
 

Jon Rafman is a lucky man for at least two reasons: (1) his priceless 

sensibility is a veil through which he sees a more beautiful world, a precious 

one that reaches such a state through the very aesthetic of non-preciousness; 

(2) he, through scouring the near infinite territory of Google street views, is 

statistically even able to consistently find universal moments of “condensed 

being” which would make the greatest haiku poet weep. 

Under the auspices of conventional photography, these images — a dog 

struggling to transgress a gate whose holes are barely larger than its own 

skeleton; an infant crawling alone in front of a seemingly “fake” Gucci store; a 

derelict horse gnawing away at urban detritus for food — point to a kind of 

surreal alienation incurred, unconsciously, by a negligent modern world. These 

Lynchian moments are informed by their very verity, beyond cinematic or 

narrative agenda generally imposed by the invoked director, or those like him. 

The idea of art somewhat cheapens this enterprise. 



The lazy and easy answer is that God, his canvas our flesh and the space 

between us, is a great artist, perhaps a stunning genius so misunderstood that 

half the world despises him. This is a lesson in entropy, the soft arbitrariness of 

life, that when finally punctured by a sudden moment, oozes meaning. And yes, 

our friends at Google may have something to do with this, but their voice is 

muted, neutral, and merely incidental. Their camera is blind, even glib, in their 

profit-fueled survey of the known world. And God has yet to sign the gallery 

consignment, so this leaves us with you, me, and dear Jon, polishing these 

turds of absurdities into shiny diamonds. 

One motif we see over and over again is the prostitute between solicitations, 

just standing half-naked by a truck, her face blurred out. Such illicitness lends 

itself to the power of Jon’s either somber or enthralled voyeurism. It is difficult 

to read Jon, his sense of humor, sadness, cynicism, or irony; perhaps he is 

merely presenting us a version of a world as a journalist might. The unmarked 

story, if we are to engage ourselves with these prostitutes, is the explicit trade 

of sex. The invisible money shot only visible between the two participants. Our 

role, here, is to not see. But it is not just these whores whose faces are 

obscured, but everybody’s, as if simply being human is a derogatory act. 

These photographs, or I should say curation, are less about seeing than 

imagination, fueled, ironically, by the boring empiricism of life. We understand 

perfectly the preceding and subsequent moments of each image. A man crashes 

his car and lol calls his cell phone. A dog pisses legs raised on a wall, cognizant 

of and shamed by its non-humanness. A man vomits next to a pay phone, 

barely missing his shoes. The formal compositions of the photographs barely 

matter, and after a while, the subjects — the unwitting representatives of our 

race — seem to blur into one. All the drama — the car crashes, the indignant 

moonings and middle fingers, the near or imminent deaths, the police arrests, 

the mysterious fires — are slowly taken for granted, soon to reside in a shallow 

past, a pool in which we put our own shady memories. 

But I never want to forget that butterfly, the orange winged floating period that 

could end this sentence, if only this sentence marked my end. But I’m still 

looking, grateful for everything and everyone who might be responsible for 

this: Jon, God, Google, the butterfly, and maybe even me. People are ugly to 

one another, yet life, in its ultimate punkdom, is quietly beautiful. It’s 



ridiculous if you think about it. An OJ-esque white unmarked van with a 360º 

aggregated view drives around the world to visually dictate the flayed mark of 

road, passing whores, car crashes, kids on bikes, misguided animals, punks 

with guns, dying great wide landscapes — passing it all with a billon dollar 

budget right under our noses, in order to make a timeless appointment with a 

butterfly, who as a pair of floating lips, was able to muster a silent smile for 

me.  
	
  













	
  



 

 

 
 
Should you find yourself on the website of Philadelphia-based gallery Extra Extra, you’ll be prompted by a 
cryptic text to ingest the synthetic resin making up Yves Klein’s signature International Klein Blue. 
Appearing similar to a conversation found on a role playing game emulator, the text incites its viewer to 
download BNPJ.exe and charge down a hallucinatory rabbit hole into a virtual environment designed by 
new media artists Jon Rafman and Tabor Robak. 
 
