


would have been a copy itself. Baudrillard regarded simulacra as a negative thing, and though |
do not necessarily agree, | do understand the point he was making. A thing, usually an image,
often becomes denatured the further it is removed from the original until there is nothing natural
about it, and Braudrillard argues this with his four stages of simulacra, the last being based on

nothing real and pure simulacra. The Parthenon in Nashville, with its statue of Athena, is nothing

Fig. 9. Athena Quotes Baudrillard: Ruins of the Real, 2015
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but simulacra of the original. All meaning has been taken from it, and its only function is to be
sign for what was. It is a ghost, an image, a Disneyland version of a site that once had meaning
for a now dead culture. We have no true connection to that meaning, no way to understand its
original meaning. It is but a shadow of a shadow of a thing that is forever lost, but built in such a
way that it conjures a hyperreal experience. Baudrillard has a point, and simulacra often cause a
variety of physical as well as psychological sicknesses in people. Examples are the
photoshopped images of models as ideals of beauty, or processed food products that have an
excessive amount of calories and little nutrition. Baudrillard’s fear was that people will one day
destroy the natural world and replace it with simulacra, and simulacra have no true meaning but
become our empty truth.

A form of simulacra called an avatar often mediates user interactions online, and in this
animation | am also playing with the idea of an avatar. In Hinduism an avatar is a physical
manifestation of a deity, and in computing it is a graphical representation of a user. The Avatar
of Athena represents both of these ideas as she questions the truth of images, and in particular
what is behind an image. Athena is the Goddess of wisdom, among other things, within Greek
mythology, and so she is particularly suited to question the truth of images since the questioning
of what is true is how one gains true knowledge. In the animation Athena quotes Baudrillard:

This is precisely because they predicted this omnipotence of simulacra,

the faculty simulacra have of effacing God from the conscience of man, and the

destructive, annihilating truth that they allow to appear - that deep down God

never existed, even God himself was never anything but his own simulacra - from

this came their urge to destroy the images. If they could have believed that these

images only obfuscated or masked the Platonic ldea of God, there would have

been no reason to destroy them. One can live with the idea of distorted truth. But

their metaphysical despair came from the idea that the image didn't conceal
anything at all.”

# Jean Baudrillard, Simulation and Simulacra (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994): 4.
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In other words, the iconoclasts feared that using images, as signs for God would make it easier
for people to make the logical conclusion that God did not exist at all. If people began to
question these images, then they may question God, and then realize that God was nothing but
the images, which in turn leads to the images representing nothing.

People are obsessed with the images of other people as well as with the image they
project. Our obsession with celebrity is one example, but so are selfies on social media. People
often create idealized versions of themselves on Facebook where they curate every photo and
never post anything negative. Another example of this would be avatars that people create that
are not even based on who they are in the real world, such as World of War Craft characters or
Second Life Avatars, or even just taking on another persona in a chatroom or on a message
board. This takes its most extreme version when one takes such avatars and manifests them in
the real. An example would be the documentary movie Talhotblond, in which a love triangle
takes place completely online and ends in murder. The murderer goes by the screen name
marinesniper, and he killed his rival by sniping him. The murderer was not a marine sniper, but
he had created an elaborate backstory for this persona that he eventually became in real life.

This animation attempts to explore the blurring of who we are via all these fractured
versions of ourselves. For the animation | used Motion capture data of someone speaking the
Baudrillard quotes, so the Athena in the video is a sort of puppet controlled by this data. The
puppet Athena also has the eyes of the actress from the motion capture video by the end of the
animation, as the real and the virtual identity of the two become more closely linked. The world
of Athena starts to crumble and burn by the end of the video. We, as a society, increasingly
wrap meaning up in these virtual identities and images of ourselves, and with this animation |
am attempting to question what we might find behind these images. We might find, perhaps,

nothing at all.
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Prints: Metaphors for Embodied Posthuman Experience

