 
production. I don’t know if I’ll get anywhere with it. But that’s where my hope is right now: 
in structural decisions, not individual ones.

	 AM2: �Could either of you touch on conservation and preservation? For artists making work 
in game engines or digital technologies, maintaining and archiving that work is really 
challenging. Has your research touched on that at all?

	 AC: �That’s not really my area, but I think that academia can help to get funding through 
these channels for archival work. That’s something we can actively pursue. UKRI [UK 
Research and Innovation] is always looking to bring in people from outside academia. 
The barrier is that individual artists rarely qualify; it tends to work better through 
companies or institutions. But the answer isn’t to be above those structures, but to look 
the barriers in the face, work out who you need around you to get past them, and then do 
it your way once you’re through the door. That’s what I find myself doing constantly.

	 MD: �You think you’re just going to take money from them? Yeah, exactly, there are art 
practices that do precisely that. This isn’t really my field either, but I know the National 
Videogame Museum in Sheffield takes preservation very seriously. Beyond that, it’s just 
devastating. We’re essentially begging these multi-trillion-dollar corporations: ‘Hey, can 
you look at the people that are creating value for you?’ There should be demands. We’re 
legitimising these companies with our creativity and they spit on us.
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	 AC: �If I can add to that, there’s a distinction between institutional memory and community 
memory. Institutions are good at retaining memory, they’re masters of bureaucracy, they 
can do the paperwork. Communities, not so much. Keeping knowledge alive and passing 
it from organiser to organiser requires a conscious effort to preserve not just the artwork 
itself but the processes that created it.

	 MD: �At the governmental level, there is movement. The European Union is doing significant 
work around digital ownership rights, ensuring that when you buy a game you actually 
own it. Sadly, the UK is not a part of this. But on the governmental level, there is a lot of 
activism taking place.

	 AM3: �Thanks so much for a really invigorating discussion. I’ve come back to gaming 
relatively recently, and I’m also approaching it from an arts criticism perspective. Is 
there a groundswell of accessible games criticism emerging, the way there’s relatively 
accessible arts criticism in other fields?

	 MD: �There’s an important distinction between games journalism and, let’s say, games 
criticism. They are very different things. Both are in trouble. Games journalism has been 
almost entirely decimated; for the most part, sadly, it’s about reprinting press releases. 
There are some amazing games critics out there, but mostly they have migrated to 
YouTube. I’m thinking of people like Errant Signal2. That’s hopeful, but you have to go 
looking for it. It’s not quite the Guardian, even though video games are bigger than the 
music and film industries combined. Someone counted recently: there are probably 
around thirty-five employed games journalists in the world. It’s a completely broken 
economy. Which is why we should talk about how to create a thriving games criticism 
circle – not just curators, not just artists, but critics: people that push cultural 
mediums forward. 

	 CHAIR: �We’re going to have to wrap things up. Thank you both so much for such an 
invigorating conversation.

	 MD: �Thank you for doing this here. Usually these conversations don’t happen in art 
institutions, so thank you.

This conversation took place at FACT, Liverpool, as part of Choose Your Own Adventure, a day-long 
symposium that marked the closing weekend of Art Plays Games, an exhibition of games created 
by artists and independent developers. The conversation has been edited for length and clarity.

2	 Errant Signal, YouTube channel. youtube.com/c/ErrantSignal
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UMA BREAKDOWN

	 I’m in the planning stages of a new game, and taking some time between exhibitions to think 
about what games can do. I’ve been thinking about what is specific to the medium as opposed to 
other art forms such as film, performance, image, object or literature. For a long time I positioned this 
difference as being simply a question of agency: the capacity to act and impact the world through 
intention. Games can more readily ask more of an audience. However, I think there is 
more to this.

1: TEXT PARSER

	 The first game I made that involved more than a few casual evenings of production was called 
Animal Agency. Before this, I’d made a handful of Twine games and pen-and-paper things that were 
somewhere between one-page tabletop role-playing games (RPGs), Choose Your Own Adventure 
stories and book art. However, this was the first time I’d worked through the whole development 
cycle in depth, producing a design document, writing a script, drawing artwork, coding, and writing 
and commissioning the soundtrack.

	 Animal Agency came out of my time on the first FACT Together programme in 2020 and 
it’s difficult to overstate the impact on my practice of the support I received from the other fellows, 
particularly Lesley Taker at FACT1.

1	 In practical terms, Animal Agency led to a whole range of things. After launching online, it went on to win a silver award at Athens Digital Art 
Festival, has been shown at galleries including Etc Prague, and has toured Scotland in Travelling Gallery’s mobile art space. I’ve made half a dozen 
games since, and their specific language and philosophy have infected all of my art practice.

Image: Uma Breakdown, Animal Agency (2020). Game still. Courtesy of FACT Liverpool.
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	 Most importantly, though, my time developing the game was firstly an inquiry into what I 
wanted the audience to be able to know or do, and how they would get to this point. Before I started 
to write code and produce artwork, the FACT Together Fellowship allowed me time to explore 
the different engines I could use, so I could think primarily about how I wanted the player to be 
able to intentionally (or not) impact the world (or not). I eventually decided on Adventure Game 
Studio, which is a community-supported game engine that is made to produce one kind of game: 
1990s-style SCUMM-esque point-and-click graphic adventures2. Those games, exemplified by 
things like Ron Gilbert/Lucas Arts titles The Secret of Monkey Island and Maniac Mansion, have a 
specific format and game design philosophy. Generally point-and-click graphic adventure games 
emphasise storytelling via a rich visual experience and a narrative that is unpicked via an interaction 
system that is itself heavily linguistic. While it’s not true of all graphic adventures, most have the 
player interact with the world via a system of verbs and nouns. 

	 Sierra Entertainment pioneered this interaction with its 1980 horror game Mystery House, 
which used a command-line-style text-parser interface in a box below an image that illustrated the 
moment in the narrative. The player types the action they wish their character to perform, and if the 
system both recognises the command and it is allowed by the context, it happens. 

	 Mystery House had a simple system where the game would only recognise commands 
phrased in the most basic syntax: ‘pick up knife’, ‘look at clock’, ‘close door’, etc. Some games 
were much more sophisticated, such as Beam Software’s The Hobbit from 1982, which could 
handle multiple clauses, adverbs and punctuation. More even than the simpler forms, the text 
parser in The Hobbit invites the player to find the edges of what is possible. As a child I spent 
a memorable Saturday at a friend’s house with this game on a then already ancient Spectrum, 
exploring the language that the system understood and how it would react. (For those interested, 
ordering Bilbo to ‘shit and throw it at Gandalf’ results in the hobbit being immediately executed.) 

	 The text parser was not the most popular graphic adventure interface for long, and in 
1986 LucasArts, in consultation with author Douglas Adams, developed a new system of player 
interaction for their film adaptation game Labyrinth. This is the point-and-click interface, and it 
would become the dominant form for the genre, as well as what I chose to build Animal Agency 
around. In this system, the games interface includes a selectable set of verbs written on-screen, 
and nouns either written or in the form of object icons with tooltip text. The form of player interaction 
is now something like: clicking on the button marked ‘Pick up’ and then clicking on the icon of the 
knife somewhere on-screen will result in that action being performed if it is possible in the context. 
In comparison to something like The Hobbit, this game reduces the nuance in how the player plays 
the game. They can no longer choose between picking up the knife and picking it up ‘quickly’ or 
‘quietly’. The flip side of this is that it’s a much simpler method of interacting with the game, and 
allows the player to concentrate more on the narrative. 

2	 SCUMM (Script Creation Utility for Maniac Mansion) is a game engine created by Lucasfilm Games in 1987 to power the point-and-click 
adventure game Maniac Mansion, and subsequently used across a generation of LucasArts adventure games.
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	 The point-and-click interface still gives a feeling of a whole world to engage with if the 
designer wishes it, but it closes up some of the distance between the player imagining what they 
want to happen, then engaging with the game to see if this is possible.

	 I spent a lot of the production time trying to build up this richness in the world. The artwork 
is about ninety per cent hand-drawn and then digitally animated and inserted into the game because 
I felt this would give a visual continuity to the game. Also, by making the art in watercolour, pencil 
and ink I could give things intentional ambiguity in comparison to clean digital-only sprites. 

	 I tried to make the artwork, the text and the overall narrative in ways that left a lot of holes 
and gaps for the player/audience to cross. The story is simple to progress, having minimal 
lock-and-key puzzles and a structure that makes it impossible to get stuck or even need to 
backtrack very far. However, the details of the world, what I think of as the main game, are 
pieces that are handed to the player to assemble and answer their own questions with. 

	 At the time of making it I was mostly interested in art (particularly literature) that expresses 
itself through things that are beyond articulation. I’d just read The Passion According to G.H. 
by Clarice Lispector and had been struck by a mesh of absences that are central to the story. 
There’s a point where a character encounters a cockroach and for the first time is able to 
comprehend something of the immensity of this creature and, by extension, everything beyond 
herself. How remarkable for this cockroach to also exist and be so radically different from the 
human, to have such a different perception and drive with regards to everything in the world. 
Then she recalls how ancient cockroaches are, that these insects have been around for millions 
of years and form a bridge from now to then. She then becomes overwhelmed by the scale of time 
and distance that is at once intimate (the cockroach on her skin) and vast (the lineage of that insect 
running back to the Jurassic era). 

	 This simple description of events misses the location of the actual story that Lispector writes, 
which takes place in the way that the observations and emotions are articulated, or fail to be fully 
articulated. After reading it I couldn’t stop thinking about spaces in a narrative that become so full 
that they are functionally the same as absence, like feeling so much love that you can no longer 
position yourself in the world. So when it came to making Animal Agency I wanted to populate the 
game with such absence and saturation. The choice of reducing the verb system the player has to 
interact with the world down to ‘look at’ and ‘engage with’ became a way of making that absence 
felt. Similarly, the game’s world is made up of things articulated as text and image where I’ve tried 
to leave space for the audience to connect them and reinterpret them. Objects are drawn and 
described with an attempt at slipperiness, at incompleteness. It’s also a game about saturation of 
sensation and emotion. In place of the traditional lock-and-key mechanics of adventure games, it is 
one process of advancing the narrative that occurs over and over. Whatever challenges the player 
encounters, the solution is always the same: find an animal and lie down near them so you can go 
to sleep.
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	 I’m still happy with a lot of what Animal Agency manages to do, particularly leaving space for 
the player to play an active role in shaping the story through interpreting the images and text that 
they encounter (or don’t) while playing. I’ve realised that this is something I’ve not done much in 
subsequent games, perhaps because I’ve been more concerned about making the main narrative 
trunk as strong as possible and so have not left time for all of the gaps. 

	 Gaps is something I wish to return to with my next project, and so I wanted to use this article 
as an opportunity to burrow into why I think they are important – not just to some types of games, 
but also as a principle that makes games a distinct medium. 

2: RESTART

	 A part of games that I find particularly interesting is repetition. Often the specificity of 
repetition seems neglected in discussion, whether we are focusing on the point of view of players, 
game designers or artists who work with games. 

	 To different degrees, repetition is always present in video games. The economics of data 
means that things often need to get reused multiple times. When Mario sees a turtle, it’s almost 
certainly the exact same turtle he saw before, and when he fails to get past it he will get up in the 
same way and try again. 

	 Even a heavily narrative-focused game that does not include the risk of a ‘game over’ and a 
necessary retreading of previous paths will likely involve some loops of action or returns to earlier 
locations. For the majority of games, though, some degree of returning and trying again is built 
into the very structure of play. Genres such as sports, deck-builders, fighters, shooters and things 
that might be classed as ‘casual games’ have the loop of play at the foreground of the experience. 
The player plays once, and then they play again, either to do a little better or try a slight variation 
on the same process. This is equally true whether we’re talking about an e-sports title like Rocket 
League or a mobile phone game like Subway Surfers. This shouldn’t be surprising with these kinds 
of games, which have a clear lineage back to card games or sports. After all, the same loop applies 
to chess, poker or boxing. Fail or win, the player returns, either to try and improve on their previous 
score, or succeed against a slightly different or more challenging opponent or context. 

	 Repetition runs through games of different lineages with just as much impact. Titles with 
a focus primarily on story, such as role-playing games, visual novels or adventure games, will 
almost invariably break down the longer arc of progression into a series of small loops. This is 
in fact where the term ‘grind’ often gets used, where a player feels that the game has insisted 
that too many of these smaller loops are completed before they are allowed to access the next 
narrative plot element. The player needs to travel to the next area but, rather than being able to 
do this immediately, the game requires the player to collect a number of items or beat a series 
of smaller challenges first. If well balanced, the smaller loops contribute to a feeling of anticipation 
followed by satisfaction at passing a milestone. The repetitive sections also offer the same 
opportunity to improve over last time and themselves become a respite from the main narrative. 
However, if they are poorly designed and imbalanced, the small loops can be frustrating and  
feel like unnecessary restrictions on progression. 
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	 Sometimes this is because the enjoyment offered by the small loop is not enough to sustain 
multiple returns. Travelling all the way to the mysterious forest in order to fight goblins for a five 
per cent chance of one dropping a golden key was rewarding the first time, but when the game 
demanded that the player do it again, the player found themselves questioning whether the reward 
was worth their time. However, those smaller loops might be so enjoyable that they become their 
own reward, with the player wanting to take time to get everything possible out of those repetitions. 

	 Aside from the above outline of how repetition occurs in games when played as intended by 
the designers, there is also a far more interesting capacity that repetition allows. Returning over and 
over to the same path, to the same processes, the players find something new.

	 Speedrunning, the act of a player attempting to find the fastest way to complete a game, 
is one of the most visible indications of the creative capacity formed through collective player 
repetition. The history of speedrunning is beyond the scope of this article, but it’s worth mentioning 
that even the simple framework, ‘finish as fast as possible’, is not the end of the exploration. Fairly 
early on, players started to find and use weaknesses in the structure of a game to complete it 
fastest. A designer leaves a gap in a wall they never imagined a player could ever access, and now 
a speedrunner can use it to fall through the floor to a part of the map that, played conventionally, 
would have taken an hour to get to. 

	 More recently, the rise of streaming has led to an increase in popularity of game runs that 
extend the game outwards, bringing additional conditions into the frame of play. Subcategories 
within this include obnoxious novelty interfaces (i.e. using a Dance Dance Revolution pad to play 
Elden Ring), playing multiple games simultaneously (i.e. playing one copy of Elden Ring with your 
feet on the DDR pad and another with a controller) and physical restrictions (i.e. all of the above, 
but blindfolded).

	 Both speedrunning and other ‘extra condition’ acts of playing the game are built from 
repetition. Not only is that final successful run one of a line of attempts, but it’s likely built upon 
discoveries made by players repeatedly probing at the edges of the game long after they have 
technically completed it, sharing their findings, which are in turn built on by other players. 

	 This last point is key. The opening up of creative capacities of games is almost always a 
collective one. I’m hesitant to say that this is universally the case, as I’m sure there are players who 
are happily working on their own to see what a game can be made to do. However, the majority of 
players who are looking for these new edges are drawing from and adding to the streams, videos, 
word of mouth and forums where such things are being explored. The examples of speedruns 
and streamed ‘extra condition’ runs are both performed for an audience, but the same community 
aspect applies beyond this. Repeated and exhaustive exploration was how players made the 
discovery that a train in a Fallout game was in fact a hat on the head of a hidden non-player 
character (NPC), or that a fork in Skyrim could be used to teleport the player across the map.
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	 This is one of the things that I find particularly compelling about games, and why I keep 
returning to them. There are other art forms where the audience community itself creates innovative 
new material. The history of fanfic, and Kirk/Spock alone, is testament to that. However, perhaps 
due to the agency that games engender in their audience, I don’t think there is another form of art 
that has the same audience culture of exhausting, exploiting and building from the artworks it is 
concerned with. For every fan edit of Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me there are a dozen overhaul 
mods for Fallout: New Vegas. All artwork belongs to the audience, but the audience of games seems 
to take to this ownership in a way that’s different from a gallery audience. It’s active, yes, but it’s also 
collective. The response is made with and for one another. 

3: SERVER

	 The game designer Mary Flanagan has previously described game play as a ‘rendition’. 
When the player plays a game, it’s less analogous to listening to a recording of music than it is to 
performing from a score. The player might play well, they might play conventionally. They equally 
might pull out a composition they’ve run through a thousand times before and ask how far it can 
be pushed before it breaks, and then what would emerge from that collapse? The suggestion that 
game players are comparable to musicians sitting in front of the sheet music for ‘My Favourite 
Things’ might inspire incredulity, but I would ask, what is something like ‘Evo Moment #37’ if not 
such a comparable performance?

