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The games artists play
S a l ly O’Re i l ly pursues the fre e - fo r-all ethos of ga m i n g.

I N H A B I T E D 2 S P A C E S

P L AY AND MAKING A RT HAVE OFTEN been com-
p a re d , as both possess abstract qualities and
ambiguous outcomes that are ri ch fodder for analy-
s i s .A rt ’s moot relationship to utility in a capitalist
s o c i e t y, and the art i s t ’s typically solitary wo r k i n g
p rocesses offer re a dy parallels to the child in the
s a n d p i t . In Homo Ludens ( 1 9 3 8 ) , the psych o l ogi s t
Johan Hu i z i n ga described play as “a voluntary activ-
ity executed within certain fi xed limits of time and
p l a c e , a c c o rding to rules fre e ly accepted, a b s o l u t e ly
binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by
a feeling of tension, j oy and the consciousness that
it is diffe rent from ordinary life ” . This cert a i n ly
sounds like making art , but then it also
has mu ch in common with, s ay, t h e
work of a stock b ro ker or a ve t .
Hu i z i n ga ’s point was that work and
p l ay are not distinct and that re c re-
ation is not tri v i a l , but interp e n e t ra t e s
d a i ly life .
G a m e s , as a re fined form of play,
fo l l ow certain ch a ra c t e ristics that
might also be useful for fo r mu l a t i n g
a rt . Adult ga m e s , wh i ch tend to
e s ch ew the fre e - form element of
fa n t a s y, could be divided into those
that hinge on ch a n c e ,s t ra t e gy or dex-
t e ri t y. But wh i ch ever way you carve
them up, games are a way of stru c-
t u ring time that provide the playe r
with purp o s e , re c u r ring motifs and
ch a l l e n ges – sure ly a gift to the art i s t
wishing to absorb an audience. Th e
p rog ression of twentieth century art
f rom gallery bound, object-based work to tra n s i t o r y
events outside the gallery can be traced by fo l l ow-
ing the use of games as a form or subject. A l t h o u g h
the gallery is still paramount in the staging of art ,
a rtists are ,m o re and more ,p u rsuing activities that
m i r ror the fre e - fo r-all ethos of ga m i n g.
The Surrealists we re interested in supplanting the
mantle of reality with the art i ficial rules of ga m e s .
Th ey used many methods of emu l a t i o n , s i mu l a t i o n
and imagination in the form of automatic wri t i n g,
chain games such as Exquisite Co rp s e, f ro t t a ge as a
visual technique for manipulating ch a n c e , and re i n-
venting and re o rd e ring the world through collage .
E s s e n t i a l ly, in a bid to ove rcome the fa m i l i a rity of

the banal, the Surre a l i s t s ’ opponents we re either
fate or their own consciousness. Their games we re
exe rcises to extend themselves wh i ch , a l t h o u g h
i n fluential for artists throughout the twe n t i e t h
c e n t u r y, we re not re c reation for the masses.
1960s and 1970s Conceptual art provides ex a m p l e s
of the artist as self-imposed pursuer of goals or
fo l l ower of ru l e s . M u ch process art offe rs an open
i nvitation to the audience not to participate in, b u t
to ‘ ge t ’ the ga m e .A m e rican artist Douglas Heubler’s
work is a ge n t ly absurd manifestation of seri o u s ,
o n t o l ogical ga m e s . In Va ri able Piece #135, S t a t e
Co l l eg e, E d i n b o ro, Pe n n s y l va n i a, Ja nu a ry 1974,