The gallery’s first web based release, Bnpj.exe, combines past projects of both artists, notably Rafman’s 
Brand New Paint Job series and Robak’s Mansion project. For those unfamiliar, Rafman’s Brand New 
Paint Job pairs computer generated 3D renderings of objects with the signature aesthetics of art historical 
greats. Robak’s Mansion is a nearly inescapable, theatrical digital environment reminiscent of a haywire 
screensaver. BNPJ.exe invites the viewer into the combined habitat of Rafman’s renderings and Robak’s 
immersive and seemingly infinite Mansion project, mimicking the user functionality of a Y2K era role-
playing game such as Counterstrike. Distinct from such-role playing games, BNPJ.exe allows for little to 
no user interactivity, perhaps spare knocking over a chair or witnessing a wayward military tank. In the 
absence of interactivity, the pair has produced an engrossing virtual world, maintaining the aesthetics of a 
videogame without the clear objectives usually incited through interactive narratives. 



 

 
 

Turning the viewer into participant and art’s history into immersive visual environments, the multi-level 
interactive project feels like a contorted inversion of the Google Art Project. Creating digital walls out of 
paintings rather than digitizing environments out of walls, Google Art Project coincidentally was released 
only hours earlier the same day. The result is an illusorily self-determined investigation, with the 
participant left to explore each environment until they find the next hidden entrance. A disorienting series 
of IKB corridors opens into a vortex of Ellsworth Kelly’s Spectrum Colors Arranged By Chance. After a 
free fall through space filled with blimps patterned in Kelly’s works, Jackson Pollock’s Number 31 follows 
the contours of a mountainous seemingly militarized zone. Using arrow keys to navigate, the next level is 
found through traversing the sharp peaks and scaling a ramp into a sci-fi portal (a “stargate” specifically) 
with yet another environment framed in the history of modernist painting found through the threshold. 
As the environments mutate participants become more mentally—and almost physically—immersed in the 
digital environment. The virtual tunnel vision subsides only after participants find themselves at the bottom 
of an IKB well with no exit and the final phrase from the prefacing text becomes prescient, “As though in a 
trance, absorbed into the static blue all around you, swallowed like a ghost into its thick haze, you are no 
longer able to determine how much time has passed, how quickly it is passing, and how long you will be 
trapped here…” Slowly regaining critical consciousness it becomes apparent that Robak and Rafman lived 
up to their warning. BNPJ.exe swallows participants whole and leaves them in a virtual purgatory with no 
clear escape. 
 



 
 
Perhaps trapped in the blue abyss, just before consciousness returns, BNPJ.exe most clearly executes its 
ability to diminish one’s physical self in exchange for its virtual surround. But for all its potential to lure 
the participant into an artificial environment through their computer screen, BNPJ.exe refuses to entertain. 
While its pretty necessary to understand the vernacular of videogames in order to navigate from room to 
room, the project does not offer the entertainment features its chosen medium often facilitates. 
 
What looks and feels a lot like an allegorical techno phobic scenario from a mid ‘90’s movie about the 
dangerous encroachment of cyberspace into our daily lives may not be such a nostalgic one liner as it may 
first appear. Being trapped in the bottom of a virtual well evokes an undeniably sincere sense of 
disorientation and panic. But this sense of psychological entrapment seems to imply something greater, 
pointing toward the politics surrounding the digitization of aesthetic experience. BNPJ.exe shouldn’t be 
mistaken as a billboard for the collaborators’ technological know-how and proclivity for Modernist 
painting, though it remains dubious that the painting referents bear any relationship to the objects they 
inhabit. 
 
Outside the spectrum of the computer screen, the hypothetical ingestion of IKB’s seminal component, 
Rhodopas (whose title seamlessly blends sci-fi with art history), seems to indicate BNPJ.exe’s underlying 
implications. Hot on the heels of Google Art Project, its clear that art distributed through the web has 
already offered its rebuttal to those fearful that digitization implies the loss of our true ability to experience 
art. While we may not be at a point where we can re-imbue whatever is lost from art’s history digitally, 
BNPJ.exe proves the experiential in art is not lost with technological advancements, its more real than ever 
before. 
 