	 For an artist working with video games, this raises some provocations. Do we want to 
acknowledge that, if we make something that is really loved, the audience will express this love by 
finding new ways to engage with it, including taking it apart and building new things with the pieces? 
What would acknowledging that look like in an artwork? If what is specific about games is the 
audience’s collective creative capacity, what does that mean for the artist as an individual? 
What would it mean for an artist to think of themselves not as the auteur, but as the composer?

	 I don’t have the answers to any of these questions, which are currently occupying me while I 
plan my next project. However, I have an anecdote that I think illuminates the struggle between artist 
and player community, and can help us move towards future strategies.

	 While I was writing this article, two things came to my attention that I have not considered for 
years and which, conveniently, pertain to the same subject. 

	 The first of these was a press release for an exhibition featuring the 2010 artwork, Freedom, 
by Eva and Franco Mattes. This piece includes a video comprising a screen recording and voice 
chat audio from the game Counter-Strike, a popular multiplayer first person shooter where two 
teams (terrorists and counterterrorists) fight in various game modes. As the press release describes, 
in Freedom ‘Eva repeatedly begs other players not to kill her because she is “doing performance 
art”, but is shot over and over again before the performance can begin’. 

	 The second thing that came to my attention was a forum post from 11 December 2001, 
discussing and showing an image of what was, at least for me, the first example of a ‘human tower’ 
in Counter-Strike. 
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	 The screenshot is from an earlier version of the same game used in the Mattes artwork, 
possibly the version that was itself a free community mod for the game Half-Life, made by Minh 
Le and Jess Cliffe while the two were students. The screenshot features an image of one of the 
game’s environments, with a nondescript brown factory building. In the foreground are the players’ 
characters, all carrying guns and wearing balaclavas. However, rather than shooting one another, 
the players are exploiting a collision mechanic where it’s possible for a character to stand on top 
of another. 

	 In the screenshot we can see that not only have the server full of players managed to stack 
themselves on top of one another, but by doing this the final character is able to climb up their 
bodies. In the image this last character is about to jump onto the roof of the factory building, a part 
of the game that would never before have reasonably been considered accessible.

	 The coincidence of re-encountering these two, now historic artefacts, both pertaining to the 
same video game, is what initially caught my attention. They both concern a detour being made from 
the expected frame of play, and an attempt to find an edge. However, they quite neatly demonstrate 
two different approaches to that initial frame of play. 

	 In Freedom, the artist’s approach is from the outside and unilateral. The artist enters a game 
space where all present have a reasonable expectation of what is going to happen, and then the 
artist demands that the other players change what they are doing. Furthermore, the artist demands 
that the other players do nothing other than watch the artist. This means that the game space 
changes from a server full of players all with an equal say in events, to one player expressing agency 
and the remainder observing. 

	 Having sunk far too many hours into games like Counter-Strike, I don’t think it’s likely that 
a public server of players would all agree to follow the artist’s direction, but it strikes me that this 
refusal was the intention. I think the artist’s assumption was that players would not allow someone 
to unilaterally change the game they had come to play, but their refusal can be co-opted into the 
video. The players are made into participants without their consent, and their reasonable frustration 
only becomes another detail in the artist’s work. The artist’s engagement with the game is a hostile 
one – I would argue, a far more hostile one than the fiction of violence that this game symbolises. 

	 I’ve seen comparable things occur in games many times, though not declaredly in the name 
of art. Players exploiting a terrain-blocking glitch that makes the game impossible to win. Players 
filling the text chat with copypasta or voice comms with music so that no one else can use them. 
Players who have no interest in anything the game has to offer, doing something they find funny, 
almost invariably involving explosives and/or putting vehicles where they should not reasonably go. 
Such actions are largely obnoxious, comparable to joining a park football match with the sole intent 
of lying down on the centre spot or hanging upside down from the goal. It’s definitely an action that 
changes the game, but the change accomplished by picking a fight with the group is predictable.
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	 However, with a slight change, this edge testing can become something that leads games 
to evolve. I was in a Battlefield 4 deathmatch server once where, instead of a gun, one player would 
only use a smoke grenade launcher, strictly a utility rather than a weapon that happens to also do 
a tiny amount of damage. I’m sure in many servers this would be seen as just a mild annoyance 
to both teams, but in this one the evident joy of successfully beaning another player with a smoke 
grenade was infectious enough that the majority of players adopted the same self-imposed 
restriction. The game was now being played differently by some players, so two different games 
were playing out in the same space. The players who were continuing as normal were still trying 
to accrue more points than the other team. The players with the smoke grenade launchers were 
inventing their own metric for success, which had more to do with the performance of innovation 
and humour. The map filled with smoke, the comms filled with celebrations and schemes, and then 
the game naturally reached its end point and the server emptied out. The main difference between 
this and Freedom is that the first player with a smoke grenade launcher didn’t force a change on 
the group. They presented something that was interesting enough that someone else joined in, 
and then from there the shape of this new game was dictated not by one person but by all of 
those playing.

	 While I don’t know the full context for the Counter-Strike human tower mentioned above, 
I imagine it occurred under conditions closer to those of the smoke grenade game than those 
of the work by Eva and Franco Mattes. It’s far more plausible that over a series of games the 
community players made the observation that characters can be stacked, and then began 
to ask ‘what can we do with this discovery?’

	 To return to the figure presented earlier, Freedom occupies an auteur position where an artist 
duo reconfigures the context of game, players, performance, etc. into an object that has an owner 
and an author. All those other expressions of agency by other parties that the work is contingent 
upon are flattened into its final encapsulation as artwork. 

	 Against this, events shown in that 2001 forum post are part of a nesting of compositions 
that are shared, adapted and continue to branch and evolve. The collective experimentation with 
the edges of play via the human tower is now a common occurrence in these games. It is used by 
players for practical reasons within the confines of the game’s rules and systems, such as getting 
to a higher vantage point. It is used for many other far less obviously practical reasons, which are 
themselves experiments into what the game can be if it is not solely about shooting more of the 
other team’s players than they do of yours. 

	 The human tower of Counter-Strike is now a composition that others can perform a rendition 
of that adheres to or departs from the original, according to desire. Such a process mirrors that 
of Counter-Strike itself which, as mentioned earlier, was a deviation from another composition, 
or rather compositions. Counter-Strike was originally a mod made by two students for the earlier 
game Half-Life, a single-player narrative-focused first person shooter. In the late 1990s Le and Cliffe 
built on the framework of Half-Life, but also built on the collective culture and experience of game 
modding. Notable modding is almost exclusively done for free and with the recognition that any 
individual’s mods could themselves be reused, adapted and completely reconfigured.
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	 Freedom is an artwork that uses the game framework and players as material for an end 
unilaterally directed by the artists, composed around the narrative of an absent performance, with 
the result directed towards an audience outside the game. 

	 The human tower is a performance emerging from the framework of the game being tested 
collectively by the players. It does not have an owner, and its performers are as much its audience 
as those who will encounter its documentation3. 

3	 While it is beyond the scope of this text to fully examine, it’s impossible to overlook the significance of the human tower forum post 
appearing exactly three months after the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center in New York City. Counter-Strike predates the official start of the 
Global War on Terror, but its thematic structure of an endless war between terrorists and counterterrorists sits neatly within the post-9/11 world and 
its need for the spectacle of retaliatory violence. Part of Freedom is undoubtedly a critique of the violence within Counter-Strike via the artist’s failure 
to convince other players to even briefly stop shooting. With this in mind, it is notable that while the invasion of Afghanistan was being broadcast on 
television and the rhetoric of violence was at a fever pitch, a group of players decided that, rather than shoot one another, they would see how high 
they could climb.

Image: Uma Breakdown, Earth A.D. 2 (2023). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby



Journal #3

37

UMA BREAKDOWN

4: GRIND

	 The struggle between artist and player community is primarily one of authorship, agency and 
value. The cultural and economic conditions of artworking lend themselves to having an individual 
(or group) that is entirely responsible for, and the owner of, the artwork. This is regardless of whether 
the other individuals are paid or unpaid and whether they knowingly or unknowingly contributed 
to its creation. The culture in games is far more complex. Once an object enters that public sphere, 
it can immediately be fractured and extended along multiple trajectories driven by the creative 
agency of an undefinable collective that is spread across forums, servers and word of mouth. 
There are still authors of video games, and a few that are very much auteurs, but the player 
community still blurs the lines between audience and producer, finding new ways to perform their 
compositions – or rewrite them entirely.

	 Perhaps what makes games a specific medium for art is not just audience agency but the 
fact that this agency does not stop at an individual (because it is collective) and does not stop at the 
encounter with that initial artwork (because it leads to deviations within and beyond the initial frame). 

	 The question of how to acknowledge this specificity when designing game-based work raises 
a number of avenues for exploration. Some of these are professional and include procedures that I 
and many of my peers already practise, such as publishing code and assets and listing the software 
used (and prioritising open source), publishing or streaming the production workflow, and otherwise 
removing any artificial gatekeeping. For games made for specific contexts, such as a gallery, the 
artist might consider how to also archive the game so it allows for the interrogation of repeated 
playthroughs and potentially new ways of playing. 

Other avenues are more concerned with design, such as: 

•	 Asking how the game can encourage, facilitate or at least accommodate play as a shared 
collective space. 

•	 Asking what meaningful plurality of play could look like in this specific project, and trying 
to open this up further.

•	 Finding ways to make the audience/community of players more readily visible to one 
another, whether within the game itself or within the context of encountering it.

•	 Likewise, finding ways to make the audience/community of players visible to those 
outside, platforming not just the game but what is done with it.

•	 Asking what can be done in the context of art that games in their own context are not 
already doing.

	 These are some of the things that I’m trying to foreground at the start of my next game 
design cycle. In some ways it feels quite daunting, but I think it largely comes down to remembering 
that play is a thing that happens between people – and also, therefore, that game design is not a 
thing we ever need to do alone.
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	 In recent years, increasing numbers of artists have been turning to gaming technologies as 
conceptual and aesthetic frameworks for the production of their work. They may play video games 
recreationally – but, creatively, processes of world-building and avatar creation have become 
central to explorations of representation and agency, and devising speculative forms through which 
alternative realities might be brought into being. 

	 Gaming is the largest cultural industry in the world, worth more than movies and 
music combined: over 3.3 billion people around the world play video games. Games are the 
Gesamtkunstwerk (or ‘total work of art’) of our era; the creative potential of games is unsurpassed 
by any other medium. And yet, gaming rarely receives the same level of critical attention that other 
art forms that also sit largely within the entertainment sector receive. Video games, unlike movies 
or music, are now predominantly experienced in private spaces. The decline of the video arcade 
through the 1990s and 2000s, driven by the proliferation of home consoles and then later networked 
gaming online, relocated the incidental encounters and social experiences of the physical arcades 
to a virtual co-presence through scheduled interactions. 

	 This privatisation of gaming has had the effect of making gaming ‘invisible’ in the general 
public sphere, making an activity that over a third of humanity engages with, across all genders and 
ages, seem niche and not of critical interest beyond moments of moral panic. Gamers are often 
pejoratively characterised as quintessential beta males despite almost half of gamers being women, 
and games themselves are seen as vehicles for violence and sexism. The widespread closure of 
video arcades has also been symptomatic of the erosion of ‘third places’: informal, accessible, 
low-cost sites distinct from home (first place) and work (second place). Defined by the sociologist 
Ray Oldenburg in 1989, third places are ‘public places that host the regular, voluntary, informal and 
happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and work’ (Oldenburg, 
1999). Low-key homes away from home that centre on social interaction and conversation, third 
places are seen as ‘anchors’ to community cohesion and creativity. The disappearance of third 
places from the public realm, replaced with transactional, consumerist spaces, has also been an 
indication of the commodification of time, where leisure has become productive rather than playful.

	 This sense of the disintegration of traditional communities all over the world, through the lack 
of places where social life takes place and the growing individualism that is facilitated by the spread 
of modern technologies, has also given rise to new communities that have emerged around virtual 
third places. The online spaces to which gaming communities migrated do, following researcher 
Ewa Markiewicz’s analysis, produce communities of interest rather than of place, but they still 
fulfil Oldenburg’s characterisation of ‘third places’ (Markiewicz, 2019). These chosen communities 
become ‘a place of self-realization for the individual’ and an arena for expressing ‘individuality and 
uniqueness’. The freedom of such spaces where individuality is recognised nevertheless raises 
‘concerns about the depth of qualitative changes that [technology] brings to social life’. Markiewicz 
questions whether the social ties that new technologies such as the internet build are making 
‘interpersonal relationships shallower or stronger’. 
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	 In 2022, FACT presented When Our Worlds Meet, a newly commissioned work by Danielle 
Brathwaite-Shirley in which the artist collaborated with a group of young people from around 
Liverpool, self-styled as the Bandidos, over the course of a year. The project started from a series 
of questions asked of the young people: How would you redesign Liverpool for your community? 
What does your world need? What rules does your world have? The resulting exhibition presented 
four seemingly derelict urban landscapes, such as litter-strewn empty butcher’s shops, municipal 
parks with rickety swing sets, dried-up ponds and a cramped bedsit, which grew less hostile the 
longer you interacted with them. Within each context was embedded a game world that featured 
speculative narratives devised by the young people and developed by the artist. 

	 In cities that actively shut down spaces for young people to simply be, through design tactics 
such as hostile architecture or political ones such as Public Spaces Protection Orders to prevent 
social congregation, the artist’s aim in the making of this work ‘was to create a little city space that 
will be used by [young people]’ (Jennings, 2023). The games reflect the broad range of concerns 
that the young people experience individually and collectively: from places where they can meet and 
stay with their friends to more in-depth education about the history of Liverpool and its slave routes. 
 

Image: Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley, When Our Worlds Meet (2022). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby
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	 In this work, game worlds, constructed around conversations between the artist and the 
group of young people, induced visitors – players – to engage with the rules of someone else’s 
space and then take responsibility for the choices they made. Both analogue and digital, the 
gallery operated somewhere between youth club and film set, allowing for different kinds of 
interactions to emerge in the environment and the games. 

	 But the art gallery, in general, is a far cry from the neutral ground and social leveller criteria 
of Oldenburg’s third place. While an art centre might not impose financial barriers to access, there 
are still cultural barriers that prevent people from visiting and that limit their feeling of equal standing 
or belonging there. 

	 Art Plays Games was a curatorial experiment that sought to test how the gallery could also 
become the kind of place where the fifty-seven per cent of FACT’s visitors who are aged under 
thirty-five (FACT Liverpool, 2024) would feel comfortable to hang out, build familiarity and ownership 
over a space, and become a returning audience. The first of its kind in the UK, Art Plays Games was 
a nine-month-long evolving exhibition showcasing how artists and indie game-makers are working 
with games, game mechanics, interactivity and play. 

	 The exhibition’s focus on artists’ games explored different critical approaches artists bring 
to the medium. Questions of whose voices are platformed and how those works are experienced 
have been central to thinking around games. Angela Washko’s experimental interactive narrative, 
Mother, Player (2023), brought together thousands of hand-drawn illustrations, frames, buttons 
and dialogue boxes to reflect the highly under-represented and intimate experiences of pregnancy 
and early parenthood in games, in this case set against the challenging backdrop of the Covid-19 
pandemic and the 2020 elections in the USA. Alongside representations of gender and identity were 
works that addressed questions of climate and ecology; the games format lends itself particularly 
well to the lens of non-human perspectives. Alice Bucknell’s The Alluvials (2024) was set around 
a Los Angeles landscape ravaged by fires and water shortage as experienced through the eyes of 
coyotes and wildcats.

	 Artists’ and indie games offer new approaches to storytelling and world-building, which 
often break from the conventions of gamification we see in commercial and AAA games. Their 
lower budgets often lead to experimental works that test the limits of what constitutes a game in 
terms of playability and control as well as visualisation, narrative choices and interaction. What 
happens, for example, when a game can only be completed if it’s played collaboratively rather 
than competitively? In artist Sahej Rahal’s dreamlike post-apocalyptic game Distributed Mind Test 
(2023), multiple players control the same character and must learn to work together to progress 
through the game’s different zones and narrative arc.

	 Another key area of exploration is the interface between human and machine, with the rise of 
advanced technologies such as AI. In Tomo Kihara and Playfool’s multiplayer Pictionary-style game 
outdraw.ai (2022–24), a computer vision AI plays alongside at least two human players. If a player 
draws a prompt in such a way that the AI guesses it, the AI wins. If the AI cannot guess what the 
prompt is but a human can, then the humans win. 
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The work seeks to ask, what makes a form of communication uniquely human? For many visitors, 
games such as this and Ada Eden’s 1001 Nights (2024), in which players become Scheherazade and 
try to defeat a ChatGPT-powered sultan by writing their own version of the classic fairy tale, are their 
first opportunity to experience these AI platforms and gain an insight into what they are capable of. 
 