Heubler instructed students to find someone they
c o n s i d e red their doppelga n ger and photog ra p h
t h e m s e l ves with them. He awa rded his fee of $200
d o l l a rs as a pri ze to the best photog ra p h , the winner
of wh i ch could not re ly on ch a n c e ,s t ra t e gy or dex-
t e rity as the whole notion was subjective and
b eyond the ‘ fa i r n e s s ’ of ga m e s . Adam Chodzko ’s
God Loo k a l i ke Co m p e t i t i o n was a similarly unstru c-
t u red game that relied on a comical or bizarre take
on visual pari t y : the artist placed an ad in the clas-
s i fieds paper L oo t that asked people to send in pho-
t og raphs of themselves if they thought they looke d
l i ke God. S i m i l a r ly, C h o d z ko ’s hand-drawn posters
a d ve rtising a meeting of people with stammers to

d e s c ribe a fi re – an edition of fi f t e e n , all slightly dif-
fe re n t , so that the series itself is a stammer – has a
subtle playfulness that hints at intervention ra t h e r
than an outri g h t , s t ru c t u red ga m e . Te l l i n g ly, t h e
results of Heubler’s wo r k , ch i e fly photog raphs and
t ex t s , although collated in parks, s t reets or desert s ,
and Chodzko ’s public notices are always pre s e n t e d
as gallery art .
Games constitute blocks of conceptual space in wh i ch
p a rticipants must be re a dy to take on the attitude of
eve r yone else invo l ve d , the artist would there fo re
relinquish total contro l , being fo rced to take on a
‘ p o s t - a u t o n o m o u s ’ s t a n c e . Po s t - a u t o n o my was a

mode of practice that ori ginated in
Europe in the late 1980s in an attempt
to sideline Modernist traditions of ex h i-
bition art .C h a ra c t e rised by an openness
that is participatory or collabora t i ve ,
post-autonomous work does not con-
stitute an ‘ a u t o n o m o u s ’ object to be
s i m p ly on display.A m e ri c a n - I s raeli art i s t s
C l e gg & Guttman’s Open Air Libra ry
(1992) was their reconfiguration of the
k i b b u t z , in that the community wa s
e n t rusted to ove rsee their own fa c i l i-
t i e s : sets of shelves we re installed in
va rious spaces in and around Graz in
Au s t ria and the books could be bor-
rowed, but were just as often defaced.
The discourse of post-autonomous pra c-
tice cove rs serious issues such as the
re c o n s t ruction of art without institu-
t i o n s , and does not tend to be playful in
its appro a ch so, although the ga l l e r y

walls are noticeably dissolving, the need for fully
interactive play is yet to be satisfied.
The list of gaming in art would stre t ch far and wide
t h rough the decades: the hi-jinks of the Fluxus
g ro u p, B ruce Nauman’s wo rd play, Paul Noble’s
b o a rd game D o l ey, M a u rizio Cattelan’s bar fo o t-
ball for two teams of eleven playe rs… But this list
would illustrate the inva riable reluctance of art i s t s
to present work outside the ga l l e r y, wh i ch may be
accounted for in a number of way s . The tra d i t i o n a l
role of the artist is one of hermetic cre a t o r, and to
i nvo l ve other non-artists would destroy the ro m a n-
tic ideal; a l s o, m o re pra g m a t i c a l ly, public areas are
so bound up with legislation that it is often impos-
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sible to realise a project that does not meet the
re q u i rements of authori t i e s . This difficulty is high-
lighted by Jeanne van Heeswijk’s D raw a Line ( 2 0 0 0 )
that was part of ‘ Te r ri t o r y ’ , a large group ex h i b i t i o n
at To kyo Opera City A rt Gallery. Heeswijk re s t a ge d
a traditional Dutch ch i l d re n ’s street ga m e , t h e
object of wh i ch is to take it in turns to divide up a
rectangle of eart h , or terri t o r y, to optimum per-
sonal adva n t a ge . E a ch player throws a knife into
their opponent’s half of the are a , wh i ch marks the
corner from wh i ch they must draw a rectangle with
minimal loss of land. In the ga l l e r y, the polder wa s
re p resented by a rectangle of compacted eart h ,b u t
the use of a knife was not permitted. The art i s t
p roposed that a blunt butter knife be used instead,
but the gallery argued that, as the Japanese had
no such re fe rence as ‘butter knife ’ , it was still a
potential we a p o n . The only way that the tra d i t i o n a l
implement would be tolerated was if it was made
by an artist and there fo re a piece of work in its
own ri g h t . When it came to trying to stage the
game outside the ga l l e r y, the problems we re insur-
m o u n t a b l e . The accompanying leaflet had to carry
the logos of the sponsors , wh i ch instantly implied
liability and accountability. Public safety became
an insoluble pro b l e m , as a member of gallery staff
was re q u i red to be pre s e n t , as well as a securi t y
o ffi c e r, someone to hand out the leaflets and people
to demonstrate the ga m e . What was a simple,
a rchaic street game suddenly became a large insti-