Editor’s note: Lauren Christiansen is a guest contributor to Image Conscious 
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Issue: 299 
“The Age Demanded,” Golden Age [1], through Dec 10. 
Art review 
By Jonathan Kinkley 
 
Jon Rafman roams Google Street View like a contemporary Robert Frank, 
discovering in street photos a rich narrative of life around the world. Nine Eyes of 
Google Street View snatches screenshots of Irish toughs flipping off the camera 
and of a naked woman standing on an Italian beach, personalizing Google’s all-
seeing eye. By emblazoning the Street View navigational tool and Google’s logo 
on each print, the Montreal-based artist nods to the images’ coproducer. Yet he 
also reminds us that we can use this tool for purposes other than Google’s. 
Many new-media works look outdated fast. Rafman’s work is much more 
substantive: He’s the rare digital native who’s cognizant of the artist’s role in the 
world and of art history. Though his experiments involve the latest technology 
and Web trends, such as crowdsourcing and viral memes, his attempt to 
celebrate and humanize digital media has staying power. 
 
Adept at making machinima (videos shot in virtual worlds), Rafman 
created Woods of Arcady in Second Life, linking pastoral scenes of real-life 
ancient statues and monuments that have been transformed into rudimentary 
virtual 3-D models. A Yeats poem lamenting the end of the classical era and the 
beginning of the modern narrates the piece, ironically, given that modern 
technology made this digital arcadia attainable. 
 
It’s a shame that Golden Age’s tiny quarters require Rafman’s work to be 
sandwiched between bookshelves and hung in a hallway. But this solo show 
breathes life into so many different aspects of online culture it could speak for a 
wide swath of new-media artists. 
 
Publish Date:  
11/17/2010  
	
  



	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  



 

Art In Review 
By Karen Rosenberg 

 

 

It may seem like a stroke of morbid journalistic humor that the New Museum’s “Free,” a show exploring 
the Internet as a public art space, coincides with another exhibition titled “The Last Newspaper.” On the 
third floor, artists are toiling in a makeshift newsroom; on the second, they’re dismantling the last traces 
of print culture.  

Or so you might think. In reality, the shows offer similar experiences — lots of reading, supplemented by 
video, photography, performance and multifarious conceptual object-tweaking.  

Certainly the organizer of “Free” — Lauren Cornell, the executive director of Rhizome.org and an adjunct 
curator at the New Museum — deserves credit for thinking off-screen. “Art engaged with the Internet 
does not require it to exist online,” she writes in her essay in the virtual catalog.  

So sculptures that make use of objects found on eBay, by Hanne Mugaas and Amanda Ross-Ho, are fair 
game. So are Rashaad Newsome’s collages of Web-based images, though these don’t feel substantially 
different from the print variety.  

Meanwhile, some significant platforms go ignored; none of the 50 works on view engage Facebook, 
YouTube (for that, you’ll have to go to the Guggenheim — see Roberta Smith’s review of “YouTube Play” 
on Page 29) or Twitter. (Tumblr, a Twitter competitor, does play a significant role.) These omissions feel 
like a missed opportunity.  

In many ways “Free” is most interesting as an exercise in open-source curating. In her essays and labels, 
Ms. Cornell makes frequent references to the Creative Commons co-founder Lawrence Lessig’s 2004 
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book “Free Culture” and the artist Seth Price’s 2002 essay “Dispersion.” Mr. Price’s “Dispersion” is 
particularly relevant because it talks about the Web’s superseding of physical public space.  

“We should recognize that collective experience is now based on simultaneous private experiences, 
distributed across the field of media culture, knit together by ongoing debate, publicity, promotion and 
discussion,” he writes.  

True to its argument, “Dispersion” exists in multiple forms — one of which is a screenprinted-
polystyrene wall sculpture titled “Essay With Knots” (2008).  

But the art in “Free” doesn’t always rise to the level of the dialogue. It’s also darker and more cynical — 
or maybe it just looks that way, weeks after a Webcam prank made one teenager distraught enough to 
jump off the George Washington Bridge.  

“LEAVE ME ALONE” says a giant T-shirt by Ms. Ross-Ho, despite the mellow associations of its tie-dyed 
rainbow spiral. The message is reinforced by three Northern Irish teenagers making an obscene gesture 
to a Google Street View camera, in one of several images painstakingly recovered and isolated by Jon 
Rafman.  