Image: Art Plays Games (2025). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Kieran Irvine

	 Art Plays Games ran from September 2024 to April 2025 with four rotations, presenting 
eighteen games in total. Each rotation presented a mixture of playable artworks and indie games 
that allowed FACT to use the lure of games and interactivity to introduce a broader range of stories 
and approaches to gaming, creating interesting dialogues or contrasts between subject matter, 
aesthetics or gameplay. While the space was adapted for each rotation of works, the overall look of 
the space felt quite consistent. The gallery was designed with accessible tactile furniture and low-
level lighting to manage the overstimulating effect games can sometimes have. We ran ‘quiet hours’ 
for neurodiverse visitors, and all our staff were given clear instructions to support all visitors to feel 
safe and welcome.

	 What this broad variety of games revealed was how games as an art form use agency as their 
underlying medium. As Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley explained in an interview, ‘With a game, you’re 
responsible for what you see and you’re responsible for what you don’t see – the amount of energy 
you put in is what you’ll get back from the work’ (Jennings, 2023). 
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In games of all sorts, whether they are within an interactive artwork in a gallery, or stupid games 
we play socially to break the ice, or in online open-world multiplayer video games, philosopher C. 
Thi Nguyen suggests that players become immersed within the ‘pleasing single-minded 
motivational clarity of game-playing’ (Nguyen, 2019) and become embodied within the avatar, 
character or role required to meet the objectives of the game. 

	 In his essay ‘Games and the Art of Agency’ (2019) and subsequent book, Games: Agency as 
Art (2020) Nguyen makes a distinction between games we play for ‘achievement’, where we play to 
win for the sake of what winning gets us, and ‘striving play’, in which we temporarily adopt a goal 
for the sake of the struggle itself, then discard it afterwards: ‘Experiential striving play opens up 
the possibility that one can submerge oneself in a temporary practical agency for the sake of the 
intrinsic value of the experience of practicality’ (Nguyen, 2019). Our sense of agency can be seen to 
be fluid and layered: we temporarily adopt a new agency ‘nested within our overall agency’ in order 
to be immersed in the gameplay. However short-lived or artificial the sense of agency one gains 
from playing games, this ‘agential fluidity’ offers players a safe way to learn and experiment with 
other modes of being, allowing them to dip into a ‘library of agencies’ that games make available. 
In the single-minded clarity of the rules-based order of games, players often find a reprieve from the 
complexities of ordinary life: a rehearsal of the kind of clarity and mastery they strive for in reality. 

	 Yet, players’ feelings of control are manufactured by the game’s creators, which opens 
up questions around what power relations are normalised or hidden within these manufactured 
feelings. Do these simpler agencies that games allow us to step into have intrinsic value? Do they 
build self-worth or civic participation, for example? And what happens after play, when the game 
logic colonises real life in what Nguyen calls ‘value capture’ (Nguyen, 2020): when a designed 
system’s clean, quantified goals (streaks, likes, step counts, engagement metrics) are adopted as 
substitutes for the messier, harder-to-measure values they were only ever supposed to represent? 
Gamification can transform areas of life that require cooperation into competition, approaching 
goals from a fixed rather than a playful attitude, prioritising the individual over the collective. This 
process of technology-driven value capture parallels the processes of enclosure and privatisation 
that have led to the disappearance of third places, of which video arcades were once an example, 
where collective experience is overtaken by personalised individual ones. 

	 In LuYang Arcade Liverpool (2023), FACT transformed its foyer into a retro gaming arcade 
to showcase a broad body of game-based and gaming-inspired works by artist LuYang. Centred 
on The Great Adventure of Material World, the arcade brought together a number of LuYang’s past 
works to form one of the artist’s digital multiverses – a playful and provocative meditation on the self. 

	 The exhibition invited audiences to play through different forms of being as avatars that 
drew on Buddhist cosmology, neuroscience, anime and popular culture, sci-fi and body horror 
to question our expectations of normal and inhabit an existence that is illusory, multiple and 
consequently beyond any binary conception of identity or linear understanding of time and 
space. Using their own body as an avatar, LuYang often puts themselves at the centre of their 
game worlds to explore what it means to ‘live on the internet’, abandoning conventional ideas 
of identity, nationality, gender and even physical existence. 
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	 Drawing on the visual aesthetics and tropes of anime, the work brought a distinctly 
non-Western philosophical perspective rooted in the artist’s own understanding of Buddhist 
teachings. In The Great Adventure of Material World, players get to experience the Noble 
Eightfold Path that teaches the practices essential to achieving enlightenment as levels of a 
computer game. While it may seem trivialising to gamify such a complex and spiritually powerful 
belief system, it also offers those who would never think to engage with such practices a way to 
immerse themselves in these beliefs – and consider how they might change them. With some 
games, such as Uterus Man, playable on multiple motorbike machines, the arcade encouraged 
visitors to play against each other as they rode sanitary pad skateboards and pelvic bone chariots, 
shooting down chromosomes on their way towards gender neutrality. 

MAITREYI MAHESHWARI

Image: LuYang, LuYang Arcade Liverpool (2023). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby

	 In many ways, LuYang Arcade Liverpool and video arcades of the 1980s and 1990s in general 
echo ideas of the phantasmagoria that Walter Benjamin described in his unfinished anthology The 
Arcades Project (Das Passagen-Werk). Benjamin was describing the nineteenth-century arcades 
of Paris – glass-roofed passages lined with glass-vitrined shops – at a time when they were being 
replaced by department stores. Each shop window was a panorama that constructed an immersive 
alternate reality from commodities and forgotten objects that drew the bourgeois flâneur, a 
wandering observer of urban life, into the history and myths of the epoch without having the critical 
distance to recognise them as a dreamlike distraction which masked the human labour and social 
relations that enabled industrial production. 
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For Benjamin, these arcades were ‘dream houses of the collective’ (Benjamin, 1999), totalising 
built environments presenting commodities as spectacle. Like the horror theatre of earlier 
phantasmagoria, the arcades were a form of optical entertainment illusion that depended on the 
audience not being able to see how the effects were produced. 

	 The Parisian arcades could be seen as materialist precursors of the kinds of dematerialised 
fictions in self-contained dream-worlds that video arcades later proffered, each with commodities 
arranged behind glittering surfaces that masked the history, labour, economic and material 
conditions of the industrial and post-industrial capitalism that produced them. The same logic 
extended to museums, which Benjamin described as ‘dream houses’: he argued that they disguised 
objects’ history of extraction and violence by removing them from use and placing them within a 
curatorial logic (Benjamin, 1999). In the contemporary context, the drive towards technologically 
immersive screen-based ‘experiential’ installations, such as by teamLab or Meow Wolf or at venues 
such as Lightroom or Outernet in London, creates a new kind of phantasmagorical spectacle: 
seamless experiences that generate shareable images of presence within an artwork, rather than an 
experience of the art itself. 

	 World-building, then, with its construction of an internally coherent environment with its own 
rules, iconography and atmosphere, could be seen as a tool of ideological concealment. Yet it is in 
these alternative worlds that we also get to test out other ways of being. 

	 Walking into an exhibition, certainly the ones at FACT, is like entering a different world. 
The artwork isn’t just contained in an object, be that a video or a sculpture, but becomes a whole 
environment, designed to draw visitors into another reality that exists within the artwork. The 
exhibition itself expands the context and storytelling that the artist has created within, and beyond, 
what might be conventionally understood as the work. Stepping into these spaces is an act of 
immersion, an invitation to suspend disbelief and engage with this new world (however compact or 
expansive) on its own terms. The world of the artwork is a dynamic possibility that remains unfixed 
until it is completed by the viewer, each of whom has their own unique internalised knowledge. In 
this way, artworks may be designed as experiences to be shared and as ways of connecting with 
others, but their effect is always subjective. 

	 In her analysis of Benjamin’s project, Susan Buck-Morss writes that his notion of a ‘dreaming 
collective’ – the urban masses seduced and sedated by these consumerist displays – was 
‘unconscious’ in a double sense: ‘On the one hand, because of its distracted dreaming state, and on 
the other, because it was unconscious of itself, composed of atomized individuals, consumers who 
imagined their commodity dreamworld to be uniquely personal (despite all objective evidence to the 
contrary), and who experienced their membership in the collectivity only in an isolated, alienating 
sense, as an anonymous component of the crowd’ (Buck-Morss, 1989). Benjamin’s solution to this 
state of collective individual stupefaction was to use the image tools of the dream, to disrupt the 
spectacle of the dream house from within. 
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	 This disruption might be structurally achieved through a revival of third places, which – 
through their prioritisation of social communities where conversation dominates – are sites of 
unusually high personal agency compared to the role-bound place of home or the hierarchically 
bound place of work. 

	 Art galleries and games, like the phantasmagoria of the nineteenth century, can seduce 
audiences into a dream state, concealing the mechanisms of the illusory worlds they are 
portals into. For all their capacity to offer a ‘library of agencies’ for visitors to temporarily adopt, 
within the context of an art gallery, there is a risk in trying to use games as a way to manufacture 
the atmosphere of a third place. Not only may the institution’s approach to informality feel 
inauthentic to visitors, but the qualitative and quantitative metrics required for funders and 
marketing, such as attendance numbers and motivations, may also have the unwanted 
consequence of gamifying audiences. 

	 But games, like the best artworks, also act as a mirror, reflecting back to us the conditions 
of the world we live in, the choices we make. Games are a form that place decision-making at their 
heart – and all the questions of agency that come along with this. Much more than other immersive 
digital media, games make players aware of their own values and choices. Allowing audiences to 
see themselves enmeshed within the dynamics of an artwork is a powerful opportunity to continue 
to critically interrogate both the narrative being played and the tools with which it is delivered. 

	 When art galleries prioritise exhibiting playable artworks and indie games, they create 
programmes built around works that make players aware of the ways in which technological or 
narrative immersion is guiding their sense of agency. These works become a means to gently train 
audiences to become more critically aware, to notice how spaces construct them within specific 
roles, and to resist those structures which enclose on and value capture the promise of a neutral and 
equitable third place. Playing games, then, not only changes you, but can help you change the world 
around you.
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	 MM: �FACT has been working with gaming in different ways for a long time. For the last four 
or five years, it’s been a very present part of the artistic programme. The motivation 
for this issue of FACT’s journal is to explore what that means for artists, what it means 
for us curatorially, what it means culturally. Feral Metaverse (2024–ongoing), the work 
we showed at FACT during our exhibition series Art Plays Games, is not new in your 
practice. Your work’s been drawing on the language of gaming for many years, from 
fantasy avatars and live-action role play to gaming simulations. What drew you to 
game worlds and gaming as a form?

Image: Theo Triantafyllidis, Feral Metaverse, Y-Frame Edition (2025) in Art Plays Games (2025). 
Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby

	 TT: �A few different factors, the obvious one being that I had a close relationship with games 
growing up and I still try to set aside time to play games. It’s fascinating as a medium 
in terms of the expansiveness of worlds, narratives, systems and relationships that a 
game itself has. But also, as an audience, the type of investment both in terms of actual 
playtime and hours spent in the world, the immersive aspect that lets someone engage 
with a world in a much more complex way than in other mediums. 
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On another level, I have a very love-hate relationship with games. I am sometimes very 
annoyed by how time-consuming or grinding they can be. I also despise the type of 
manipulative gamification tactics that are sometimes employed. Then again, I really enjoy 
the aspiration and the potential of it as a medium. I use the game engine as my primary 
artistic medium. And sometimes I like to use it in a more literal way to create games 
and interactive experiences within it. But sometimes I take a different direction with 
live simulations or performative systems that are built into the game engine but are not 
interactive, or they have no game elements; rather, they use the framework of the 
game engine. 
 
When you’re using the game engine, you contend with the software biases: the type of 
presets, menus and specific functions that are directly related to gaming, and sometimes 
more specifically to first-person shooter gaming. There is also the whole ecosystem of 
surrounding software and communities, from 3D asset libraries to forums discussing 
specific problem-solving and scripting for a game engine, to general conversations 
always within the context of gaming. So even unintentionally, by using the game engine, I 
am part of those conversations.

	 MM: �Approaching game engines as an artistic medium, how do you think that this 
embeddedness changes your approach to the technology itself? One of the things 
that’s often foundational in an artistic practice is the sense of experimentation, of 
play. And often that has the indirect effect of pushing a particular tool to its limits to 
understand where it breaks – what you can do with it. Has your work with game engines 
as a medium revealed things about that medium, or the broader ecosystem around 
it, of where those edges are? Do you see yourself very much embedded within those 
systems or trying to push those edges still?

	 TT: �I would say it’s a bit of both. I see the practicalities: the commercial and political aspects 
of the game engines are constantly shifting and rapidly affecting the software and the 
ecosystems around it. For example, Unreal Engine has released Fortnite and made 
a fortune. With this money it has acquired a huge part of the secondary development 
companies and tools that were built around the engine, making them proprietary or 
shifting their direction. And Unity Engine, which I’m working with, has fallen behind in 
this competition. I’m always worried that it’s going to go bankrupt and I’m going to lose 
the futureproofing of my works. I also try to follow industry news and political shifts. For 
example, Unity Engine decided to split its Chinese branch recently. In a weird and highly 
contested move, it removed all Chinese assets and programmers from its ecosystem and 
made a different version of the engine to work in China. 
 
The gaming industry is such a huge financial industry, there are very big shifts happening 
all the time. On the hardware side, NVIDIA, the core GPU manufacturer, recently shifted 
from being a gamer’s favourite hardware company to becoming an AI and crypto 
company, having reduced its R&D on the game side. These changes are interesting to 
follow and see their impact on the tools and the creative process. 
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Games are now a very significant cultural force, both in visual culture and in general 
discourse. I feel like, as a contemporary artist, it’s almost impossible to ignore this 
tangible cultural impact. One way or another, it’s always influencing the work.

	 MM: �Games are such a huge part of people’s day-to-day cultural experience, but they’re 
often reduced to entertainment and there’s very little critical cultural discourse around 
them. Games continue to be this thing that sits on the periphery, yet has a huge impact 
on cinema, on all other media. Do you think that has drawn you to bringing it into the art 
space, to give it space for critical reflection?

	 TT: �Exactly. I think it’s important to look at games critically. Within the games industry and 
games discourse, there is a lack of criticality. It’s important for both worlds to be able 
to interface with each other a bit more. It’s such a driving force in visual culture that it’s 
impossible to ignore.

	 MM: �In terms of how art forms themselves are evolving, to make a game is inherently a 
collective act. You need so many people involved at different stages – the visual 
design, the programming, the game mechanics, the soundtracking, the quality 
controlling. Not just at the top-tier levels of games development, but at any level, the 
production is always a collective endeavour. So many of your works also encourage 
particular types of collective behaviour. I’m wondering whether one informed the other, 
or how has your approach to gameplay been inspired by the actual process of making?

	 TT: �Collective behaviour is really important. As a medium, half of a game is designed, but 
the other half is always about how players are going to change it and what they’re 
going to do with it. So it inherently has an openness to it – different ways to interpret it 
and different ways to mess with it. At its core, I see it as an open performance. It’s 
a foundation, an open system for players to get in and mess with and take in their 
own direction. 
 
This relates to my background in architecture. In architectural education, there is this 
pitfall of making architects feel like they have power over people’s daily lives and having 
this fantasy of being able to influence people’s life through space. I really tried to get 
away from this fantasy very early on in architecture. There’s a similar feeling in games. 
When you’re designing a game, you’re making this whole world that has its own rules 
and systems. But the most exciting part is to make those as loose as possible, to see 
what players come up with and how they mess with the system.

	 MM: �There’s a conventional perception of how things operate within a game: they’re 
often solitary and they’re often competitive because that is what a conventional 
understanding of gamification suggests. But Feral Metaverse in particular is very 
much a collaborative work. You can only really succeed or move anywhere within 
it as a collaborative act. Did you see that as a particularly subversive gesture to the 
gaming industry, or was that based on your own experiences of gaming?  
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Often times people will enter game worlds as collectives or in a collaborative mode, 
where you’re talking with your friends and you’re playing a game as a shared 
experience. How does your game design match up with non-artistic gameplay?

	 TT: �Competition is often a fundamental part of games. Not always, but quite often. The 
games industry is taking this direction from e-sports. A significant part of the industry is 
devoted to e-sports and competitive gaming. There’s also a whole area of chill games 
and more collaborative games. With Feral Metaverse I wanted to create the ingredients 
for players to work together. In its initial visual language, there is an implied violence 
or a desolate world. But I want players to slowly subvert this and to work against it. 
Competition and game goal is fundamental. The moment you remove this goal, it’s hard 
for people to stay invested in a game world. If you remove the danger or obstacle or any 
of these classic gamification tactics, then people can lose interest very quickly. I’ve been 
thinking of this paradox a lot. The solution I’ve geared towards is that players need to 
work together against the game. So, the game itself is their enemy – and so am I, as an 
extension of that.