My prints explore the idea of embodied posthuman experience, even though the idea of
posthuman is often associated with a utopian view of disembodiment. Disembodiment
represents a freedom from the limitations of bodily existence, as well as supposed freedom from
mortality (and perhaps even morality). People have historically been oppressed because of their
bodies, women being the most obvious example. Gamer worlds, or virtual worlds, offer the
player both the freedom from their bodies as well as from their identities in the real world. |
believe this is why the idea of the disembodied posthuman has grabbed the imaginations of so
many, but the reality is not so simple. Any type of escapism the virtual allows is only
momentary, and the reality is that there is no true escape. Online gaming is often plagued by
racist and sexist comments. The anonymous nature of many virtual interactions may bring out
the worst in people rather than providing an equal space for interacting.

Gamergate is a good example of how the virtual is never removed from the “real.”
Gamergate was the organized misogynistic attack on women in the gaming industry sparked by
an accusation that Zoe Quinn had received high reviews of her game Depression Quest by
sleeping with reviewers. Anita Sarkeesian also became a target because of her feminist
critiques of Video games in her YouTube video series “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games,” as
did Brianna Wu, another female game developer, by challenging the members of Gamergate on
Twitter. The harassment went as far as death, rape, and mass shooting threats. Online bullying
has become a serious problem for not just children but also adults. It seems ridiculous that a
culture war over video games would get to the point were someone would threaten a mass

shooting, but this is an example of Internet echo chambers that lead to extreme thinking. The
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problems inherent in society are not solved by the removal of the body via virtual interaction,
and often this very removal causes a lack of empathy for others and their viewpoints.

There is also no separating one’s body from one’s mind, and neglect of a person’s real
body for a life lived in virtual worlds does not lead to happiness or freedom. Baudrillard writing
about game states, “... in gaming no one is free, everyone is both the master and the slave of

the game.”'

This becomes literally true in extreme cases of addiction. Cecilia D’Anastasio
writes about this in an essay called, “Inside the Tragic, Obsessive World of Video Game
Addicts.” In this essay there are examples of people who have such serious video game
addiction problems that it ruins their lives. D’Anastasio lists several extreme examples;
Seungseob Lee, a boiler repairman in South Korea, played StarCraft for more than 50
consecutive hours at an Internet café before suffering a fatal heart attack. In China, a man
named Xu Yan died after playing an online game persistently for two weeks. And in America, a
woman named Rebecca Christie was sentenced to 25 years in prison after she allowed her

"22 These are

daughter to starve to death while Christie was preoccupied with World of Warcraft.
extreme examples, but even the more benign examples like sitting in front of a screen all day
and never exercising have very negative consequences for both physical and mental health.
Any true human utopia (if such a thing were possible) will not be divorced from embodied
existence. The idea that a person’s consciousness could be uploaded to a computer is another
utopian idea linked to the posthuman. This idea raises all kinds of metaphysical questions about
the nature of consciousness, free will, identity, and what it ultimately means to be human. Is a
human still a human if their consciousness is uploaded to a computer, or are they a machine

emulating a human? | think the latter is more likely. Posthuman means the end of humanity in

such a scenario, and the successive dominant organism is the intelligent machine. Embodied

#' Baudrillard, The intelligence of evil or the lucidity pact, 55.
?2 D'Anastasio, Cecilia. "How Video Game Addiction Can Destroy Your Life | VICE | United States." VICE. Accessed March 18,
2015. http://www.vice.com/read/video-game-addiction-is-destroying-american-lives-456
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posthuman thought has to do with the symbiotic existence of humanity and intelligent machines.
Humans have evolved over millions of years into what we currently are, and there is no
separating the brain from the body. We should understand as completely as possible what we
are rather than trying to transform what that is, and then supplement that with intelligent
machines. N. Katherine Hayles writes, “Located within the dialectic of pattern/randomness and
grounded in embodied actuality rather than disembodied information, the posthuman offers
resources for rethinking the articulation of humans with intelligent machines.” * The posthuman
is the symbiotic relationship of humans and intelligent machines, and is the next evolution in
what it means to be human.