Even projects rooted in creative problem-solving have a way of becoming dystopian. At last year’s 
“Seven on Seven” conference, initiated by Ms. Cornell, artists were paired with Internet entrepreneurs 
and asked to innovate under strict time limits. The Internet-video artist Ryan Trecartin teamed up with 
David Karp, founder of the microblogging platform Tumblr. Their brainchild, “River the Net,” is now 
projected on a large screen in the museum. Essentially it’s a stream of video clips uploaded by visitors to 
their site, with tags that allow the viewer to toggle from one 10-second clip to the next. In an interview 
on an art blog, Mr. Trecartin described it as “a movie made by everyone and the plot arc is the life of a 
tag.” With its attention-deficit pacing, it shares some of the qualities of Mr. Trecartin’s own videos. It 
also looks a lot like the site Chatroulette, and has some of the same problems — becoming, at times, a 
vehicle for pornography. (The museum version, like the Web site, isn’t censored.) But the real thrill is in 
the often odd coupling of words (each clip has three tags) and moving images.  

An intense desire for communal experience underlies many of the works in “Free,” whether or not they 
exist or were produced on the Internet. Aleksandra Domanovic’s “19:30,” a split-screen video 
installation, combines introductory graphics from local news programs from the former Yugoslavia with 
footage of techno-raves.  

Similarly, Lisa Oppenheim’s series of slide projections, “The Sun Is Always Setting Somewhere Else,” 
mines the Flickr posts of United States soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan for postcard-worthy photographs 
of sunsets. The Flickr images, printed out and held up to actual skies, transcend banality with a nagging 
sense of homesickness.  

Other artists cleverly subvert the protocol of online communities. Using Yahoo! Answers, Joel Holmberg 
aims profound, existential inquiries at an audience more accustomed to supplying practical knowledge. 
It’s amusing to see people struggle to field questions like, “How do you occupy space?”  

Martijn Hendricks, meanwhile, infiltrates an online forum on the video of Saddam Hussein’s execution. 
His “Untitled Black Video” (2009) shows the comments only, in white text at the bottom of a dark 
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screen. Some cheer and others express outrage, but a sizable number simply complain about the poor 
video quality.  

Technical difficulties inspire Andrea Longacre-White, who repeatedly reshoots low-resolution 
photographs of car accidents until the images themselves become blurry wrecks. Working in black and 
white, she’s a Weegee for what we used to call the information superhighway.  

Not everything in the show is gloomy, suspicious or sinister. The tone of Alexandre Singh’s “School of 
Objects Criticized,” a quirky and compelling sculptural tableau, is defiantly antic. Using spotlighted 
pedestals and a soundtrack, he transforms toys and household items into characters in a lively comedy 
of manners (after Molière’s “School for Wives”).  

A feminist Slinky toy and a “neo-post-Marxist” bottle of bleach, among others, engage in dinner-party 
discussions about Duchamp, Woody Allen and other cultural touchstones. On paper it’s childish, but in 
practice it skewers the chattering class and shows off Mr. Singh’s excellent ear for dialogue (also 
flaunted in his lecture-style performances).  

“School of Objects Criticized” has a room to itself, at the end of the show, and in many ways it stands 
apart. It doesn’t seem to have much to do with the Internet, or “free culture”; in fact, an analog tape 
recorder is among the anthropomorphized items.  

That’s the problem with “Free,” in general. It’s a conversation and an exhibition that aren’t quite on the 
same page.  

“Free” continues through Jan. 23 at the New Museum, 235 Bowery, at Prince Street, Lower East Side; 
(212) 219-1222, newmuseum.org. 
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The Portraits of Google Street View 
Nov 9 2010, 2:22 PM ET By Alexis Madrigal  

 

The New Museum in New York has a fascinating exhibition up through January called Free that 
takes "explores how the internet has fundamentally changed our landscape of information and 
our notion of public space." The catalog from the show is online for all to see. 

My acquaintance Joanne McNeil wrote an essay for the book that I love. She looks at what 
several works from the show say about how we see our collective future. Jon Rafman's 
Selections from 9 Eyes of Google Street View underpin her analysis. Rafman culled unintentional 
portraits of people going about their lives as the Google van rumbled by. He found the art 
embedded inside this decidedly prosaic mapping exercise. 

McNeil, for her part, thinks hard about Google's project through the years. She projects a time 
when the image quality of Google's technology will plateau. Without timestamps or physical 
markers of their era, the site "will achieve a perfect atemporality." 