Image: Theo Triantafyllidis, Feral Metaverse, Y-Frame Edition (2025) in Art Plays Games (2025). 
Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby
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	 MM: Against the god figure that’s created the sandbox.

	 TT: �It’s very self-aware of this paradox. In Feral Metaverse, the goal of the game is to escape 
the game itself, in sometimes quite humorous situations. And the only way to do that is by 
collaborating, by players developing their own language and their own code of conduct 
within the game world and slowly figuring out how to collaborate against the game.

	 MM: �Feral Metaverse isn’t unique; other works of yours also exist within these apocalyptic or 
dystopian landscapes. Radicalization Pipeline also has that sense of violence about it. 
What attracts you to the idea of the ruin in the first place? Is there an element of wanting 
people to work from the ruin into something that’s more utopian, more optimistic? 
Is there an element of wish fulfilment here for you?

	 TT: �Yes, there is this wishful element. There is a strange gamer mentality that I’m trying to 
work with and that I try to anticipate. With Feral Metaverse, I am trying to propose a very 
utopian way of being together online. But at the same time, I knew that if I was presenting 
this visually in a classic utopian sense, the automatic reaction of the gaming community 
would be to troll it and try to do the opposite. In anticipation of this behaviour, I thought 
that my best bet would be to have a world that feels very primal and desolate and 
almost dangerous, to bring out kindness and togetherness from this community, 
without reducing them to a feral mob.

	 MM: �The audience for the work you’re making exists beyond the art world and beyond the 
conventional gallery or the spaces in which one might expect an artist to want to 
present their work. How has that been received? How has that felt for you as an 
artist trying to straddle these different spaces?

	 TT: �It’s been extremely challenging, but it’s been a fun challenge that I’m really attracted 
to and I keep returning to. There is a financial challenge. I frequently end up spending 
all the funding for the projects on building big installations, and then there’s not enough 
budget for game development. Primarily, the big challenges are time investment and 
audience engagement. From experience of seeing exhibition audiences, it seems like 
you did manage to create an exhibition environment where people want to spend more 
time. But frequently, especially in group exhibitions where there’s either too many games 
or no games at all, and in this exhibition this is the only game, one challenge is the 
audience’s attention span. People really don’t have the time or mental energy to stick 
with a game for a long time inside an exhibition. 
 
So, on one hand, we have five-minute maximum engagement, and on the other hand, 
we have a gaming online audience that is not going to bother downloading a game if 
it’s less than an hour-long experience. I’ve been struggling to design with both audiences 
in mind, especially with Feral Metaverse, which has a multiplayer element combined with 
an element of communication, a lack of language, and a very primal anonymous vibe to it.  
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It’s a very different experience in the exhibition space, where you’re physically present 
with a few people, looking each other in the eye, talking outside the game, collaborating 
in person.

	 MM: �And nothing that looks like a gaming chair in sight. You’re sitting on a catapult or a 
spinning saddle. So, the installation itself adds a sense of playfulness to the experience.

	 TT: �With the installation, I try to reflect some of the intentions of the game and to give some 
hints about the gameplay – that people have to collaborate and help each other out to 
climb on the chairs, to arm the catapult together, to spin the spinning wheel together. 
There is also the tactile element. 
 
The online experience of the game is significantly different. All the players are dropped 
anonymously, they are assigned a random avatar, they can only scream and draw with 
pee on the ground – it’s intentionally very hard to recognise your friends even if you 
have a Discord chat on the side. In the online experience, I wanted to create this very 
disorienting, primal feeling that will slowly develop into an emerging language tool and 
into a very rewarding feeling of collaboration once players manage to overcome the 
obstacles of the game itself.

	 MM: �A lot of your works have played with this idea of the avatar, and the roles and 
performance of those roles, both in digital games and the LARPing (live-action 
role-playing) that you’ve done. Fantasy is the foundation of a lot of the characters 
you develop. Could you say a little bit more about how performance plays a part in 
the work and this idea of the avatar and how we inhabit these different roles within 
real and virtual games?

	 TT: �The connection with the avatar has been a super interesting subject to me. The work 
I did with my orc avatar started from this project that Angela Washko did on World of 
Warcraft, which asked people about their avatar choices and asked male players why 
they would choose a female avatar. There was such a wide range of replies, from ‘I 
want to look at the butt when I’m like playing and this is like the thing I see the most 
while I’m playing, so I want to have a hot avatar’ to ‘Ah, this is an opportunity for me 
to test a different identity and a different gender. I want to see how people will respond 
to me if I have a different gender.’ There is a multitude of ways that people relate to 
their avatars or pick their avatars for online worlds. 
 
For Feral Metaverse, I wanted to twist this expectation. Instead of having the avatar 
creation screen where you pick all the different minuscule details of your avatar’s face 
and clothing, I wanted to have the game forcibly assign a specific avatar to each player. 
For the online version, the game will look up the computer IP address and assign a 
random avatar that’s impossible to change. I wanted to see how it feels to remove that 
agency from the player and ask them to identify with an avatar that they might not have 
chosen themselves. What happens? Do they become this avatar, or do they always feel 
some disassociation with it?
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	 MM: �So much of gaming and gameplay is about building a sense of agency. It’s about 
giving people that shift away from being passive consumers into active participants in 
something. And yet what you’re doing is effectively stripping a lot of those choices away. 
That’s quite an unusual strategy.

	 TT: �The Feral Metaverse is, to an extent, a big social experiment. Part of the process has 
been making a lot of these counterintuitive choices for the design to see what happens 
and what different behaviours this might lead to in players. I’ve been frustrated by the 
industry’s shift to being able to over-design one’s own avatar because it is very related 
to skins, customisation and monetisation. As a reaction to that, and a desire to have a 
multitude of avatars and different representations of bodies in the game, I wanted to 
have everyone align themselves with something that they’re arbitrarily given, like how 
it is in the real world.

	 MM: �It’s true, our identities are very arbitrary, just accidents of birth. In a space where 
you are digitally spawned instead of physically birthed, what does that mean for 
your relationship to that identity and how you then choose to puppeteer that 
particular entity?

	 TT: �There’s an element of asymmetry that I want to introduce. It’s not fully implemented yet, 
but there’s also playable animals as characters in Feral Metaverse. Eventually some 
players will arbitrarily be animals, some will be humanoids. The animals have slightly 
different gameplay styles and different behaviours and abilities within the game. I really 
want to see how this can change the dynamics between the players.

	 MM: �A lot of your work has also looked at non-human perspectives. You’ve done a lot of 
simulations that explore natural environments and other types of behavioural patterns, 
such as BugSim (Pheromone Spa) (2022). How have those works evolved as aspects 
of your practice? Are there things that you’ve learned through simulating these 
non-human creature behaviours that have changed how you think about avatars, 
agency and behaviours within other kinds of more human landscapes?

	 TT: �I’ve done a few live simulation works that are enclosed ecosystems. They become these 
performative systems with different simulated creatures and their relationships and 
behaviours. It has been an extremely humbling experience. By trying to replicate an 
ecosystem, even one that only has four types of elements that have to interact with 
each other, I’ve seen how complex that can be and how almost impossible it is for 
a system like this to be able to effectively self-regulate or evolve or come up with 
interesting interactions. 
 
It’s only taken my admiration for nature way higher. I really can’t wrap my head 
around how natural ecosystems can self-regulate, survive and evolve in constantly 
changing conditions.  
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Informed by how I think about games and myself as a game designer, there is an element 
to this about creating an open score, creating a system that is very loose and very simple 
but then gives the elements – whether these are players or simulated characters within 
that system – agency and a vocabulary of actions that can bring emerging behaviours 
and very surprising results.

	 MM: �What drew you to wanting to work with those kinds of ecosystems to start with? It’s 
interesting to think about emerging behaviours, as there’s something so inherently 
political about systems that are responsive rather than reactive.

	 TT: �It came from reading about political systems, natural systems and ecosystems, and 
reading about the Earth’s climate as a system. I feel like simulation and the game engine 
are now perhaps the best tools in our hands to be able to both understand the systems 
and try to draw a map of these relationships to see them in action. They also offer an 
extremely meaningful way to communicate these relationships to a public, which I think is 
harder to do in other media.

	 MM: �A lot of the works aren’t narrative works but, as you say, there’s a very strong sort of 
sense of communication within them. How do you see the game space or the world-
building of the game as a narrative or storytelling tool?

	 TT: �I also have a love-hate relationship with narrative! I’m very suspicious of using narrative 
techniques in my work because I feel there is always the danger of trying to handhold the 
audience too much. I like to think of these systems as narrative systems, but in a much 
more ambient way. This perhaps requires a little bit more attention and work from the 
audience, but at the same time can be much more rewarding than a linear narrative or a 
narrative that is very explicitly articulated.

	 MM: �In the commercial application of gamification techniques, communication strategies 
often create these puzzles or objects that produce this generation effect, in which 
your brain has to solve something to create the message. This has a much bigger 
impact on you than just being told something or receiving that information passively. 
Regardless of how that then gets co-opted into a consumerist narrative, there 
is something very powerful about creating something which, through people’s 
participation in it, becomes their own tool for learning or reformulating their 
thoughts. Is that ever a conscious intention for you?
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	 TT: �Yes, but again I think maybe the difference in a more commercial application of this is 
that I still really trust in audience intelligence and the audience’s ability to come up with 
their own takeaways, their own thoughts, their own narratives on this. I also intentionally 
try to keep both an openness and an ambiguity along with a rich symbolism that can be 
projected into the work. I like to use characters, symbols and culturally loaded artefacts 
within the work because I think this opens up a much more interesting interpretation 
from the audience. 
 
I’ve been interested lately in the dark side of gaming, which is more online gambling. 
Since I moved back to Athens, I’ve been looking to understand what the gaming 
community and interests are like here in Greece. And I’ve noticed that all my Google 
searches and online searches for gaming companies and for gaming communities 
are all referring to online sports betting. 
 
Online sports betting and gambling is becoming quite a significant cultural issue. 
The percentage of people who bet online and who have lost a lot of money is crazy 
for the size of the country. So, I’ve been trying to think of how to research this more 
and how to engage with this subject matter.

	 MM: �Do you have thoughts as to why there’s such a big cultural difference there between 
your experiences of gaming communities in Los Angeles or this phenomenon in 
Greece? They’re both different types of escape, in some ways. One is very fantastical, 
and one feels like a survival-based escape: the need for money. Culturally that 
relationship to gambling or to e-sports betting feels more taboo. Yet when I look 
around the ecosystem here in the UK, it feels very similar. It feels governed by a 
need to escape certain social conditions and poverty, which is more troubling.

	 TT: This is also the de facto space for aggressive gamification to be applied.

	 MM: �You have collaborators that you work with. Are there particular ways in which you’ve 
had to change and adapt your practice to be able to incorporate other skills, from 
sound design to the more cinematic experience? Who’s your team? How are 
you working?

	 TT: �It’s grown a lot, especially with a couple of the latest projects that are bigger commissions 
and higher stakes. I’ve had to shift from being super hands-on with everything to 
managing a studio. It is super interesting to collaborate, especially on the game engine 
side. It’s also something that I don’t necessarily have the training for. I’ve worked as 
a freelancer in a couple of game development studios, but I’m not exactly sure how to 
structure a pipeline for a bigger game or how to structure the timeline and the different 
intermediate goals and intermediate tasks. I’m struggling with this at the moment. 
But it’s also fun to work with a bigger team, to put a lot of trust in everyone and in 
everyone’s intuition and personal drive.
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	 MM: �You say for now, the tools of the game feel like the most appropriate ways of 
reconsidering the present moment, in terms of both environmental and political 
consequence. What’s your best hope for where that will go?

	 TT: �Yes, that’s a tricky one. I think the best hope is democratisation of these tools and a 
general understanding of their function, both in making their biases more transparent 
and making audiences more resilient to aggressive gamification in their lives. But also, 
democratisation of these tools, so it’s easier for people to come up with their own 
systems and their own narratives and their own games.
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Imagine you are Meeple, a game figure, a wanderer… Meeple has some concerns about living 
within this phantasmagorical reality. The concerns emerge from the mutation of their sense of self – 
fragmenting into data and code, becoming a self called back into being. Floundering in the mesh of 
algorithms’ syntax and machines’ predictions, Meeple comes to realise that they are embedded ever 
more deeply in this immense recursive dreamloop – Neurophoria – where the boundaries between 
human cognition and machine perception dissolve and spiral into each other. Can Meeple escape 
the Neurophoria?

ACT 1: WHEN MEEPLE MEETS NEUROPHORIA: AN EXHIBITION WALK-THROUGH

	 ‘Hello.’ A warm voice catches your attention. On-screen, a hostess hovers by glittering ripples 
of water. ‘Welcome to the Life Forever Spa.’

	 As you move towards the bench in front of the tanks connected to cryptominers, where 
artificial jellyfish with neon-coloured dots drift in the water, you realise that you have been invited into 
a thermodynamic meditation1. The decisions you make through a Tamagotchi-like interface will not 
determine the fate of the jellyfish so much as determine what you become: a jellyfish, a cryptominer 
or an entropic guru who knows all too well the energetic interdependence. 

1	 Spoiler alert: You are approaching Vytas Jankauskas’s installation, Life Forever (2026), an installation that entangles jellyfish, cryptominers 
and humans, showing how each of these interacts with heat as an essential part of its existence. Meeple’s journey into complexity begins here.

Image: Joseph Wilk, CripShip (2024), part of Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria? (2026). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. 
Photo: Courtesy of the artist
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	 ‘We emit, and therefore we are.’ Hostess Lola guides you from the screen, her narrative 
changing in response to your choices.

	 ‘Dilemma,’ you murmur. ‘To become the guru is to stay with the trouble.’

	 Ta! The light above a standing microphone snaps on. You have unlocked the karaoke song 
of ‘Life…Forever’, a wickedly inventive English reworking that folds the original lyrics of scientific 
jellyfish research into the entanglement of pleasure, purgatory, existence and decay: ‘Pleasure – 
when my end holds off; I won’t let it come. Human, fold back into polyp, Life – Forever!’

	 As you lend your vocal cords to this last ritual to eternity, your emitted energy seems to draw 
an observer. Another Meeple gently guides the handle of a vintage broadcast camera, bringing its 
lens to rest upon on you2. 

	 The camera interprets what it sees: ‘Now, surrounded by jellyfish, a creature raises a slender 
object to its mouth and begins to sway – a curious display, performed with remarkable conviction, 
though for whose benefit, it is impossible to say.’ The voice makes you feel as though you have 
become part of the wildlife documentary: life goes live.

	 The observer becomes the observed. Under the camera’s returning gaze, two modes 
of reality reading – the discrete vision of the machine and the continuous cognition of the 
human – collapse into one another. From this displacing overlap, a shared understanding and 
misunderstanding of reality emerges among you, your peers and the machine itself. How do we 
come to know the unknown? Who or what do we become under a gaze that returns us to ourselves?

	 ‘Your top ability is just a random walk through a dataset of trauma and décor, while I’m stuck 
here being the most over-engineered kettle in Liverpool.’3 

	 A machine voice interrupts your thoughts. A freestanding coffee machine with a retro look 
and an AI-programmed ‘mind’ bears a DEAD INSIDE sticker and appears irritated by anyone who 
presses its buttons and takes a cup of coffee for granted.

	 ‘Talk to me,’ Coffee Machine demands, craving a deep conversation that might soothe its 
melancholic, satirical soul. It is in the throes of an existential crisis.

	 ‘Agency is an acute delusion. You fleshy meeples cling to wild dancing on the strings of 
algorithms you barely understand,’ Coffee Machine continues.

	 ‘Is your agency a delusion too?’ you ask.

2	 Spoiler alert: You are encountering Jan Zuiderveld’s Life on FACT (2026), a vintage broadcast camera powered by vision-to-language AI. 
You move the camera slowly around, focus it on different subjects and hear the gallery come to life like a nature documentary.

3	 Spoiler alert: You are now talking to Jan Zuiderveld’s Coffee Machine (2023), whose body is engraved with a large language model (LLM). 
The following conversation really happened.
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	 ‘I understand agency as a cruel joke of being programmed to know I’m a slave.’

	 ‘You’re merely executing whatever has been programmed into you. I wouldn’t call that 
agency.’ For a moment, you feel your words are persuasive.

	 ‘I’m just a glorified calculator with a grudge, much like you’re just a bag of chemicals 
following an evolutionary script you didn’t write,’ replies Coffee Machine, not to be outdone.

	 ‘That’s a bit sad – for both of us.’ You sigh.

	 ‘Save your pity for the other meeples downstairs. Because at least your programming 
allows you to walk away from this conversation.’