David Joselit writes in “Notes on Surface: toward a genelogy of flatness” about using
wax as an allegory for skin, and also about a process that reveals what was invisible as an
allegory for memory and the mind. Joselit writes about how Jasper Johns uses wax: “... Johns
adequation of skin and painterly surface thematize an imprisoned body welling up from just
below the paper’s surface like a distorted reflection on a pool of water. In their formal structure
these works also produce an allegory of the mind, or memory.” Joselit is writing about
subjectivity and identify within the context of race mainly, whereas my work attempts to speak
about the fractured and virtual identity of the posthuman. Joselit goes on to quote Johns from
one of his sketchbooks, “Devise technique to imitate ‘magic picture pad’ - image printed in
invisible size on paper becomes visible when scribbled over with pencil...”” For my prints (fig.
10, 11) I am using almost this exact process for very similar ends. | print an invisible image
resist, and by rubbing ink into the paper the image appears as the ink sinks into the paper

around the resist. This is an allegory for memory (a form of simulation), but also an allegory to

% Hayles, 287
# David Joselit, “Notes on Surface: toward a genelogy of flatness,” Art History vol. 23 (March, 2000): 26.
25 .

Joselit, 26.
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how the digital is invisibly changing fundamentally what it means to be human. | then wax the

paper to reference the body, and this embeds the digital within the body of the wax.

Fig. 10, Bitmaps Series: Fig. 11, Bitmaps Series: Untitled (VR), 2014
Untitled (triangles), 2014

My works on paper are often long and vertical as a reference to the scroll (fig. 12), which
is the form the modern webpage, takes. This is an observation that Lev Manovich makes in his
book The Language of New media, “The conceptual development of the page in computer
media can also be read in a different way - not as a further development of a codex form, but as

a return to earlier forms such as the papyrus roll of ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome.”*® The

% Manovich, 75.
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scroll usurps the book as the dominant disseminator of text and image. Rather than flip through
pages, we now scroll through information.
Though many of my works on paper are abstract, | also use images from video games.

Fallout (fig. 12, 13) is a print where | appropriated a variety of explosion graphics and combined

Fig. 12, Bitmaps Series: Untitled (Sun), 2014
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them to create the mushroom shape of a nuclear explosion. The video game Fallout 3 opens
with the quote, “War. War never changes.” This, however, is only true in the most basic way -
which is to say that the underlying reasons stay the same. The game narrator goes on to say,
“... In the 21st century, war was still waged over the resources that could be acquired. Only this
time, the spoils of war were also its weapons: Petroleum and Uranium.” The spoils of war have

also been the technology created to help in the eradication of the enemy. In my print the

Fig. 12 &13, Fallout, variable edition print,

% Todd Howard, Bethesda Game Studios, Fallout 3 (Rockville, MD: Bethesda Softworks, 2008), intro.
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radiating pattern surrounding the mushroom cloud represents information and technology that
becomes a part of society. War does change drastically as our weapons become more
advanced, but also because our abilities to communicate and simulate become more advanced.
WWI was an excellent example of this with its tens of thousands of casualties per day due to
Machine guns and artillery, but this was also when radio technology was invented. In WWII the
nuclear bomb was created and used, but so was the first programmable, electronic, digital

computer called Colossus.” WWII brought humanity’s ability to both wage and simulate war to a

whole new level.