Time is just another thing to scramble and remix on the Internet. Now Google is in the process 
of reshooting everything in higher resolution, creating the possibility of an enormous geomatic 
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archive if they continue the project. There are reports that the company intends to "refresh" 
the data every year. Eventually the quality of Street View photography will peak and the 
website will achieve a perfect atemporality. The image quality of 100 Oak St in Google Street 
View in 2015 will look no different from a 2025 representation. Date is then determined by 
recondite indications of the landscape and architecture transforming. No sepia tone, no lens 
flare occurs to sort these images into their respective moments in history.  

 
Her conclusion about the networked world is not unlike Bruce Sterling's. We live in atemporal 
times, he's been telling us. The real world of the future has, in the important senses, frozen in 
our imagination, McNeil says. 

The future was once represented in fantastically romantic ways: white spacesuits, buildings 
infinite in height, interplanetary travel, alien interactions, an abundance of wealth, and robot 
servitude. Now the future is represented as something more compressed and accessible. The 
future is on the Internet, in those screens we glance at intermittently at all waking hours of the 
day. Our expectation is the "IRL" world will look not much unlike what we see today. It is a 
future of gradual changes, incorporating familiar aspects with new but not too crazy updated 
technology. What is in abundance is not wealth but information. 

The idea of the future is now a distorted mirror. It is the future of screens. Like the 
daguerreotype, screens contain memory and reflection, as well as an unknown difference only 
discerning eyes can see. We are overfutured. We've reached the point where the past, present, 
and future look no different from one another. 
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Avec view sur la vie 
L’artiste canadien Jon Rafman puise dans Google Street View la matière à l’élaboration de ses 

fictions. 

Par MARIE LECHNER 
 
«Je n’ai pas une seule photo d’elle, alors que nous avons passé notre jeunesse ensemble, à 
parcourir le monde.» Le narrateur du film You the World and I, qui se déploie sur le globe virtuel 
Google Earth, déplore n’avoir aucune trace de cette amie qui refusait obstinément de se laisser 
prendre en photo. Puis se souvient que, lors d’un séjour sur la côte italienne, la voiture Google 
était en maraude. Il sillonne comme un forcené Google Street View et finit par la trouver. Une 
photo floutée d’une jeune femme de dos, face à la mer, qui rappelle ces clichés de famille passés, 
empreints de nostalgie. L’image qui a inspiré cette intrigante fiction, l’artiste montréalais Jon 
Rafman l’a effectivement trouvée sur Street View. Ces photos prises automatiquement par des 
voitures Google le fascine. En 2009, Rafman a collectionné une étonnante série de captures 
d’écrans extraites des vues panoramiques de Street View pour le blog Art Fag City, intitulé «Nine 
Eyes of Google Street View». «Au début, j’étais attiré par l’esthétique amateur de ces images 
brutes, écrit Rafman, Street View évoquait cette urgence que je ressentais dans la photographie 
de rue ancienne. Avec son regard supposé neutre, la photographie Street View a une qualité 
spontanée qui n’est pas altérée par la sensibilité ou les arrière-pensée d’un photographe 
humain.» Une vraie photographie documentaire, donc, capturant des fragments de réalité 
débarrassés de toute intention culturelle. Tous les 10 à 20 mètres, les neuf appareils photo 
enregistrent automatiquement ce qui passe dans leur champ puis un logiciel assemble les images 
pour en faire des panoramiques, d’où Rafman extrait différentes sélections, faisant référence à 
l’histoire de la photographie ou critiquant le mode de représentation de la vie moderne formaté 
par Google. Certaines captures évoquent le réalisme brutal de la vie urbaine, réminiscence du 
travail des photographes de rue américains (comme cet homme armé d’un fusil d’assaut dans les 
rues d’une ville du Dakota), des scènes de crimes, des incendies mais aussi des instantanés façon 
carte postale, tel ce baiser volé rue de la Huchette à Paris, qui évoque Doisneau, capturant ce que 
Cartier-Bresson appelait «l’instant décisif». Ou encore cet homme entraperçu par la porte 
entrebâillée d’une pissotière rue du Faubourg-du-Temple, qui rappelle à Rafman les mises en 
scène du Canadien Jeff Wall. Sa collection recèle des vues inespérées, tel cet arc-en-ciel formant 
une arche autour d’une route déserte de l’Iowa ou ces paysages psychédéliques provenant 
d’erreurs de caméra. 
Si Street View propose une variété de styles, c’est dans une grammaire visuelle qui lui est propre, 
dictée par le mode de production de l’image : les visages floutés (façon photos volées de 
paparazzi), la texture numérique et une perception faussée de profondeur, analyse Rafman. Par 
ailleurs observe-t-il, si nous avons une chance égale d’être photographié par la machine, en 
réalité, ce sont souvent les pauvres, les marginaux, les prostituées qui tombent dans l’œil de 
Google. Cet œil intrusif provoque d’ailleurs, à son passage, des doigts d’honneur quand ce ne sont 
pas des culs, des mains qui recouvrent le visage et des têtes qui se baissent. 
«Bien que l’image soit obtenue par un appareil photo automatique, estime l’artiste, le spectateur 
ne peut s’empêcher d’interpréter l’image, et d’y chercher du sens.» Or Street View enregistre tout 
sans accorder de signification à rien, observant le monde d’un regard détaché et 
indifférent. «Nous sommes bombardés d’impressions fragmentées, noyés sous les données, mais 
souvent nous voyons trop de choses sans rien en retenir», constate l’artiste qui questionne la 
prétention impérialiste de Google à ordonnancer l’information pour nous, fixant le cadre de nos 
connaissances et perceptions. 
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Pablo Lafuente is a writer, curator and 
academic, and the managing editor of 
the arts magazine Afterall. His writing 
has been published in Flash Art, Art 
Monthly, frieze, Parkett, Radical 
Philosophy and the Wire, and he has a 
soft spot for romantic philosophy and 
Marxist aesthetics. 