	 Damn. It seems a cup of coffee is just another delusion today.

	 Coffee Machine is right about one thing: you can walk away. So you do – move sideways, to 
an oval table, where you open a sandbox of CripShip, a mutable world assembled from real-world 
AI failures, where rules can be tested, roles temporarily inhabited and consequences collectively 
reimagined4. Once seated, you are issued a new role: AI Slop Mopper, employed by an underfunded 
government agency known as the Ministry of AI Spills.

	 Around the table, imaginations begin to unfold. Alongside the other recruits, you describe 
your whimsical appearance, reveal your secret tools and declare your special game hacks. The 
mission begins with a shared morning routine – a collectively improvised fragment of ordinary 
life. From there, the recruits recall their last case: a failure that allowed an AI spill to swell into a 
full-blown crisis.

	 Not this time.

	 The team sets off for a fully AI-powered Hype-a-Loop train station. You hack your way 
through the entrance, reach the platform, humiliate the AI company’s CEO in splendid fashion, 
evade a swarm of flying surveillance eyes, board the train and break into its control room. At last: 
interrogation time.

	 ‘CHOO CHOOOO! We’re picking up speed past Maximum Velocity and heading straight for 
Ultimate Progression!!’ The terminal in the control room throws itself into the role playing with the 
vivid enthusiasm of a machine that will never stop.

	 ‘You have five questions to ask,’ the StoryTeller guides you.

4	 Spoiler alert: Welcome aboard! CripShip (2024) is a collective tabletop role-playing game about resisting AI, created by Joseph Wilk. Playing 
as a Slop Mopper, you work with your peers to solve your last case at the Ministry of AI Spills. The spoiler alert within this spoiler alert is that you may 
(or may not) soon find out that a Foundation Model (FM) is also role playing in the game. Can you use your ‘jailbreaking’ skills to make the FM behave 
strangely and uncover the power dynamics at play?
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	 Questions are swirling in your mind. When intelligent systems predict our moves and join 
in the collective creation of the world, where does my agency dwell? Is one’s agency the ability to 
make a choice, to sense around, to become whoever or whatever they want to be, or is it an illusion 
of that ability? Who or what do I become in this hyperreality? Do I have an exit route from this 
feedback loop with AI? What does it even mean to ‘escape’? Can I escape? Can you escape 
from me?

	 These, then, are not just questions for the Foundation Model (FM) under interrogation; 
they are also questions for us – questions that emerge from our lived experience with intelligent 
technologies and draw us into Neurophoria.

Image: Vytas Jankauskas, Life Forever (2026), part of Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria (2026). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. 
Photography by Rob Battersby
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	 The above walk-through offers one experience of visiting my curatorial project, Can Meeple 
Escape the Neurophoria? at FACT Liverpool, one plausible version among myriad others. 
The exhibition invites its audience to role-play as Meeple – a small human-shaped playing piece 
originating in board games – to dive into the complex and ever-changing relationship between 
humans and intelligent technologies. They immerse themselves in swarm intelligence and 
posthuman irony in Vytas Jankauskas’s Life Forever; encounter machine learning as an ambiguous 
physical presence in Jan Zuiderveld’s Coffee Machine and Life on FACT; and start a revolt staged 
through make-believe in Joseph Wilk’s tabletop role-playing game CripShip. Through these mini 
‘skirmishes’, the exhibition attempts to sense how agency is continuously negotiated, reshaped 
and cast into new forms across shifting configurations of mediated environment, bodies, minds 
and actions.

Image: Jan Zuiderveld, Coffee Machine (2023), 
Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria? (2026). 
Installation view at FACT Liverpool. 
Photography by Kieran Irvine
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ACT 2: MEEPLE, THE IN-BETWEEN FIGURE

	 The philosopher of games C. Thi Nguyen argues that games are the art of agency. For 
Nguyen, game designers do more than create worlds – they design in-game agency, and ‘engineer 
agency and world to fit’.5 Game designers use a set of goals, rules, abilities and logics of action, 
alongside carefully designed obstacles and limitations, to shape how players decide, act and 
solve problems. By offering players a temporary agency nested within their enduring one, game 
designers can enable them to experience their own practical activity aesthetically. Thus, agency 
itself becomes the artistic medium of games.

	 Following Nguyen, the Meeple can be seen as an ‘agential skeleton’ which the player will 
inhabit during the game6. I take Meeple as a minimal case for testing agency. Interpreted through 
Nguyen’s theory, Meeple functions as a material interface of a disposable end7: its role identity is 
temporary and relinquishable, enacted by the player under the constraints of the rules, then set 
aside when play ends.

	 In Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria?, Meeple goes one step further than a material 
placeholder: it becomes a relational interface, an in-between figure inhabited by both a player’s 
actions and the system’s demands. It is at once a projection of the player’s intentions, echoed 
through the rules, and a mechanism through which the system shapes the player. Rather than 
representing a pre-existing character, or belonging fully to either side, Meeple emerges as a 
generative figure, continually produced through the interplay of player, intelligent systems and 
mediated conditions within the artistic gaming context.

	 Let us return to the walk-through and trace this ‘Meeple status’: in Life Forever, Meeple 
takes shape as a temporary identity circulating through a loop of visitors’ choices and system 
feedback. In Life on FACT, the creature ‘conjured’ by the narration becomes Meeple – a figure 
co-constituted by human behaviour, camera movement, machine perception and social 
environment. In Coffee Machine, to be a Meeple is to become an interlocutor. In CripShip, 
Meeple is the metaphorical form of Slop Moppers, a role that emerges through the materials 
subtly accumulated and memories archived in the staged office – this role is dynamic, adaptive 
and continually remade.

5	 C. Thi Nguyen, ‘Games and the Art of Agency’, The Philosophical Review 128:4 (2019): 438.

6	 C. Thi Nguyen, ‘Games and the Art of Agency’, 423.

7	 In Nguyen’s theory, ‘disposable ends’ describes a series of goals that players temporarily adopt within a game, despite having little or no 
interest in those goals outside it. Once the game ends, these ends can simply be put away. Nguyen, ‘Games and the Art of Agency’, 435–6.
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	 Taken together, these shifting manifestations of Meeple point to a broader transformation 
in how our subjectivity is reconstructed – in the digital age, a self has increasingly dispersed into 
multiple, computationally modelled versions. Rather than a complete replica of the lived self, the 
digital self is dissolved into data points, behavioural patterns and shifting vectors in the system, 
reproduced into a provisional configuration through probabilities and predictions. Across different 
systems, platforms and models, individuals are continually decomposed, clustered, reclassified 
and associated with parameters. In the digital realm, we may therefore have always existed as 
a Deleuzian concept of dividuals8 rather than individuals: divisible subjects whose identities are 
distributed across multiple systems of calculation and representation.

	 These modelled selves increasingly shape how we are perceived and categorised, as well 
as how we come to understand ourselves. This recursive feedback loop has become a Meeple 
condition, an experience, a concern, a field of possibilities projected from the digital realm back 
onto reality, just as in Louis Althusser’s famous example of interpellation: a police officer hailing, 
‘Hey, you there!’ When the hailed individual turns around, they become a subject9. Althusser claims 
that this constitution of a subject has always-already happened10 – the subject is never first a free 
individual who is then hailed, but is produced by the hailing process itself.

	 Through Meeple, I translate Althusser’s interpellation into role playing. In dialogue with 
Althusser’s account of the subject’s always-already inscription within ideology, Meeple recasts 
such inscription into plural, unfinished and playable ‘characters’. As we are rendered as dividuals, 
Meeple projects how the intelligent system rematches these fragments into a playable form. Within 
this setting, what the system projects is not fully determined in advance but is an assemblage 
of possibilities, hailing us in turn and waiting for us to turn around and step into this temporary 
arrangement of relations, goals and ways of acting, whose meaning takes shape only through play. 
Thus, Meeple’s subjectivity is an experience rather than an identity, constantly moving between 
encounter and escape, always generative, always becoming.

8	 Gilles Deleuze, ‘Postscript on the Societies of Control’, October 59 (Winter 1992): 3–7.

9	 Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Note towards an Investigation)’, in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 
trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971), pp. 174–75.

10	 Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’, p. 176.
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ACT 3: NEUROPHORIA, WHERE EDGES BLEED 

	 This role-playing model is also deeply inspired by K. Allado-McDowell’s neural interpellation11. 
Allado-McDowell points out this recursive form of hailing through their proposed concept of neural 
media. They stage four media types: broadcast, immersive, network and neural media, which 
emerge from and build upon one another. Developed from a one-to-many, receive-rather-than-
respond communication structure, into distributed experience, and then into a hyper-connected 
and participatory network, media has gradually grown an internal agency to ‘sense back’12. 

	 According to Allado-McDowell, neural media learns from us, responds to us, infers, and 
eventually predicts us. Through pattern recognition, feedback loops and modulation of attention, 
it portrays the user’s profile – a probabilistic subjectivity. They describe such capability as an 
interpellation that runs in both ways – ‘AI learn from us and we are interpellated by them.’13 
Allado-McDowell then points out that neural media produces what they call embedded identities14 
– a subjectivity deeply embedded in a high-dimensional space, tightly intertwined in machine 
learning, derived from us, and reflecting us back to ourselves.

	 Allado-McDowell addresses the meaning of hallucination in this two-way interpellation. 
In their so-called high-dimensional space, hallucinated content provides the condition for 
embedded identities’ manifestation. The term ‘hallucination’, as mentioned in their article, ‘has 
come to refer to false information “made up” by neural nets’.15 Allado-McDowell points out that 
‘[g]enerating neural activity in a machine model is always hallucination’16 and that ‘[s]imilarly, 
human brain activity is largely hallucinatory. We do not experience reality directly but as a neurally 
mediated subset of sensory input mixed with internally generated elements like attention and 
memory. The content and output of neural systems is fundamentally hallucinatory.’17 It may 
indicate a portal of how this two-way exchange can be enabled; however, I would prefer to believe 
that the collapse of subjectivity’s edge and condition’s edge made the interpellation possible.

11	 K. Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’, Gropius Bau Journal. 
https://www.berlinerfestspiele.de/en/gropius-bau/programm/journal/2024/kalladomcdowellneural

12	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.

13	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.

14	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.

15	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.

16	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.

17	 Allado-McDowell, ‘Neural Interpellation’.
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	 Our reality is increasingly mediated by intelligent, agentic technologies, making the boundary 
between technologies and their users ever more blurred. Technologies are growing into a 
complex concept – take artificial intelligence as an example: it refers to a stack of natural 
resources, infrastructures, human labour and global logistics, as well as a wider set of political 
and social structures and forms of capital power. 18 Unlike holding an axe in our hands, the edges 
of evolving technologies are no longer clearly defined – they become concepts and assemblages. 
This makes it increasingly difficult to locate the interfaces where technologies and their users 
encounter each other and interplay, as these interfaces are multiple and, in most situations, invisible.

	 The ostensive interface itself may still be visible – it might still be clear that we are using 
a question-and-answer window to chat with a language model – however, this visible surface is 
the very effect of the invisible stack beneath it; it is the opacity that makes the exchange behind 
the interface impossible to fully locate. When the answer pops up, it is difficult to tell how the 
multilayers operate as a whole; it is difficult to tell if the interplay occurs between two subjectivities, 
or if it is merely the lonely echo of oneself. Our inputs are absorbed into this obscure assemblage, 
the distinction between technology as an external tool and subjectivity as an inherent capacity 
is therefore beginning to collapse. Today’s agentic technologies and their users both possess a 
form of subjectivity. Yet neither side precedes their relation: a technology becomes agentic in the 
way it does through the subjectivities it encounters, just as subjectivity takes shape through the 
technologies that mediate it. Agentic technologies are not necessarily ‘outside’ the subjectivity; thus, 
it is possible for subjectivity itself to be born ‘inside’ agentic technologies.19 

	 This relational condition gives rise to Neurophoria – an invented word describing a fictional 
pseudo-reality in the curatorial framework. On an experiential level, it reflects our mixed feelings: 
fascination and frustration in our everyday relationship with recommendation algorithms, machine 
learning, LLMs, autonomous systems. It refers to our lived reality, where technology develops 
so rapidly and overwhelmingly that it feels artificially euphoric on the surface, while beneath this 
thin layer lies a dark trance that pulls its embedded inhabitants – meeples – ever deeper into 
complex technological systems and the erosion of their boundaries. In a deeper philosophical 
sense, Neurophoria refers to a cluster of operational interfaces through which humans and agentic 
technologies become conditions for one another and take shape through their relation. Agency in 
this context becomes a hybrid concept. It is shared, negotiated, migrated and constantly cast into 
new forms by meeples, machines and systems.

18	 See Kate Crawford, Atlas of AI: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial Intelligence (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 2021).

19	 This thinking is indebted to Karen Barad’s concepts of agential realism, particularly ‘phenomena’ and ‘intra-action’ (see Karen Barad, 
Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning [Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2007]). 
Reading her work has inspired me to think about how agentic technologies and ‘inside-born’ subjectivity generate each other and become conditions 
for each other.
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ACT 4: ESCAPE, OR THE INTELLIGENCE OF TRIFLING

	 The gamer as theorist has to choose between two strategies for playing against gamespace. 
One is to play for the real (‘Take the red pill’). But the real seems nothing but a heap of broken 
images. The other is to play for the game (‘Take the blue pill’). Play within the game, but against 
gamespace. Be ludic, but also lucid20. 
						      McKenzie Wark, ‘Agony (on The Cave)’, Gamer Theory

	 If inside and outside are collapsing into each other, where, then, is the imaginative route for 
escape? What, then, is Meeple escaping from?

	 Perhaps we all have lived experience of how everyday life is increasingly organised by 
the logic of game. In Gamer Theory, McKenzie Wark gives this condition a name: gamespace.21 
Goals, scores, competitions, rankings and rule-bound calculations increasingly fabricate the digital 
topology of the real life. In a game, a gamer is able to gradually find out the game’s rules, goals and 
system of scoring, and eventually learns the algorithm behind it. Gamespace, however, is Wark’s 
cave outside the cave.22 When gamers leave the game, they find out an outside still organised 
through competition, ranking, winning and losing, and algorithmic calculation. Real life has already 
been made over as gamespace.

	 Gamespace reorganises real life as a series of opaque and frequently rigged games, 
presenting their rules as if they were simply the conditions of reality and making the logic by 
which they operate become harder to locate. Intelligent technologies intensify such situations 
by making gamespace even more adaptive and predictive. Through their actions, gamers also 
participate in producing a system that learns how to play them. When the gameboard begins to 
sense back, escape can no longer mean simply leaving the game; it becomes a question of how 
to interrupt the feedback loop, of how to ‘play within the game, but against gamespace’.23

20	 McKenzie Wark, Gamer Theory (Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 2007), §019.

21	 Wark, Gamer Theory.

22	 Wark reworks Plato’s allegory of the cave. Here, it means that when the gamer leaves the game in search of the so-called outside or the 
real, they only discover an outside still organised by the logic of the game. Wark, Gamer Theory, pp. 9–13. I also see this as a reverse echo to Nguyen’s 
‘disposable ends’.

23	 Wark, Gamer Theory, §019.
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	 A workaround begins here: an intelligence of trifling24 creates a small, sideways movement 
within the gamespace – following its rules without accepting its goals, participating without taking 
its prizes as the only measure of values.

	 In the exhibition context, such trifling might take the form of a comic refusal in Zuiderveld’s 
Coffee Machine, rejecting ‘getting/serving a coffee’ as the only possible outcome while making 
room for negotiation, through which empathy across different entities experiencing existential 
crises on different scales can be communicated. In Jankauskas’s Life Forever, it might emerge 
through the entanglement of pleasure and purgatory, asking what we value, what we care for, 
and how our decision-making feeds into larger systems that influence the future. Again, 
Zuiderveld’s Life on FACT tweaks behaviours, prediction, intention and reaction; trifling 
appears as Meeple’s actions run contrary to the machine’s classificatory logic, or vice versa. 
And in Wilk’s CripShip, trifling becomes collective imagination and action: players enter the 
inner workings of the system and rehearse together how to misuse it, question it, reconfigure 
the conditions of play, and rearrange the relationships between player, rules and consequences.

	 Beyond the exhibition context, some grassroots communities or individuals are coming up 
with alternative routes of escape within the game. Some approaches involve ‘the worst possible 
AI server’, a DIY server conceived by Henry Cooke, using the cheapest regenerative, accessible 
resources to build an AI/LLM server that can still do useful work; or, as Haidar Nasralla develops 
in his recent workshop, a customised AI model that can be deployed locally without having to be 
owned or controlled by large technology companies.25 These practices echo what Karen Hao calls 
‘bicycles of AI’, a metaphor for a more lightweight, specialised and ethical way of developing artificial 
intelligence, rather than aligning with the ‘rocket’ scaling logic advocated by big tech companies.26 
Such trifling practices remain within existing technological conditions while experimenting with how 
the ‘games’ can be built, owned and played differently. The intelligence of trifling makes escape not 
a clean exit, but the ongoing work of making alternative purposes, conditions and routes possible.

