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Summary

This research paper aims to provide an overview of the ongoing debate of whether video games can be considered as a form of art. It explores the reasoning’s for believing that video games are a form of art and the reasoning’s for believing that it is not. The arguments are based on a number of perspectives; the definition of art itself, on historical grounds, the relationship between art and emotion and an overall view of the conflicting perspectives. In order to form a conclusive opinion on the matter, I provide a personal account of my experiences of playing a video game and evaluate the influences of the aesthetics whilst playing. In essence, I assert that video games can be a new art form since gaming developers use the same skills and tools as any other type of artist.  


















Introduction

In recent years, video games have become one of the most popular forms of entertainment in the globe. This has grabbed the attention of artists and video game developers who have moved away from simply creating entertainment, to adopting the medium to communicate political messages, emotions and pure aesthetics. However, within the art world, a particular resistance exists; that video games have no place in what is considered ‘art’ (Cepeda, 2015). It is therefore the purpose of this research paper, to investigate whether video games can, legitimately, be regarded as a form of art and the reasoning behind the arguments. 
In order to address the research question, I begin by defining the term ‘art’ and explaining how the definition itself, can provide an outlook on how videogames and art are interlinked.  The research paper proceeds to investigate the issue though a serious of chapters. Whilst chapter one focuses on the semantics of the term ‘art,’ chapter two provides a historical overview of how video games came to be and how through the advancement of technology, is being compared to artistic form and quality. 

Since it is widely believed that one of the most important element of art, is in its ability to generate emotion, chapter three focuses on the emotional context of video games and how it is deemed to be one of the most integral part when considering video games as an art form. Chapter four presents the ‘for’ and ‘against’ arguments, whilst chapter five forms a personal case study where I articulate my experience of playing a video game – Whitcher 3, in order to determine the ways in which video games can provide an artistic experience. 

Whilst there is numerous research that focuses on the concept of video games as an art form and the question has been deliberated at considerable length, the debate is formed on a number of different and often conflicting positions. 	This dissertation attempts to revisit the debate by mapping out the different perspectives on video games as art, explore the common themes and provide a more balanced view. To help with the development of the understanding of the subject matter and to weigh in on the argument, I elaborate on the first-hand experience of a gamer, this gamer being myself. 



Chapter One: What is Art?

[bookmark: _Hlk531806596]In order to evaluate whether video games can be art, one must understand what defines art. Issrow (2017) expresses that defining art is not a simple process; many theorists, critics and artists have been trying to determine the best approach to understanding the term. Weitzs (1956) argues that art cannot be defined as an exact statement, he believes that art has no true definition because art keeps altering and challenging its boundaries so any definition is inevitably, going to be out of date.
Moreover, Dickie (1969) questioned whether we should consider art only when we find it aesthetically pleasing. The National Committee for Standards in the Arts (1994, cited in Seabolt, 2001) refers to aesthetics as "a branch of philosophy that focuses on the nature of beauty, the nature and value of art, and the inquiry processes and human responses associated with those topics" (Seabolt, 2001, p. 82). Similarly, Tan (2000) suggests that art and emotions are intertwined.  Across ancient and modern times, theories of aesthetics have accentuated the role of art in educing, shaping and modifying human feelings (Silvia, 2005). 
Melissinos (2015) points out that technology has enabled artists to paint and tell their story through a different medium. He sees video games as an art form that exists within the digital space and is a combination of science and art. They consist of many forms of classical artistic expressions such as: sculpture through 3d modelling, narrative arcs, illustration and dynamic music – together, they construct something that goes beyond any one type. He highlights that video games are the only form of media that enables the personalizing of the artistic experience whilst keeping the authority of the artist.  
In video games, there are three different voices: the gamer, the game and the developers. The gamer is following the narrative written by the creator and are objectified to the rules of the construct, but through being allowed to make choices, the gamer can experience a personal story. “If you can observe the work of another and find in it, personal connection, then art has been achieved” (Melissinos, 2015, p. 1). 
In the early years, art was referred to as imitation or representation (Plato 1955), as a platform for the conveyance of feelings (Tolstoy 1995), as instinctive expressions (Croce 1920) and a way for something to have significant form (Bell 1914). Davies (2013) argues that these definitions are insufficient and outdated, as art has more than just these properties and are not exclusive to art on its own. 
According to Mayo (2012), searching a common interpretation that includes the varying number of art productions from the primitive cave drawings to the most recent experimental film, is somewhat onerous. The definition would have to acknowledge for instance, Marcel Duchamp’s ‘The Fountain’ and Michelangelo’s ‘Pieta’ as equal forms of art. One of the commonly agreed definition of art is that art consists of anything that is artificial, something a person creates from their imagination and not simply from nature. It can therefore be argued that video games would fall under this definition. 
Dickie (1979) formed the ‘institutional conception’ where he notes that a piece of art is in classic terms, an artefact and whereby a person or persons representing a particular social institution, (the artworld) have discussed the status of candidate for appreciation. He argues that those who consult on art status to novel objects, must then be able to offer aesthetic reasons and cannot rely on the conventions of the institution. As such, the intuitional definition limits new art work being introduced since it veers from the art that is recognized and acknowledged. 
Stevenson (1944) contests that no singular person should have the right to call something art but rather, if the people of the world appreciate something as art, then it should be deemed that way, even is if doesn’t tick every box. If left to be recognised as art, then it will begin to have its own language. 
It appears that defining the term ‘art’ boils down to a matter of opinion and what an individual perceives to be art when viewing an art piece. As Weitzs (1956) highlights, there are no crucial and sufficient conditions for defining the term. It is understandable then, why it is so difficult to provide a conclusive argument of the ways in which video games can or cannot be art. 