Ajay RS Hothi: What is Afterall?
Pablo Lafuente: It is a research and 
publishing organisation, part of the 
research department of Central Saint 
Martins, which itself is part of the 
University of the Arts, London. 
We’ve been operating for over 11 
years and we research contem-
porary art and publish a journal, 
an online platform and a series 
of books. The idea is that each of 
the platforms tackles contem-
porary art from a different 
perspective, while always trying 
to make a connection between art 
and its wider theoretical, social 
and political context. 

Primarily it is an academic 
publishing organisation; we are 
part of the university, so we need to 
engage with the students, to work 
for them, and also for the profes-
sionals, professors and teachers 
who are dedicated to contemporary 
art practice. We get support from 
Arts Council England and we have 
working relationships with organi-
sations such as the International 
University of Andalucía in Seville, 
the Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Antwerp, the Academy of 
Fine Arts in Vienna and the Van 
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven.

The context of the visual 
arts since the 1960s has been very 
open, and Afterall has always tried 
to deal with art in a manner that 
is not too difficult to grasp – not 
by getting rid of the complexities of the 
art, but by using a means of expression that 
makes it accessible to anyone who wants 
to try. It’s also important to us to make 
a product (a book, a journal, a website) 
that actually looks and feels nice. There 
is close attention to detail in the writing, 
but also in how things look and feel, when 
you have them in your hand or when you 
display them on your screen. It’s impossible 
to offer a completely fair, accurate and full 
representation of most art on the printed 
page, but we believe you have to try to 
make something that people actually want 
to grab, want to take with them. 

AH: Considering the number of partners 
you work with, many of whom are heavy-
weight international institutions, some 
with their own research units and interests, 
do you find that there’s an impact on your 
editorial freedom?
PL: There’s no such thing as full editorial 
freedom. When I first arrived at Afterall, 
over 5 years ago, the attitude I mentioned 
earlier – of starting with art and looking 
to connect it to the world at large – was 
already there, and it has remained. Every 
project involves a good amount of people –  

meeting, discussing, even arguing about 
how things should be done and why this 
particular topic is important or not right 
now. It’s important that such a discussion 
process happens with people outside of our 
London office – and that gives us a lot of 
freedom, allowing us to think outside of 
our immediate context. At the same time, 
these structures of support that we’ve 
put in place give us freedom from direct 
commercial demands and expectations. 
This allows us to focus on things that might 
not be touched on by other publishers in 
the English language: we’ve been spending a 
lot of time researching exhibition practice, 

in Europe and the US, but also in South 
America and eastern Europe, for example. 
We have been trying not to tell one story, 
but to tell different stories. If we had to 
look too closely at sales figures, we wouldn’t 
be able to do that.