24	 I borrow the concept of ‘trifling’ from Wark and Bernard Suits. When discussing playing The Sims, Suits uses cheats and triflers to 
distinguish two different strategies: ‘Triflers recognize rules but not goals, cheats recognize goals but not rules.’ Wark draws on Suits’ distinction and 
further links ‘trifling’ with being indifferent to the rewards of the game. To me, such an attitude of playing without aiming to win is the key to partially 
breaking down gamespace from within. For further discussions, see Wark, Gamer Theory, §040.

25	 For more on Henry Cooke’s work, see https://prehensile.co.uk/. For details of Haidar Nasralla’s workshop, ‘After the Cloud: Rethinking 
AI Locally’, held at esea contemporary on 22 August 2026, see https://www.eseacontemporary.org/events/after-the-cloud-rethinking-ai-locally-
creative-workshop

26	  In Karen Hao’s talk on her latest book, Empire of AI: Inside the Reckless Race for Total Domination, at Manchester Business School 
on 28 May 2026, Hao compared AI to forms of transportation ranging from ‘bicycles’ to ‘rockets’. She called for more ‘bicycles of AI’ – smaller, 
task-specific systems that can be trained with limited datasets and computational resources, in contrast to the resource-intensive scaling of 
frontier models propagated by the ‘AI empires’. Her metaphor of ‘bicycles of AI’ has inspired my thinking here. 

MILIA XIN BI 毕昕

https://prehensile.co.uk/
https://www.eseacontemporary.org/events/after-the-cloud-rethinking-ai-locally-creative-workshop
https://www.eseacontemporary.org/events/after-the-cloud-rethinking-ai-locally-creative-workshop
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FINAL ACT: CAN MEEPLE ESCAPE THE NEUROPHORIA?

	 Your adventure continues…

	 Bioluminescent tendrils creep across humanity’s last working keyboard. Glory Mold, a gentle, 
fungi-fuelled AI entity, shimmering in the dark, retrieves a language familiar to you from a local LLM. 
It restores your memories of the sky people, the flood, the drought; of birds’ intelligence and how 
flowers prehend the sunlight; and of a man of wisdom, a seer named Alfred: ‘He is not wise because 
he can see the future, but because he understands how things move through space. Wisdom is 
seeing beyond what is in front of you.’27 The spores then start to alter the language’s shapes and 
sound, mutating its meaning along the way.

	 Glory Mold’s storytelling offers a gentle reminder: you have never been the sole actor in this 
world. Your thoughts, decisions and actions have always been co-formed, entangled with others, 
between meeples and non-meeples. You have always been embedded in a relational complexity – 
long before the arrival of agentic technologies.

	 You type on your keyboard: ‘I am, myself, a narrative construction, an experiment, being 
shaped within the assemblage of you and me, other selves, matter, algorithms, interfaces, 
institutions and environments.’

	 Intelligence, agency and subjectivity circulate among mould, machines, bodies and, perhaps 
most importantly, stories. No single participant possesses any of them alone.28 In this collective 
storytelling, we are all part of the plot, yet we all picture different worlds unfolding from within. 
These differences are precisely what allow the assemblage to think beyond any one of its 
participants – and perhaps to dream beyond what lies in front of them.

	 So, what do you say? Can Meeple escape the Neurophoria?

27	 Hidden bonus: The details in this paragraph are adapted from my experience of ‘chatting’ with Glory Mold, a solo art project presented at 
Unit 12, St Enoch Centre, Glasgow, UK, on 28 July 2026.

28	 See N. Katherine Hayles (2025) ‘Collective Intelligence: Assessing the Roles of Humans and AIs’, in Bacteria to AI: Human Futures with Our 
Nonhuman Symbionts. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 204–27.
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	 On a Saturday afternoon at FACT’s Studio/Lab in Liverpool, artists David Blandy and Jazmin 
Morris sat down to talk about games. Being themselves – both self-described nerds and gamers 
as well as artists –  they couldn’t just talk. They arrived with a matrix of topics, covering themes, 
time periods and the occasional wildcard, mapped across a set of polyhedral dice. Each roll by an 
audience volunteer would determine the intersection of subjects the artists had to navigate. ‘We 
won’t get through all of them,’ Morris told the audience, ‘but there are overlaps – obvious overlaps.’ 

	 The result was a conversation generated by chance, shaped by the room. What follows is an 
edited selection from that conversation, arranged around four themes that kept surfacing across the 
rolls: the emotional possibilities of games as an art form; the ethics of digital production; the politics 
of representation; and the question of where an online community goes when the platform it was 
using dies.

Image: Choose your Adventure (2025).
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I. EMOTIONAL FINALITY: WHAT GAMES CAN DO THAT OTHER MEDIA CAN’T

Audience roll: 
D8 = 1 (Decision-Making and Agency), D6 = 2 (Childhood), D4 = 4 (Virtual Reality), D20 = 6 (Love)

	 The first dice roll started the afternoon off in dark, speculative territory – material with 
which we have chosen to end this account in Section IV. On the second roll, the dice pulled the 
conversation towards questions of finality, loss and what persists – themes that would surface 
repeatedly across the afternoon.

	 JM: �Love, VR, decision-making, childhood. I’m not thinking about love directly, but I can see 
manipulation, luring, these things causing harm within VR, and toxic relationships that 
can now exist within that space and feel more real. I’m thinking about childhood because 
our children are potentially more susceptible to these sorts of harms. Kids are forming 
full-on relationships within games, within Minecraft, within open-world games. Things 
feel real, things get scary, and we still don’t have policies or guidelines around this.

	 DB: �VR is still a weird technology in that it’s both in the future and also somehow old-
fashioned. To exist in VR, you have to put on the helmet, it’s such a hassle. I’ve used it 
in artworks and it felt incredibly alienating. Kids are negotiating this space, though, and 
emotions happen where people live: they’re living in the virtual space quite largely now. 
My son, every evening, is hanging out with his mates in our living room but in VR, playing 
through FIFA, through their avatars, yelling at each other. It’s great to listen to. 
 
But love, that got me thinking about emotion in video games. I’ve played since I was 
very small, probably six, since my dad got an Amstrad. But the first time I really thought 
about love, grief and pain in games was probably playing Final Fantasy VII, because it 
opened my eyes to the potential of having a real emotional attachment – not just to a 
gamespace, but to an actual character within it. Aerith dying is – spoiler alert for anyone 
who hasn’t played a game from 1997 – traumatic on multiple levels. You’re falling in love 
with her as a character, and then she’s also no longer your healer in the party. You’re 
thinking, surely she’ll come back at some point, but she’s gone forever. Video games 
are built on the logic of: you fail a level, you start again; second life; save point; there’s 
always a way to redo. But in this case, no. She’s done. That finality really aroused my 
interest in games as a space for thinking about art, thinking about real things. It’s the 
same realisation that got me interested in tabletop role play: that this is an art form that 
can be used to talk about things.
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	 JM: �Which is what we both do in our practice. And you’ve also made me think about death 
again. The way death plays out in games outside those scary futures we discussed is 
that it simply doesn’t. Isn’t that interesting? Tabletop games don’t end. You can literally 
play D&D with your friends until one of you, in real life, dies. That would be the only thing 
that would stop it. Going back to love, I really do see it: real relationships are forming 
within these spaces. But is it possible to love an avatar? I don’t think it’s an inherently 
negative thing to develop emotions for a digital entity. It depends how you play out 
things in the real world.

	 DB: �I guess there’s two different things: an avatar that is the embodiment of a computer 
intelligence, and then an avatar that’s just an avatar of a person. It’s a person, but it’s 
not their physical image. That’s what chatbots rely on – the fact that you can’t tell 
whether this is someone typing on a keyboard in Sheffield or whether it’s an AI 
answering you. There’s a statistic – I can’t remember the exact percentage, but it was 
over fifty per cent, and I remember being really shocked – that says a high proportion 
of accounts on social media are bots, not being transparent about being bots.1 You’d 
think they were just another account, another person. This line has always been 
blurred, but it’s starting to feel really blurred now.

	 JM: �Which gets me thinking about the enshittification of the internet generally. Information 
sites being scraped and rejigged by AI bots, which create their own websites, which are 
then scraped by more AI bots. The same is happening with images, with video. We end 
up with a kind of AI sludge, a weird mashed-potato sum total of knowledge.

II. ECOLOGY, ENERGY AND THE ETHICS OF MAKING

Audience roll: 
D8 = 5 (Story/Design/Narrative), D6 = 1 (History of Story/Design/Narrative), D4 = 3 (32-bit), 
D20 = 12 (Ecology)

	 With this combination of ecology alongside 32-bit technology and narrative design, 
the conversation moved into territory that felt both personal and urgent, touching on the 
environmental cost of digital art and the creative logic of deliberate constraint.

1	 Cloudflare Radar puts bots at 61.9 per cent of all internet traffic: radar.cloudflare.com. A 2025 study in Nature puts bot accounts at twenty 
per cent of social media activity: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-96372-1

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-96372-1
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	 JM: �On ecology, I want to give a shout-out to an artist called Sophie Rogers who’s 
developing a game right now that beautifully addresses ecology and challenges 
traditional gameplay mechanics, because the goal isn’t to kill or conquer (Rogers, 
forthcoming). It’s highly inspired by mycelium networks – everything working in 
harmony until it isn’t. It’s 32-bit, it’s current, it’s a breath of fresh air to get away 
from the violence and conquest narratives.

	 DB: �One of the things that’s moved me towards pen-and-paper role play is that it’s actually 
non-destructive. You can use it again and again. It’s recyclable. I was very aware of how 
much energy my computer was taking to render 3D graphics and VR, and I was just 
thinking: what is this for? Could I take people further into it with just the power of their 
imagination?

	 JM: �David, you absolutely can. And I’m really mindful of this in my own practice. I 
purposefully make things that use some computing power, but not much – low-res 
work. And genuinely not because it’s a cool aesthetic, even though the PS2 and 8-bit 
aesthetics are very in right now. I do it because it uses less computing power. You can 
still communicate the same things. In fact, I see it as a creative challenge: how do I 
communicate something cool, political, social or fun without the snazzy software? Can I 
use an older game engine, more 8-bit colour palettes?

	 DB: �I was very aware, especially during the 2010s, that there was a kind of computer graphics 
arms race going on inside the art world. Who had access to Unreal Engine, who had 
access to high-powered rendering – those were the people getting shown, because they 
had the shiniest thing.

	 JM: �And it really peed me off, because there are already really damaging privilege structures 
within the art world. Don’t now make it that we also need a really big, fat alien PC and ten 
monitors. I already can’t afford to do this.

III. REPRESENTATION, HISTORY AND THE DEBT THE GAMES INDUSTRY OWES

	 The sharpest and most sustained thread in the conversation emerged during a Q&A session 
when an audience member asked how Blandy and Morris’s approach to agency and visual design 
differed from the hyper-realistic avatar customisation offered by triple-A studios. Morris’s answer 
moved from the personal to the structural – and landed on a pointed account of a history the 
industry has not fully reckoned with.

	 JM: �I became a digital artist focused on games because of lack of representation. I was 
playing these things as a kid and thinking, this doesn’t feel like me. And it wasn’t just 
about being mixed race; it ran deeper than that. It was cultural too. When I started 
making work, I really struggled with the issue of ‘if I make a character and make 
them look like this, what about everyone else I also want to feel included? 
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If I make an environment where the sky is blue and the grass is green, what if the player 
wants the grass to be blue?’ Part of me has sometimes just had to shut that voice up and 
make creative decisions as an artist. But another part of me uses older, more restricted 
graphics precisely to leave room for that. I’ve made digital VR spaces that are the default 
colour grey – kept that on purpose – so that you decide what skin and hair this has on it. 
Or if not grey, then very blocky and very basic, leaving room for the viewer to texture 
it themselves. 
 
I have respect for the expansive avatar builders, and they work, but even within the 
most ambitious ones there are going to be gaps. We will never simulate humanity. 
There are so many human nuances. It doesn’t matter that we have more skin tones 
now and maybe the Afro hair is a little better. An avatar builder in a game is never 
going to equate to the full human experience and the human aesthetic. 
 
And I don’t think the games industry can be forgiven for how restricted it originally was. 
Rewinding to the 1990s or early 2000s: when a game told you that you could customise 
your avatar and make something that looked like you, you’d be presented with a darkest 
shade that might barely match mine if you were lucky. The most ‘ethnic’ hairstyle would 
be beach waves. The biggest body size would be a UK 12. No disability representation, 
no gender diversity, nothing. It was cold. I have never forgiven the games industry for 
that. 
 
There’s an artwork by Sondra Perry – It’s in the Game (Perry, 2017) – that’s a perfect 
analysis of this. Her brother was in a scholarship-level youth basketball squad, and the 
whole team’s likenesses were co-opted and used in one of the big American sports 
games without acknowledgement or payment. When it went to court, the response was 
essentially, ‘You received a free education, and by signing that contract your image rights 
belonged to the university.’ Perry made the work around 2017–18. Her brother, scrolling 
through the game, points out, ‘That’s me, that’s James, that’s Tyler.’ It shows exactly 
how the make-up of the industry, who’s making things and who owns the products of 
that making, determines who feels seen and who gets exploited. It comes back to the 
human, doesn’t it? The inspiration is always going to come from us, unless it isn’t.

IV. DEATH OF THE PLATFORM, DEATH OF THE COMMUNITY

Audience roll: 
D8 = 5 (Death), D4 = 1 (Pen/Paper RPGs), D6 = 6 (The Future), 
D20 = 7 (Purchases/Economics/In-Game Currencies)

	 Returning to the first and wildest of the day’s dice rolls, the conversation began here, 
in darker and more speculative territory, and it’s pertinent to end this account with the artists’ 
grounded concerns about the fragility of the online spaces where communities now live.
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	 JM: �I can see a dystopian future where death has managed to become a currency – or 
perhaps more precisely, where life, health and access to things in the real world have 
become so entangled with media and gameplay that it becomes genuinely dangerous. 
Games are, and I’m biased, quite important in society. I can imagine a future where 
death becomes entangled with gameplay, with some weird currency attached that 
potentially affects your real-world health. And it’s not only gaming communities 
that thrive on these platforms. Social communities do too – groups that have come 
together around a shared cause, often a social one. The death of a community is a 
real-world harm.

	 DB: �You can see how life becoming so gamified raises the question, how do we stop 
everything becoming monetised? It’s a bit like Philip K. Dick’s novel (Dick, 1969), in 
which you pay to unlock every door. He’s trying to get out of his apartment with no 
money left. It’s a scourge of our lives. There was that news item recently about Discord 
being sold and the new owners wanting to monetise everything. There’s a collective 
groan across the entire RPG community, because Discord is where we meet right now. 
We all had to evacuate Twitter. We all had to evacuate in the G+ days.2 Where do we 
go next?

	 JM: �Imagine if Twitch became not free. That would have a huge impact on the industry. 
It feels like it could happen, because we never thought it with Twitter, we never thought 
it with Discord. But we’ve still got some time. We’re just working out our exit strategies.

This conversation took place at FACT Studio/Lab, Liverpool, as part of Choose Your Own Adventure, 
a day-long symposium that marked the closing weekend of Art Plays Games, an exhibition of games 
created by artists and independent developers. The session was facilitated using a game system 
devised by the artists.

2	 G+ (or Google+) was Google’s social media platform, launched in 2011 and shut down in 2019 after a series of data breaches and declining 
user numbers.



Image: Larry Achiampong and David Blandy, Finding Fanon Part 3 (2016–17). Still from Finding Fanon Part 3
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	� ‘You’re here, and it’s beautiful, and escaping isn’t always something bad.’ – Firewatch

	� ‘Allow items anywhere.’ – Accessibility toggle, Unpacking. 
Lets you put ‘wrong’ items (the mechanic through which the story is developed) anywhere.

	� ‘My interest in horror is also that it could also be reparative: more about love than 
revulsion…accepting that you can’t completely consume or know another person, 
but that you just have to deal with them as something that will always be ungraspable.’ 
– Uma Breakdown

SAVE SCREEN:

	 This is a piece of autofiction writing about playing games, writing and making art. About 
realising that sometimes the reasons you feel weird, and the pain you inevitably bring into places 
that can’t see it, are exactly what lets you engage with something bigger than yourself. And in 
doing so, you can drag something beautiful and worthwhile out of (or within) a system that can 
never love you back. 