tutional knot of pro b l e m s , and D raw a Line n eve r
found its way into the public domain.
Th e re are moments when pure leisure , so erro-
n e o u s ly visualised by quaint Utopianists as ex p a n d-
ing with tech n o l ogy, does manage to find a fo o t h o l d
in the serious business of art . London at large has
seen nu m e rous events such as the A rt i c u l t u ral Show
on the South Bank (1999), G avin Tu r k ’s L ive S t o ck
M a rke t (1997) and Factual Nonsense’s Fête Wo rs e
Than Death and Hanging Picnic in Hoxton (1994
and 1995 re s p e c t i ve ly ) . The myths surrounding them
disguise the reality of the eve n t s , wh i ch we re
i n ev i t a b ly art world days out that invo l ved a lot of
h a n ging aro u n d . A tempora r y, a l - f resco art wo r l d
s t ru c t u re erected itself, o u t weighing the ge n e ra l
p u b l i c. It was still an insider job.
Th e re are an increasing number of artists fo u n d i n g
t ransitory art spaces. For instance, Ella Gibb’s pro j e c t
space B e l t in London has been a ve nue for A my
P l a n t ’s communal card game and To m o ko Ta k a h a s h i ’s
t we n t y - four hour game of Pa t i e n c e , as well as a
jumble sale and fondue part y. This designation of
n ew stru c t u res is one way of bypassing a ga l l e r y ’s
c o m m e rcial re s t ra i n t s , but when aiming for the fullest
l evel of part i c i p a t i o n ,t h e re are many existing public
institutions that can be tempora ri ly appro p ri a t e d .
Mark Wa l l i n ge r ’s A Real Wo rk of A rt was an instance of
stealth infi l t ration of the turf and gambling wo r l d s ,
when he and a group of fe l l ow artists bought a ra c e-
h o rse wh i ch ran a few times under the name A Re a l

Wo rk of A rt, but was eve n t u a l ly re t i red due to injury.
Anna Best’s Me c c a (1999) was an installation at a
State Mecca Bingo Hall, with an evening bingo ga m e
for re g u l a rs , as well as art world new c o m e rs that
was staged with a specially remodulated video,
Wu r l i t zer music and number caller. Best tends to
work in this way, i nvolving a large number of collab-
o ra t i ve members from specialist gro u p s . A Real Po ny
Race for a Bri d l e (1997) took place in Burgess Pa r k ,
Pe ck h a m . I n s p i red by a nineteenth century poster
for a local pony ra c e , the event was attended by
p o ny club members and the ge n e ral public.
To m o ko Takahashi and Simon Fa i t h f u l l ’s nocturnal
game ‘I t’ – the chase game in wh i ch one person is ‘ i t ’
and to be avoided – took place in Clissold Pa r k ,S t o ke
N ew i n g t o n , and was attended by locals. Wh o eve r
was ‘ i t ’ wo re a white coat, while eve r yone else wo re
white factory hats that we re all illuminated by ultra-
violet lights, making it look like an obscure pagan ri t e .
Faithfull talks about the hazards of such a public
eve n t , with the potential for a fl a re up or abuse fro m
o n - l o o ke rs .U n fo rt u n a t e ly, the piece was eve n t u a l ly
fo rced into a less ri s ky gallery installation in
Ta k a h a s h i ’s exhibition ‘A Re c o rd of Eve n t s ’ at Hales
G a l l e r y, London (2000): the video fo o t a ge was sub-
jected to tri cksy editing and displayed on monitors ,
white coats and hats hung on hooks and paper wa s
s t rewn on the floor to re c reate a sort of centra l
c o n t rol offi c e . The spontaneity of the game wa s
s t ripped away and a denuded ve rsion installed in