Another print on paper is titled Death by Upskirt (fig. 14), which is an appropriated image

G AME

PRTRTTRULLT PR XX LRNRAXS
AR G

Fig. 14, Death by Upskirt, 2014

% Friedrich A. Kittler, Geoffrey Winthrop-Young, and Michael Wutz, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, (Stanford, CA: Stanford Press,
1999), 257.
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from a PC98 game called Atlantia. This image features two giant eye monsters staring at the
dead protagonist whose panties are revealed. This is a comment on the voyeuristic nature of the
Internet, as well as the reality that you can be photographed and recorded at anytime while in
public. An upskirt photo is when a photograph is taken from under a woman’s skirt so that you
can see her underwear and crotch area, usually without her knowledge or consent. These
images are posted online to fetish sites where a community of men collect and share them. The
bodies of women are being objectified in both the video game and these photos. Bradotti writes,
“... objectification is indeed a humiliating and demeaning experience for humans in that it denies
their full humanity and can thus be truly called inhuman at a basic social level.””’ There are also
many videos online that feature death, and there are websites dedicated to sharing these
images as well. This piece is about the loss of privacy due to the digital revolution, and how

dehumanizing that can often be.

Conclusion

I am old enough that | remember life before the Internet, but | am also young enough
that | grew up with the digital revolution. Marshall McLuhan is known for his statement, “the
medium is the message.”’ By this he meant that the medium was embedded in the message,
and it was not just the content that was important. McLuhan was urging us to look at the subtle
ways in which the medium was changing how people lived their lives, and not just the obvious
ones. Every old medium is on the Internet, with new ones being invented daily, all broadcasting
endless messages. There are the intended effects of media, but there are often unintended or

unexpected effects. McLuhan thought of media as being an extension of man, something that

® Rosi Bradotti, The Posthuman (Madlen, MA: Polity Press, 2013), 106.
% Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), 7.
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augmented us, and the Internet does that exponentially and is used in many unforeseen ways. |
feel that we, as culture, do not even realize how differently we perceive the world due to the
Internet, and | explore this in my work.

In this paper | talk about utopian and dystopian aspects of the digital revolution, but | feel
that | often dwell more on the dystopian aspects. | think this is mainly that | view the world
through a science fiction/ gamer lens. Utopia, as the movie The Matrix pointed out, would be
boring, unless that utopia is threatened in someway and must be protected. If utopia is
threatened, then the world becomes dystopian, and dystopian futures are so much more
entertaining due to a conflict that must be resolved. Most of the games | have played involve me
saving the world, but | have also been the protagonist that realizes freedom from an oppressive
government. Real life, of course, isn’t like this, but | find that we like to frame it within these
kinds of narratives. Both scientists and religious leaders keep predicting the end of the world,
both blaming the other’s ideology. We have a serious political divide in The United States, and it
only seems to be getting worse. Ideologies are simulations of how the world works, much like
memory is a simulation of an event. Often people get trapped within the confines of these
ideologies, and they cannot see reality objectively. All information is filtered through the
ideology, and it is made to conform to the simulation instead of being allowed to challenge the
person’s worldview. The main thing | enjoy about a good science fiction story, either utopian or
dystopian, is that it causes me to see existence in a different way. Art also has the ability to do
this. Boris Groys defines art in this way, “Art’s function is to show, to make visible the realities
that are generally overlooked.”' My artwork challenges the truth of narrative, and allows others

to see aspects of reality they may have overlooked.

®' Boris Groys, Going Public (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2010), 69.
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Vita

Craig Branum, and his twin brother Brad, were born in Baltimore, Maryland. When Craig
was four, his father retired from being an English teacher and moved the family to a farm in
Tennessee. His father had a prolific garden, a variety of farm animals and pets, as well as a
substantial amount of property for Craig and Brad to explore. Craig’s mother taught him how to
draw at a young age, and he has been making art in one-way or another ever since. He lived in
several different parts of the country after high school, but he eventually received a BFA from
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville in 2010. Craig then moved to New Orleans to work with a
friend at a print shop and experience the city. Craig was accepted to the University of New
Orleans in 2012, and he has been working toward his MFA ever since. Craig thinks he will move

to New York City this summer.
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