Chapter 2: A Historical Overview


All the way through history, there have been many new mediums that have struggled to be considered art by the art world. For instance, photography was only considered a true art form almost one hundred years after it came to be. Over the last 40 years, another new medium has been introduced, slowly becoming more integrated in to the arts. With the technological advancements into the field, video games are creating more options for the artists. They enable artists to convey the message of the artwork straight to the player using immersion. As discussed earlier, video games however, have not yet been recognised in the realm of the arts and this has led to debates on whether video games should be considered as a form of art (Gavin, 2014). 

Alexander Douglas was namely one of the first creators of video games. In 1952, he created a game called oxo, a game that resembled tic tac toe that he made as part of his thesis based on human computer interaction. By the 60s, video games became a way for scientists to test the extent and capabilities of software and systems. At this point, video games were not focused on the ‘art,’ provoking an emotion or creating a narrative but rather, an educational tool. By the late 70s however, video games became commercialised and adapted for the home market. At this point, games where simply being presented as white pixels on a black background but nearing the end of the decade, games started to improve by including better graphics and more colours, although the basic graphics still hindered artistic creativity and almost all games looked very similar (Art of Video Games, 2018). 

By the early 1980s, Nintendo released their entertainment systems, allowing video games to find its own aesthetic voice which would allow players to differentiate them from other games on the same platform. Whilst the graphics on the games generally shared the same look and feel, you could now see the difference between the games through their unique styles, colours and patterns (Art of Video Games, 2018).

By the time CD’s (and later DVD) based systems were introduced, the notion of video games as art had been formed.  By the 90’s, video games had been able to expand, developers were no longer under particular restrains on what they could create. New types of games were being made using different graphical styles to produce different feelings. Individual games were now proficient enough to convey itself in a unique way, using artistry and imagery as a way of expressing a story. From the vast cityscapes of Grand theft Auto, the far away galaxy of Halo, players could now be immersed into a new world like they never have been able to do before (Belli & Raventos, 2013).

Martin (2007) however, points out that each time a new technology brings an innovative medium into the art world, it is met with indifference or resentment and has to go through an acceptance process. Fresh mediums like video games are normally commercial based in the first instance, making it even harder to be accepted. Today, knowing how to produce pictures or a moving image on a computer is seen as impressive, but the images that are created are not considered to be art. Much like other forms of art, video games will struggle through this process in a similar way in which photography and cinema did. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, misconception faced photography as landscape painters had their work reconstructed in a matter of minutes. The art world expressed that photography did not need talent or skill as the camera would reproduce the same effect no matter whose hand it is in. Creating art may not have been the aim of the inventors of camera, but due to the huge amount of cameras sold, it inevitably advanced the popularity of photo art and photography as an art (Martin, 2007).

In a similar sense, it was the scientists and educators that made the technological advances to create what we see today, like William Fox Talbots’ calotypes process who created a negative image that then could be used to print a positive (Osterman and Romer, 2007). 
Today, a number of artists use computers to create, plan or to put the final touches on their artwork, but not many showcase their work in the medium of video games. As such, it becomes challenging to prove that videogames can be aesthetically pleasing. Many gamers point out that the Final Fantasy game is art because each scene is an alluring rendered puzzle piece, creating a beautiful imagined world. However Madden football games for example, tend not to have the same enthusiastic arguments even though they are realistic, using body mapping of famous footballers. This suggests that games try to create art through imitating life but are not necessarily accepted as art because they replicate reality (Martin, 2007).
Chapter 3: An Emotional Context

The expressionist theory of art asserts that the main aim of art is to express emotion; that an artist’s goal is to translate emotions into pieces of art and that these emotions are left to the audience to translate (Gonzalez, 2011)

Danagon (1966, cited in Gonzalez, 2011) when talking about art and emotion states: 

“The soil in which art grows is not art but life. Art is expression, and it cannot arise until men have something to express. When you feel so strongly about something - the joys and sorrows of your domestic or national life: the things you see round you: your religious beliefs, and so on - that you must at all costs express your feelings, then art is born.” (p.177).