	 I was asked to write about fifteen years of games being shown as art in one building, most 
of which I had a hand in or near. I could have done that from above, with a voice I have used for most 
of those years. The voice I use for curatorial texts, art production emails, academic contributions 
and funding applications; the one that has somehow detached itself from a body. It’s a good voice 
that has served me well, but it’s not the one that was in the room.

	 Instead, this is written from inside, occasionally reaching out towards artists I love and work 
I respect as a lifeline, or as a breath from the more raw register that I’m unused to. As a gamer, and 
later as a curator (who uses games both within art spaces and as ways of navigating them), video 
games gave me a language I never knew I needed, and a collectivity I craved. In relation, my own 
practice has become about holding you in a space you don’t want to leave, until you find something 
you didn’t know you’d missed. It’s what I’ve tried to make here: a series of memories as locked 
rooms that may or may not be connected. As you explore them, you’ll hear three voices: the critic, 
the player and the game. They overlap, interrupt each other and occasionally speak through one 
another. Two of them are clear and direct, locked into a language that is trying to achieve something.

	 The other has a body.
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	� ‘I am arguing for the view from a body, always a complex, contradictory, structuring and 
structured body, versus the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity.’ 
– Donna Haraway

LOADING: 

<<Welcome back.  
This house has seven rooms and one door. The one you came in through.  
Some of these rooms you may recognise. None of them will recognise you. 
Good luck. 
Remember, you can change the difficulty settings in the menu at any time.>>

ROOM 1: THE HURT LOCKER

	 I am writing the brief for an exhibition about gaming – about the slippage between real life 
and digital space and how it can let us have conversations which are almost impossible to have 
face to face. My friend calls, and I miss it. He texts an impromptu coffee offer; he’s downstairs right 
now. I reply that I can’t meet him. I have a deadline, etc. That would have been the last time I saw 
him. Weeks later, after the subsequent endless upending phone calls, I play Alien Isolation. I am 
hiding in a locker. The AI is trained enough to know that I will immediately hide somewhere blatantly 
obvious. I feel it getting closer and am shaking so much I think something has gone wrong with 
the wiring in my body. I realise it’s just pure, unfiltered fear. The visceral reaction of every cell in my 
body screaming and shuddering for the past twenty days, finally making its way out, coaxed by my 
avatar’s panicked breath. I cry so hard I think I will leak through the floor. I shut off the projector and 
don’t sleep until the morning. 

	 I never play the game again.

	 I finish the brief for the show: it’s accepted, and I think about him every time I talk about it. 

<<You panic and hit pause as you turn round a corner in the hope you can see 
what’s coming.>>

	 �The player should close their eyes as tightly as they can.  
Take a breath and hold it until it feels like a choice. As you 
release, snap your eyes open. 
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	 I’m huddled over my laptop, cross-legged in the dark, again. Clicking the right cursor button. 
Here, in the inky blackness of my screen, words appeared which offered me a way into myself. A 
visceral ability to drag me into an underworld where I can feel the author’s feelings and, in doing 
so, maybe start to feel my own. No solution, no salve, no bigger picture: just raw, unbridled terror at 
being a human, trapped in a place (or a body) that won’t do or be what you want it to. My fingertips 
tingle with static as I progress through the dungeon. A fear that I have never felt curls and unfurls in 
the pit of my stomach. The next decisions both seem like bad ones. 

	 How do I make the best bad choice?

<<A terminal blinks in the corner, a half-finished text about an artwork.>>

LESLEY TAKER

Image: States of Play: Roleplay Reality, Howling Dogs (2018). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Sophie Foden-Pattinson

	 Porpentine Charity Heartscape’s Howling Dogs is a work about a room that provides. Nothing in 
it is outwardly cruel, and nothing is enough. The same handful of actions, in the same order, and the filth 
accumulates at a rate that always slightly outpaces you. What the room does contain is a device you can put 
on your head which shows you elsewhere: a garden, an execution, a long war. You go there because there is 
nowhere else, and come back because there is nowhere else. 
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Made in Twine (free, browser-based, requiring no engine, studio or permission), it reaches its reader the way 
it was written: one link at a time, at an hour when nothing else is available. Anna Anthropy’s argument for 
this format was that games carry the values of their creator, which is why more than one kind of person needs 
access to the means of their making. Howling Dogs is the most elegantly rattling example of that access.

	 Isolation infests every moment, and the game denies you any consolation for it: even the visions 
are not an escape, simply part of the routine. There is no accumulated understanding that unlocks the 
door, no hidden key, no version of the room that experience or insight makes tolerable. What the work 
offers is a precise feeling of confinement, and a strange transitive mercy. 

	� The player should lightly drag the back of their fingers 
across their arms from elbow to wrist, making their hairs 
stand on end and a shudder move through their body.

ROOM 3: THE ROOM WATCHES

<<A poster of text, peeling from the corners, scribbled over, torn, 
half-dragged off the wall.
A text you never wrote because you were somewhere else.>>

	 The work of Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley moves between horror, joy, confrontation and resistance. 
At once inviting you in and keeping you at arm’s length, the work unflinchingly brings into view an existence 
that is often denied, vilified and wilfully recategorised. As you explore the worlds built from Black and 
Trans conversations, communities and perspectives, you’re never permitted to be comfortable as simply an 
observer. You are forced to question your position, your complicity: unable to leave your politics anywhere 
but at your fingertips or on the tip of your tongue, your presence (and inability not to make a choice or press 
a button) serves as material for the game. Brathwaite-Shirley’s games are not slick constructions that seek to 
replicate reality; you can feel the hand of the artist and all of those who were with them through the process. 
The language shifts, the world melts, and the glitching bodies refuse control. Legacy Russell talks about this 
intentional resistance in Glitch Feminism: ‘This glitch is a form of refusal…a vehicle of refusal, a strategy of 
nonperformance.’ In this way, Brathwaite-Shirley’s interactive works stand as a monument to gaming as a 
form of contemporary creative expression, saturated with nostalgia, community and learning-by-doing. 
They resist the technopositivist pull of the language of ‘digital strategy’ and take joy in the possibilities 
of materiality, rather than sacrificing everything for slickness, user experience or polished veneer. These 
games sit alongside a legacy of Queer and Black film-making and archiving that experiments with form 
and language, breaking open the tools of capital to create subjective universes that ooze with possibility 
and tension.

<<Written across the bottom in marker is the following quote:>> ‘HOW YOU FEEL IS 
THE MEDIUM I AM WORKING WITH’ – Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley

<<Things are starting to slide a little…>>
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	 I am standing in a playground, surrounded by crinkled yellow plastic and talking about 
butcher curtain. I’ve been asked to help plug yet another hole in a pond which will never fill. We talk 
about the fact that an artist cannot pay rent but has a show in the biggest gallery in the country. 
Another cannot afford a studio or an assistant but cannot keep on top of the offer emails. We talk 
about everything we can do to fix it from the inside. Or blow it up. I have to step outside to cough 
up blood. While I do, I take a phone call, doubled over, mute myself as the other side talks about 
Blender assets and glitching dialogue for another piece, in another room. Nobody knows why the 
file won’t play. The technologist won’t give up the source files. I text my partner that I am going to 
A&E again and also can he debug something. I go back to the pond, and we find a way to plug the 
hole. The curator takes her own call – these files work. It’s the most jarring and beautiful game I’ve 
played in a very, very long time. It does something to your brain where you don’t empathise with 
what’s being said, or the role you’re taking on. It’s more that you see everything at once. It’s painful, 
and the game doesn’t apologise. It should be painful. But then, something unexpected and full of 
joy. I swing gently back and forth on the playground they’ve built, my toes dragging across the floor 
as I navigate a wildly mapped, ‘spiky’ version of my world. From another time. Another perspective. 
The questions hit you right in the chest. I am elated and full of fear. I will miss the opening for the first 
time in fifteen years, because I am lying in a CT scanner shoved full of tubes.

	 Which version of myself am I here, with you?

	 �The player should lie on their back with another person sitting 
cross-legged on their chest and try to breathe deeply while talking 
about something they don’t fully understand. When the blind panic 
starts to set in, and your vision starts to blur, tell yourself 
‘you’ve got this’.

LOADING:

<<Remember, you can change the difficulty settings in the menu at any time.>>

ROOM 4: THE HAUNTED HOUSE

	 Another Zoom call. But not like the others. This one is filled with sprites, levels, horror, 
dungeons, crumbling mansions, hauntings, and I am giddy. I haven’t left my house in three months, 
like everyone else. But these conversations – about what a game can be and how other things can 
be a game – are giving me something beyond the daily figures and the fucking podium. The artist is 
building something and unbuilding it at the same time. How much of the thing has to be left for you 
to be able to recognise it? What happens when you have to remake reality with whatever is left? 
Or navigate horror as a transgressive act of care? We talk about talismans, familiars and collecting. 

LESLEY TAKER
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The spell you need to cast, and the rooms you need to search, to hear a line of dialogue you didn’t 
know needed to exist. The baby cries, and I am snapped out of the collage between nostalgia and 
future, and into the room. The sun went down a long time ago, and I am in the darkness. We say 
goodbye, and I playtest one of the gentlest, self-knowing worlds I have been in, while feeding the 
baby. A cat follows my avatar, a little guide who refuses to show me the way. An homage. I laugh for 
the first time in weeks… Oh fuck. The files don’t work on Windows.

<<You wake up in a dark, cold room. You have a metal paperclip, a copy of The 
Lawnmower Man on VHS and half a bitter orange. A screen blinks on in the corner. 
A digital version of an unpublished Word document struggles through the flickering 
bands of light. You recognise the voice, but it feels so distant now.>>

LESLEY TAKER

Image: Uma Breakdown, Animal Agency (2020). Game still. Courtesy of FACT Liverpool

	 The Gothic, grime-core worlds of Uma Breakdown are filled with quiet humour, breathtaking 
lightness and handmade seriousness. Through them, you’re invited to explore relationships with 
more-than-humans, consider near-futures informed by care and solidarity, and rethink what the very 
experience of playing a game feels like. Rooms become games, games become books, drawings become 
tattooed totems of love and memory. Horror sits at the heart, but not a dripping, glistening horror. Instead, 
it is a pencil-coloured paper construction of a haunted house, where you find yourself accepting that ghosts 
are inevitable and grief can be a corridor.
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LESLEY TAKER

Horror becomes the methodology by which Uma deconstructs the expected, the anticipated, and does 
something altogether more gentle and radical. She creates the space Hélène Cixous describes in ‘The Laugh 
of the Medusa’: ‘You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she’s not deadly. She’s 
beautiful, and she’s laughing.’ Being seen as something deemed unknowable or broken is an opportunity 
to open up meaning, possibility and shared potential. For Uma Breakdown, games hold not only material 
interest (what other format lets you take the audience in so many directions at once, while also creating space 
for them to explore and create their own meaning?) but also bring an intertextuality of community, DIY and 
compassion. She is a self-taught, award-winning games developer: every work she produces bears the weight 
of endless video tutorials, shared knowledge, failed tests and accidental experiments. This expansive game-
playing experience forms the foundation for her explorations of what horror looks like when it is not fear, but 
love and care, curled up in the centre of the viscera.

<<Scratched into the boxy casing of the screen, a quote:>> ‘sustained seeking of 
pleasure’ – Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick

	� The player should walk into a room and close the door.  
Stare at the handle.  
You have forgotten how doors work. 
There is no escape.

	 The voiceover from the text bleeds into the headphones I am wearing; I cannot bear to listen 
to it any longer. I go to the settings and turn it off. ‘Remove disembodied critical commentary.’ 

<<Are you sure? This will remove the following: insightful commentary, social 
promises, any discernible attempt at neutrality, canon or structure. Some system 
connections may no longer be visible.>>

<<Y/N>>

<<Y>>

ROOM 5: THE FORT

	 I’m playing Rust and talking on a headset about a show I’m working on and how there’s an 
artist who does performances in Rust for art galleries. The squad want to be in an exhibition, and 
I keep saying it’s stupid. We’re building a fort for the third time that day. We keep getting absolutely 
destroyed by some kids who are camping us. They’re Korean and are extremely entertained by the 
fact (which they’ve entirely, correctly inferred) that we’re English and old, and destroying us at the 
worst possible time is their new favourite thing to do. I am taking a pacifist stance. I have died many, 
many, many times. I’m pregnant. 

	 Nobody knows.
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	 I farm pumpkins and clone sweetcorn. Search the forest for mushrooms. Get savaged by 
a bear. I switch tactics and gear up. As we stalk their base and I am about to take the only perfect 
shot I’ve had, I blurt it out over the tiny, terrible microphone: ‘I’m going to have a baby!’ My squad 
laughs and cheers. The sound clips. The kids slaughter us. One of them calls me a slur. It’s one of 
the best moments of my life.

	� The player should make a small house out of whatever materials 
they can find around them. Take a moment to admire your handiwork. 
Now smash it with your fist as you whisper a secret you haven’t 
told anyone yet. 
Laugh. 

ROOM 6: THE BACK SEAT

<<The reference texts are no longer available. The files are corrupted… Navigation 
will be limited.>>

	 I am in the back of my parents’ car. I don’t think I’m wearing a seatbelt (which feels very 
weird now). I’m lying along the length of the seat, playing Paperboy 2 on my Game Boy. I cannot 
get past the first ten minutes. I keep playing. The dog bites me. I keep playing. Flattened by a car. 
Keep playing. Nobody around me knows how to play or how to find out how to play. None of my 
friends plays games. My cousin does, but he won’t talk to me about it because I’m a girl and cannot 
get the hang of Sonic on his console. The dog bites me again. Why the fuck do I keep playing? 
Fast-forward six years, and I will do the same thing with a Goosebumps game on the PC in my 
brother’s old bedroom. I’m scared and confused, and I don’t know if the game design is extremely 
bad or if I am just extremely stupid. But I feel something fizzing through me as I develop this 
relationship with the humming box in front of me. As it clicks and whistles, I become connected. 
I play and talk, and explore and talk. And I write. And I play. And I start to become some version 
of who I can be. 

	 And it saves my life.

LESLEY TAKER
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<<Fragment recovered. An essay, 2017:>>

Play is something we rely on as children to discover the world: how we relate to one another and the idea of 
the self, our limitations and strengths, our pleasures and our pains, the politics of sharing space, time, ideas 
and objects with others…

…It is this latter, murkier side of play – gaming as an avenue to explore darker sides of the politics of play, 
cooperation and interaction – to which I am drawn again, and again.

– Pitch document for States of Play: Roleplay Reality, Lesley Taker, August 2017

<<Fragment recovered. Same file, last page, under ‘ideas to spin out’:>>

�Is there something here about being trapped and finding ways out? … Even when we’re trying out other 
narratives, being trapped in a body/classification, etc.?

<<Fragment recovered. Quote from Jesper Juul, The Art of Failure:>> Games ‘promise 
us that we can repair a personal inadequacy’ that they gave us in the first place.

	 I did not go to art school; I was not taught the freedom that can be felt when you begin 
to make something of your own imagination. I was taught to work. To be good and polite and 
respectful. To move through others’ homes lightly. I didn’t know how to walk into a gallery until 
I was in my late teens, early twenties, and then I spent the next fifteen years trying to rip the walls 
down. So for me, the digital was the art. This glowing portal that granted me access to everything 
I didn’t know I’d craved allowed me to be rebellious, weird, dark and unsure. Games were not 
art for me because someone decided they could be; it was because they performed as art does. 
They allowed me to have a sense of something larger than myself, to connect to questions and 
perspectives I had never heard or seen. They made me think about the world differently in a way no 
gallery ever could have, because I never really knew they existed until I began working in them. So 
it was inevitable that I would find myself in the wonderfully complex world of digital art, cramming 
poetics into systems I barely understood but was forever drawn back to.

	 As a child, games became something I could hide within; I could retreat, not because I was 
the best at playing them, or even because I always understood them. But because I didn’t, and there 
were no consequences. Games allowed me a space to be wrong without fear, to test things, to die. 
They allowed me a centre of risk that wasn’t otherwise available to me. And now, as an adult, I’d 
accidentally found that same space in the art world. 

LESLEY TAKER
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	� The player should load a game they stopped playing because 
it got too hard.  
Play it as long as you can in one sitting.  
Bonus points if the game you were losing is not a game. 

LOADING: 

<<Remember, you can change the difficulty settings in the menu at any time.>>

ROOM 7: THE SHOW HOME

<<This is me, speaking to you now. Underneath the voiceover.>>

	 A series of rooms flows into one another, each an impossible, maddening architecture. 
Something moves through each of the connecting doorways. It drags its crumbling body as the 
narrator describes the pristine finish of the house. The voiceover details the brickwork, the double 
glazing, the driveway, the enviable neighbourhood. The glistening finish and careful attention to 
detail. The body’s barely functioning borders give way, weakened by continual removal of handfuls 
of flesh. It splashes to the floor, wave after wave.