I don’t want to sound like what we do 
is commercial suicide, as some of our titles 
sell very well. But some of our choices are 
perhaps adventurous: we’re doing a book 
now about the 1989 Havana Biennial. We 
don’t quite know how many people in the 
English-speaking world are interested in 

that exhibition and the issues it raises, but 
we think it’s one of the most importwant 
exhibitions of the past 50 years, so the 
book has to be done.

AH: Eleven years is a long time for a publica-
tion, especially a public-facing research 
journal, to be around. Do you think Afterall 
carries a weight that other art journals do not?
PL: I don’t want to sound presumptuous, 
but in the last three or four years we’ve 
found that the name “Afterall” carries with 
it a certain credit. We are better known in 
Europe than in the US, and more in those 
territories than in South America, Asia 

or Africa. We have a lot of interest from 
people who want to write for us and from 
artists who would like to be featured. But 
that weight is something that you have to 
keep working on. Art publishing is a curious 
business, especially because it rarely works 
as a business, and trying to do “good” busi-
ness pretty much determines your choices.

AH: Do you have predetermined choices in 
that respect?
PL: Our choices are determined by an attempt 
to offer a range of alternative approaches to 

art, by commissioning different 
approaches to writing. We have 
a series of books called One Work, 
each title offering a study of a 
single artwork, and trying to offer 
as a series an alternative canon of 
art history since the 1960s. The 
BFI does that with films, and 
there’s a similar series of books 
focusing on records, but in art it 
hasn’t been done before. The idea 
of reading art history not only 
through the figure of the artist 
or through art movements, but 
through specific artworks, opens 
up a different way of thinking 
about art. The focus on specific 
works might add to a cumula-
tive, appreciative knowledge. You 
could also argue that it might 
add to the commercial value of 
the work. Art history has been 
dominated by biography and 
linear conceptions of time, and 
that’s not necessarily the best way 
of looking at art (or history) – it 
certainly shouldn’t be the only way 
of doing so. Other combinations 
of approaches might give a more 
complex picture.

The journal is now published 
under a Creative Commons 
licence. Whoever wants to use 
the texts – not the images, as 

very few artists release them under such 
licences – can print them and distribute 
them if they’re not doing it in search of 
profit, and all they have to do is give credit 
to the publication. They could have done 
it before, but the idea is that we are a 
public institution dealing with research 
and knowledge – we produce things with 
the intention of making them the subject 
of discussion.

afterall.org

Montreal resident Jon Rafman is at 
the forefront of a new wave of internet 
artists and filmmakers from around the 
world. He’s best known for his tumblr 
blog The Nine Eyes of Google Street 
View – a collection of found photo-
graphs – and for his narrative films made 
in Second Life, and he has just finished 
a new film about professional video 
gamers. Rafman spoke to Dean Kissick 
via Skype about finding Shangri-La 
in a run-down Chinatown arcade, and 
finding ’20s Parisian café culture on the 
internet.

Dean Kissick: Why did you 
decide to make a piece about an 
arcade?
Jon Rafman: It started about 
four years ago. I was hanging out 
at this arcade in Chicago, where I 
was going to college at the time, 
and I met this gamer who had 
reached a certain pinnacle in his 
short career that was so high – 
you’re at your best when you’re 
still in your teens, because your 
hand-eye co-ordination is at its 
peak – and from that moment on 
he lived in the past. I liked the 
idea of this character who was 
reminiscing about his glory days 
at the joystick, and I had always 
wanted to tell the story of the end 
of an era. So the film would be an 
elegy to the arcade era, and also 
to a person living in an age where 
everything is so accelerated that 
you can be outmoded when you’re 
still in your 20s.

Then I moved to New York 
and I discovered this arcade in 
Chinatown: just this little smelly 
hole in the wall, packed with teen-
agers, reeking with sweat and bad 
Chinese food, and all the machines 
were dilapidated. But at the back 
there were four new machines playing 
Street Fighter 4, with massive amounts of 
kids crowded around the machines, betting 
money and competing against each other. 
And it turns out it was considered the 
last great arcade on the east coast, and it’s 
where all the greatest east coast players 
emerged. I already wanted to tell the story 
and I had started playing around with it, 
and shooting stuff with actors, but when I 
found this place it was like, everything’s so 
much more real – my fantasy of this world 
didn’t even come close to the richness of 
the reality of it. Every day I’d go there and 
hang out at the arcade.