the static gallery env i ro n m e n t . S i m i l a r ly, U ri Tz a i g ’s
soccer match with two balls between Jewish and
A rab Israelis became a video installation, and Sophie
C a l l e ’s ro l e - p l aying projects are presented as photo-
g raphic evidence on gallery wa l l s . E ven the
Situationists re c o rded their urban interventions fo r
p o s t e ri t y. Is this inclination due to gallery pre s s u res to
yield a pro d u c t , or the understandable human desire
to produce something solid and lasting? 
Perhaps the fi rst prog ramme of intera c t i ve and tra n-
sitory ga m e s - a s - a rt was initiated by The New
Games Foundation in San Francisco in the mid
1 9 7 0 s . It pro b a b ly remains unri valled in terms of
s c a l e : their Recession Re c re a t i o n summer sch o o l ,i n
the US, Au s t ralia and the UK, was a new concept of
p l ay that invo l ved up to 10,000 members of the
c o m munity at some eve n t s . It took the form of
hu ge play sessions in wh i ch games we re inve n t e d ,
adjusted and played by anyone who wished to join
i n . The events re q u i red minimum re s o u rces and
e m p l oyed the two methodologies ‘soft wa r ’ a n d
‘ c re a t i ve play ’ . The aim was to bring dive rse people
t oge t h e r, emphasising self-awa reness and toge t h-
e r n e s s , while avoiding competition and superi o r-
i t y. The negotiability of rules was import a n t , as it
meant that games could be made fa i re r, s a fer or
m o re interesting for the particular people invo l ve d .
S p e c t a t o rism was discoura ged – all those pre s e n t
we re part i c i p a t o rs – while local authorities we re
advised to note their commu n i t i e s ’ ch a n ging needs.
With the burgeoning use of computers , p e r h a p s
the internet could be another space for commu n a l

gaming although, so fa r, the tech n o l ogy is not in
place to create games that can be played by many
people at the same time. A l s o, access is not ye t
ubiquitous and the digital community excludes va s t
re gions of the planet. Perhaps one solution is site-
s p e c i fic tech n o l ogy, l i ke that devised by the col-
l a b o ra t i ve Grey wo r l d . Formed in Pa ris in 1995, t h e i r
p rojects to date have been perfe c t ly ega l i t a ri a n :
sensitised pathways that sound like they ’re cove re d
with snow when wa l ked on, and ten cent telescopes
that pick up prog rammable audio messages fro m
the Manhattan sky l i n e . G rey wo r l d ’s next project is a
giant ve rsion of the early computer tennis ga m e
Po n g. A large video screen in Leicester Square ,
London and another in Times Square , N ew Yo r k ,
will each display a bat that the audience in the
s t reet can operate by shouting ‘ u p ’ or ‘ d ow n ’ ; p e o p l e
can even play by phone.
The cultural ex p e rience of a giant game of chase or
an internet computer game takes place in the
potential space – real or virtual – between an indi-
vidual and their env i ro n m e n t . While the gallery or
p roject space does provide such potential beyo n d
the re s t raints of the leisure industry, its tendency to
n a r row down the audience and impose rules of its
own is inev i t a b l e . A rt is stru ggling for post-
autonomous status, in wh i ch the artist is more than
m e re fa c i l i t a t o r, wh i ch can only occur when com-
m e rcial fo rces have loosened their grip so that art
m ay take a more transient fo r m .
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‘ I n h abited spaces’ is devised and commissioned by
D e b o rah Smith in collab o ration with [a-n] MAG A-
Z I N E . The series compliments and enhances ex i s t-
ing editorial taking us on a journ ey thro u g h
i n n ova t ive practice ex p l o ring definitions and re i n-
ve ntions of our ideas of ex p re s s i o n ,l ooking at the
shifts in language and discourses of art . In the
December issue, the third in the seri e s , Jose Fe rre i ra
challenges our concepts of evo l ving tech n o l og i e s .
D e b o rah Smith is an independent curator and co-
d i rector of smith + fow l e .
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