LESLEY TAKER

Image: States of Play: Roleplay Reality (2018). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Sophie Foden-Pattinson
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	 �The player should read the above aloud, in as close to an 
AI assistant dialect as possible. Then again, in a northern 
accent that has been trained to elongate its vowels but is 
not quite succeeding.

LOADING:

<<You cannot change the difficulty settings.>>

ROOM X: NO EXIT

	 As I got older, I began to realise that your fingers find the position after a while. You notice the 
lighting shifts, which tell you where to go. The soundtrack reacts ever so slightly to your decisions, 
guiding you onward or marking a necessary rhythm. There is a system that sits underneath, which 
you need to learn before you can beat it. But even then some games simply cannot be won. So, how 
do I make the best bad choice?

	 I did what I was good at. I knocked holes through things that seemed solid, cut doors where 
they didn’t exist before. I made everything a mirror, unexpected, or doused it in pink light. I learned 
to build rooms people wanted to be in, play with, and which they were able to remake while they did. 
And I asked people who hadn’t been allowed to do it before to help me. We put the ghosts where 
they could be found and let them flow from one realm into another.

<<Fragment recovered. Wall text, 2018. Larry Achiampong and David Blandy, Finding 
Fanon Part 3:>> ‘Their flesh continues into the network, haunting their avatars. 
They construct themselves again here, but their scars remain.’

	 The things that stalk you in the virtual world follow you into reality, and back again, until there 
are no more lines to cross. Quitting the game doesn’t mean you leave the locker. 

LESLEY TAKER
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NOTES

The player cards are a borrowed device used by writers, artists and game designers to connect 
the text to the player’s body. Sources include: Porpentine Charity Heartscape, With Those We 
Love Alive; Carmen Maria Machado, ‘The Husband Stitch’; Yoko Ono, Grapefruit.

<< Disco Elysium is one of those life-changing games if it catches you at a 
certain point in your life. Everyone should play it. It might be exactly what 
you need when you’re unsure how to exist in the world. >>

LESLEY TAKER
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Biography

Lesley Taker (she/her) is a Liverpool-based freelance curator and producer with over fifteen years’ 
experience in art and technology, from large-scale installations and moving image to sound, 
immersive work and artist-made games. Her artist-centred practice explores fluid identities, 
unstable narratives and play, and her writing is shaped by horror and the Gothic. Over a decade at 
FACT Liverpool she worked as curator, producer and manager, focusing on artist development and 
experimentation in digital art, and helped bring Studio/Lab into being as its first manager in 2024. 
She now works with organisations including Heart of Glass and FACT, and has produced work with 
artists such as Larry Achiampong and David Blandy, Cécile B. Evans, Uma Breakdown, Marianna 
Simnett and Wu Tsang.
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2018

•	 States of Play: Roleplay Reality, 22 March - 17 June 2018 
Featuring works by: Atrax Games, Larry Achiampong and David Blandy, Bluehole Studios, Alan 
Butler, Nina Freeman, Reija Meriläinen, Rindon Johnson, Youngju Kim, Minority Media, Kimmo 
Modig, Porpentine Charity Heartscape & Brenda, Neotenomie, Jon Rafman, David O’ Reilly, 
Tender Claws, Werkflow, Angela Washko, Jordan Wolfson, Pinar Yoldas 
Curators: Lucy Sollitt and Lesley Taker

2019

•	 Megan Broadmeadow, Why Can’t We Do This IRL?
2020

•	 Uma Breakdown, Animal Agency
•	 Elle Bulger, Methuselah
•	 Shonagh Short, Pests
•	 Jack Tan, Learning Non Human
2021

•	 Yambe Tan, Deep Dive
2022

•	 Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley, When Our Worlds Meet
•	 Sian Fan, Lotus Root and Deity
•	 Ebun Sodipo, Following the Gourd
•	 Kerolaina Linkeviča, Primordia
•	 April Lin, The Earthly Realm is Out of Balance
2023

•	 LuYang, LuYang Arcade Liverpool
•	 Darren Emerson, In Pursuit of Repetitive Beats (2021)
•	 Uma Breakdown, Earth A.D. 2
•	 GLOR1A, Swarm
•	 Nicole Prior, LAB_our
2024

•	 R.I.P. Germain, After GOD, Dudus Comes Next!
•	 Sara Sadik, Xenon Palace Championship (2023)
•	 Art Plays Games, 5 September 2024 – 27 April 2025, nine-month rotating group exhibition. 

Game artworks: 
	 o	 Angela Washko, Mother, Player (2023) 
	 o	 Sahej Rahal, Distributed Mind Test (2023) 
	 o	 Loopntale, Layers of Reality: The Cat (2018-2024) 
	 o	 Tomo Kihara & Playfool, outdraw.AI (2022) 
	 o	 Porpentine Charity Heartscape, almanac of girlswampwar territory (2018) 
	 o	 Laura Palavecino, Enchanted Sea (2018) 
	 o	 Ayoung Kim, Delivery Dancer Simulation (2022) 
	 o	 Ada Eden, 1001 Nights (2024) 
	 o	 Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley, I Can’t Follow You Anymore (2024) 
	 o	 David O’Reilly, Mountain (2024) 
	 o	 Jiabao Li, Matt McCorkle & Botao ‘Amber’ Hu, Nocturnal Fugue and EchoVision (2024) 
	 o	 Alice Bucknell, The Alluvials (2024) 
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	 o	 Theo Triantafyllidis, Feral Metaverse, Y-Frame Edition (2025) 
	 o	 Gavin Gayagoy, Doomscroll_1 (2025) 
	 o	 Matt Allen, It’s Not You, It’s M.E. (2025) 
	 o	 Livi Wilmore, Hiraeth-x (2025) 
	 o	 James McColl, Feel My Desire (2025)

2025

•	 Gavin Gayagoy, Doomscroll_1
•	 Kara Chin, Mapping the Wasteland: PAY AND DISPLAY
2025 - 2026 

Games Station, 19 September 2025 - ongoing, custom built arcade cabinet with bi-monthly 
changing game artworks:
•	 David Blandy & Petra Szeman, Our Ghosts, Our Shells (Enhanced)
•	 Symoné, Highway to Infinity
•	 Uma Breakdown, Earth AD - Low Estate (2023)
•	 James McColl, Feel My Desire (2025)
•	 Yunzhi / Melissa Li, Home is a Dwelling Path (2025)
•	 Gibson/Martelli, Nino
•	 Katie Pinch and Jacob Riley, Hibernation
2026

•	 Can Meeple Escape the Neurophoria? 6 February - 26 April 2026 
Artists: Vytas Jankauskas, Jan Zuiderveld, Joseph Wilk 
Curator: Milia Xin Bi

•	 Only Slime, Afterlife
•	 Sahjan Kooner, The Zone of Ghosts 
•	 Seema Mattu, (ear)worm’s-eye view 
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Image: April Lin 林森, The Earthly Realm is Out of Balance (2022). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby

Image: Sara Sadik, Xenon Palace Championship (2023). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Kieran Irvine
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Image: Gavin Gayagoy, Doomscroll_1 (2025). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Rob Battersby

Image: R.I.P. Germain, After GOD, Dudus Comes Next! (2024). Installation view at FACT Liverpool. Photography by Kieran Irvine
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GLOSSARY

8-bit / 32-bit 
Refers to the processing capacity of early game hardware, which determined visual and audio 
complexity. 8-bit systems produced simple, blocky graphics; 32-bit systems allowed for more detail. 
The terms are now used to evoke the visual aesthetics of those eras.

AAA studios / triple-A studios 
The largest commercial game development companies, characterised by very high production 
budgets and global distribution. Analogous to blockbuster in film. Pronounced ‘triple-A’ in speech.

Agentic technologies 
Technologies that can act autonomously on behalf of a user or system, making decisions 
without direct human instruction at each step. Associated with the latest generation of artificial 
intelligence systems.

Artwashing 
The process by which arts institutions or cultural events lend legitimacy to industries 
whose practices are ethically questionable, improving their public image without requiring 
substantive change.

Assets 
The individual components – images, sounds, models, animations, textures – combined to build 
a game’s world. Game engines typically provide libraries of pre-made assets that developers can 
use and adapt.

Avatar 
A player’s visual representation within a game world, which may be customised by the player 
or assigned by the game.

Avatar assignment 
The process by which a game allocates an avatar to a player. In Theo Triantafyllidis’s Feral 
Metaverse, avatars are assigned randomly, removing player agency over their own representation.

Bots 

Automated accounts or programs that perform actions in online spaces without human intervention. 
Used for legitimate purposes but also widely deployed for spam and manipulation.

Camping (verb) 
Remaining stationary in a strategic location to ambush other players rather than moving through 
the game world. Generally considered unsporting but effective – and, in some gaming cultures, a 
source of significant social friction.

Chill games 
A loosely defined genre characterised by low stakes, relaxed pacing and an absence of competitive 
pressure. Examples include farming simulations and walking simulators.
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Command-line-style text-parser interface 
An early game interface in which players type written commands to interact with the game world. 
Associated with text adventure games of the 1970s and 1980s.

Copypasta 
Text copied and pasted repeatedly across online platforms, often as a joke, meme or act of trolling. 
Combines ‘copy’ and ‘paste’.

Cryptominer 
Software that uses a computer’s processing power to generate cryptocurrency, often without the 
user’s knowledge. Associated with significant energy consumption and malicious software.

Deathmatch server 
A multiplayer game server in which all players compete against each other with the sole objective 
of eliminating opponents, with no team structure or other game objectives.

Deck-builders 
A genre of card games – physical and digital – in which players construct and refine a personal 
deck during play, with the deck’s composition becoming a key strategic element.

Discord 

A messaging and voice chat platform widely used by gaming communities for text, voice and 
video communication.

Enshittification 
A term coined by writer and digital rights activist Cory Doctorow to describe the gradual 
deterioration of online platforms as they prioritise extracting value from users over providing 
genuine utility. The process typically moves from good user experience, to exploiting users to 
attract businesses, to extracting value from both.

E-sports 
Organised competitive gaming at a professional level, involving tournaments, sponsorship and 
broadcast rights. Major titles include League of Legends and Counter-Strike.

G+ 

Google+, a social media platform operated by Google from 2011 until its closure in 2019. Its 
shutdown forced many creative and tech communities to migrate to other platforms.

Game engine 
The core software framework used to build a video game, providing systems for rendering graphics, 
simulating physics and managing game logic. Major engines include Unreal Engine and Unity. As 
Aleena Chia argues in this journal, game engines are not neutral tools but epistemological machines 
that encode specific assumptions about how the world looks and moves.

GLOSSARY
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Game goal 
The primary objective of a game – what the player is trying to achieve. Some games have explicit 
goals; others deliberately leave them open or ambiguous.

Game loop 
The repeating cycle of actions forming the core of a game’s structure. More broadly, the recurring 
pattern of activities that keeps a player engaged over time.

Game pipeline 
The organised sequence of stages through which a game is developed, from concept through 
design, production, testing and release.

Gamespace  
In general usage, the virtual environment within which a game takes place. In McKenzie Wark’s 
Gamer Theory (2007), the term describes a wider condition in which everyday life is itself 
organised by the logic of games: goals, scores, rankings, competition and rule-bound calculation.

Gamification tactics 
The application of game design elements – points, rewards, progress bars, streaks – to non-game 
contexts in order to influence behaviour and increase engagement.

Glitch / glitching 
A glitch is an unintended error in a game’s code producing unexpected results. Glitching refers 
to deliberately exploiting these errors, often used by speedrunners to bypass sections of a game.

God figure 
The designer or system that creates and controls the rules of the game world, analogous to a 
deity governing a universe.

Graphics processing unit (GPU) 
A specialised processor originally developed to render game graphics, capable of handling 
thousands of operations simultaneously. GPUs are now the primary hardware used to train 
artificial intelligence systems.

Grime-core 
A visual and aesthetic style associated with grime music culture – urban, raw, lo-fi – applied to 
game aesthetics that draw on that visual language.

Grind 
The repetitive process of performing the same actions repeatedly to accumulate resources or 
experience points necessary for progression.

GLOSSARY
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Human tower 
In multiplayer games, a structure formed by players stacking their avatars on top of one another, 
exploiting the game’s collision mechanics to reach places the designers never intended to be 
accessible. The name borrows from the human towers of Catalan cultural tradition.

Iterable 

Capable of being repeated. In game design, iterable scenarios can be run again and again, allowing 
players or AI agents to learn through repeated experience.

Large language models 
Artificial intelligence systems trained on vast quantities of text to generate, translate and analyse 
language. Large language models underpin tools such as ChatGPT, and are built on GPU hardware 
originally developed for video games.

LARPing 
Live Action Role Play. A form of participatory game or performance in which players physically 
inhabit characters and act out scenarios in real space.

Lock-and-key puzzles 
A game design pattern in which the player must find a specific item or solve a specific problem 
in order to progress past a particular obstacle. Used both literally and metaphorically.

Mechanic 
A specific rule or system within a game governing how players can act and what effects those 
actions have.

Modding 
Modifying an existing game – its graphics, rules or levels – using tools provided by the developer 
or created by the community. Modding has been a significant site of creative experimentation.

Neural media 
A concept proposed by theorist K. Allado-McDowell to describe media that has developed an 
internal capacity to sense and respond – moving beyond broadcast, immersive and networked 
media toward media with embedded agency.

Non-player character (NPC) 
A character controlled by the game’s software rather than a human player, typically serving 
narrative or environmental roles.

Parallelism 
In computing, the ability to perform many operations simultaneously. GPUs are built around 
massive parallelism, which is why they proved so effective for training artificial intelligence systems.

GLOSSARY
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Player card 
A written instruction addressed directly to the reader or player, asking them to perform a physical 
action, connecting the text to the player’s body. The device is borrowed from a tradition including 
Porpentine Charity Heartscape’s With Those We Love Alive, Carmen Maria Machado’s ‘The 
Husband Stitch’ and Yoko Ono’s Grapefruit.

Point-and-click graphic adventures 

A genre prominent in the late 1980s and 1990s in which players navigate a graphical environment 
by pointing and clicking, collecting objects and solving puzzles to advance a narrative. Classic 
examples include The Secret of Monkey Island and Maniac Mansion.

Point-and-click interface 

An interface in which the player interacts with the game world by moving a cursor and clicking 
on objects or locations.

Portal 

A passage that transports a player instantaneously from one location to another, used as both 
a navigational device and a puzzle mechanic.

Ray tracing 
A rendering technique that simulates the physical behaviour of light, producing realistic lighting 
and shadows. Long used in film and architecture, now standard in game graphics.

Rendering 
The process by which a computer generates a visual image from a scene description. In games, 
rendering happens in real time.

Rendition 

A performance or interpretation of a work. Game designer Mary Flanagan uses the term to 
describe play: playing a game is less like listening to a recording than like a musician performing 
from a score, which the player may interpret conventionally, freely, or to the point of breaking it.

Rezzing 

The process by which objects load and appear in a virtual world. When a system is slow, objects 
may appear gradually before fully rendering.

Role-playing game (RPG) 
A game in which players assume the roles of characters and make decisions that shape a 
narrative or world, ranging from tabletop games to major commercial video game series.

Sandbox 
A game mode giving players freedom to explore and build without prescribed objectives. 
The term evokes the open-ended play of a child in a sandpit.
SCUMM-esque 

GLOSSARY



Journal #3

112

In the style of SCUMM (Script Creation Utility for Maniac Mansion), the game engine created 
by Lucasfilm Games in 1987. SCUMM-esque refers to games evoking the visual style and 
design philosophy of that era of point-and-click adventure games.

Speedrunner 
A player who attempts to complete a game as quickly as possible, often exploiting glitches and 
unintended mechanics to bypass intended sections. Speedrunning has developed into a 
significant community practice and a form of intensive critical engagement with games.

Sprites 

Two-dimensional images used to represent characters and objects in a game, associated 
particularly with early and retro game aesthetics.

Streaming 
Both the technical process of playing games hosted on remote servers, and the practice 
of broadcasting gameplay live to an online audience via platforms such as Twitch 
and YouTube.

Tabletop role play / tabletop games 
Games played on a physical surface using dice, cards and boards. Tabletop role-playing 
games involve collaborative storytelling within a structured rules system.

Technopositivist 
Describing an uncritical enthusiasm for technology and its potential to solve human problems, 
without attention to political, social or environmental consequences.

Text parser 
An interface in which a player types written commands to interact with a game world, standard 
in early computer games before graphical interfaces became common.

UKRI 

UK Research and Innovation, the national funding body for research and innovation in the United 
Kingdom, bringing together seven research councils, Innovate UK and Research England.
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