DK: So what happened?
JR: I learnt about one guy who was consid-
ered the first east coast champion: his name 
was Eddie Lee and he pioneered the New 
York style of gameplay, “turtle style”, an 
extremely defensive form of fighting where 
you just constantly run away. Anyway, he 
disappeared after a while, and everyone 
had different stories, but apparently he was 
picked up by these Wall Street types who 
thought that pro video gamers would make 
amazing day traders, because it requires 
the same skills: fast-paced decision-making 

and just going with your intuition; under-
standing these limited rules and working 
within them, and working fast. So he 
became a day trader and made millions 
of dollars, and he hasn’t returned to the 
game. And everyone wants him to return, 
but he’s moved on. He was an inspiration 
for my film, which uses the interviews that 
I’ve shot at the arcade and “machinima” –  
basically, using video games to make 
movies – shot in Second Life. The whole 
movie takes place in Second Life, and the 
story’s told in a nostalgic voiceover from a 
character who was once a great video-game 
player, but is now thinking about his past, 

and whether anyone will actually remember 
him. Ultimately, gamers are not playing for 
money, so a huge part of it is playing for 
respect and having their legacy live on.

DK: Did you have any filmic influences?
JR: Structurally I’m most influenced by 
Chris Marker, who uses montage and found 
footage to weave together narratives.

DK: I’ve heard that he uses Second Life 
himself, that he’s constructed his own 
virtual archipelago and museum.

JR: I have a feeling he got help building 
that world, and he’s in his 80s now so I 
wonder whether he actually hangs out 
in Second Life. But he was one of the 
pioneers of interactive models of art back 
in the ’90s, and he very much embraces 
new technologies. I think he’s a modernist 
in a postmodern world, which is kind of 
how I feel. There’s this fragmentation 
that’s occurred, and it’s taken to new levels 
with the increasing amounts of informa-
tion that we’re constantly processing every 
day, and as artists we need to confront that. 
There’s a sense of loss in Marker’s films, 
but it’s never nostalgic to the point of pure 

pessimism. His magnum opus, Sans Soleil, 
is all about in Japan in the ’80s, which was 
the most technologically and economi-
cally advanced culture of the time, so he’s  
definitely interested in the future as well as 
the past.

DK: Are you nostalgic for the past?
JR: Every generation migrates to a new 
centre, and I think the internet is the equiv-
alent of Paris in the ’20s – with all the great 
expatriate writers from Ernest Hemingway 
to James Joyce to Gertrude Stein – or 

postwar New York. I can’t visit 
my friend’s studio, or meet in 
a café, but I can communicate 
through Skype, like with you right 
now. The “net art” community  
that I found online is who I’m in 
dialogue with, and they’re basi-
cally providing the inspiration 
and audience that is helping forge 
this new vernacular that is very 
much tied to the internet. You 
don’t have that tangible touch and 
physicality of hanging out in New 
York in the ’50s or Paris in the 
’20s, but at the same time it’s way 
more international, and I’m able 
to reach way more people – it’s 
reflecting the modern experience, 
which is extremely tied down to 
the computer.

DK: On that note, can you explain 
the process of exploring the world 
through Google Street View?
JR: I’ll usually go to places that 
I really want to go in real life, or 
places that the Google cars are 
exploring at the moment, because 
often if there’s something crazy 
in these photographs it won’t 
have been caught or deleted yet. 
On the Street View website it 
tells you where the cars are at the 
moment – so right now, Romania 

and Brazil – and it’s great because they’re 
progressively moving towards the less 
developed countries, and those are often more 
exotic and less documented. For instance, 
I now have a far better understanding of 
the geography of a Brazilian favela than I 
ever did before. And when I first started, 
I would go on these marathon Street View 
runs where I would almost enter a trancelike 
state of just clicking and gathering and not  
stopping until I found an incredible image. 

jonrafman.com

The Age Demanded #1 (2010). Courtesy of the artist  portrait by Ajay RS Hothi
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