One of the current arguments relating to video games as a form of art, is that it lacks the emotional complexity that is, as stated above, the core root of art. According to Kroll (2000), video games are only able to simulate people. Jenkins (2000) however points out that Disney animated movies are able to invoke emotions, so why are pixels any different?

Many scholars are now interested in the ways in which video games can influence emotions. However, it is argued that most of them have a limited idea of what emotional response consists of. Art is regarded as the language of emotions but whilst the term ‘emotion’ includes feelings such as anger, sadness, anxiety, fear, jealousy, love etc. art only portrays a few number of such feelings and further involves sentiments, moods and attitudes (Ducasse, 2007).

Developers of video games want to make people cry, Teachers want to use games to engage students whilst Psychologists want to establish why people play games. The problem with this, is that all of these fields are so different, creating inaccuracies and problems when studying the range of emotions that video games can create. Although it is not concrete yet, 
there seems to be a need for a new language and platform of study to truly understand the extent of emotional power of games, without overlooking the most important aspect of gaming; the gameplay itself (Frome, 2007). 

Frome (2007) states that the emotions that a player feels during gameplay is dependent upon the role that they take on. Players adopt roles during gameplay, one such role is being the observer-participant. This is when the player connects with an artwork but does not alter the material form of the work. In this role, observing the video game is akin to observing a film. When watching films, we pay attention to the sounds and images the film projects but we do not actively alter the characteristics or features of the film. This is cognitively processed and retained as meaningful representations; you build the narrative through inference and evaluate the characters. Thus, an observer participants emotions are influenced by what they see, hear and feel. 

Tan (2000) expresses that by the nature of what comprises of a game, you cannot disaffiliate emotions from games. Emotions not only provide a positive gaming experience but is one the main elements when designing games. For example, designers examine and test a series of mechanics and game dynamics that seeks to influence an emotional response. Therefore, depending on the genre and narrative of the game, emotions such as anticipation, stress, fear, satisfaction etc. will define a critical component of the game. 
According to Yannakakis and Paiva (2014), manipulating emotion in video games is an integral part of the gaming experience. It enables players to go through novel based encounters and try an ideal part of their selves which they may not be able to experience in everyday life. Games that touch a player emotionally, increase player engagement, therefore enhancing the gaming experience. As such, one may argue that it is the emotional impact a game has on a player, which drives the marketization and sales of video game.
Zimmerman & Salen (2003) point out that what is interesting about video games, is that players voluntarily take part in an experience that may involve negative emotions such as fear and frustration. Anderson and Bushman (2002) used meta-analytic techniques to study some of the negative emotions gamers experience when playing video games. They found that players were displaying violent tendencies when playing violent games. This showed that particular video games can have an outside emotional effect on a person’s life, whether that be good or bad. It has also been said that paintings and television programs that are violent in nature also have the same effect. It could therefore be said that video games are just a catalyst to a person’s own emotional state.

Further studies have shown that activities that elicit an emotional response, show an increase in heart rate. For instance, research on psychophysiological reactivity to stress have indicated that different video games lead to an increase in heart rate and systolic blood pressure with violent games eliciting higher rates when compared to non-violent games. This therefore shows that video games can generate emotions (Yannakakis and Paiva, 2014). 
From this chapter, we can see that emotions form the main goal to create a connection between player and the game. This appears to be one of the strongest arguments for believing that video game can be art. Some people go to the museum of gallery to see new art, to relax and lose themselves in their own world guided by the art that surrounds them. This is the same for many players of video games, where the player is immersed and becomes lost within the magic of the game’s story and narrative.  
















Chapter 4:   The ‘For’ and ‘Against’ Argument

There are number of important issues that come to light when investigating whether video games can be art or not. This question has proven to be a controversial area in both public and academic domains (Bourgonjon, Vandermeersche, & Rutten, 2017). 
These issues lead to the question of why there is such an apparent need to label games as a form of art. Pedercini (2013) states that one of the reasons is related to the need to legitimize video games and make it a serious cultural practice, rather than a basic form of entertainment or fun. Rough (2016) expresses that we should not be dwelling on the question of whether video games can be art but rather, pay attention to the good work being created whilst discouraging the vast amount of questionable opinion-mongering that is apparent. 
Bachus (2012, cited in Gavin, date unknown) expresses his belief that video games should be regarded as an art form by arguing that they are an amalgamation of varying types of art form. Video games encompass all the skills of the art world into a single medium: painting, drawing, sculpting, architecture, design, creative writing and acting etc. form together to construct video games. Moreover, video game designers take inspiration from films, music, poetry and art and utilise all these mediums into video games (Martin 2007).
One of the main arguments that a lot of sceptics use to try to disapprove video game legitimacy as an art form, is the problem with presenting the work in a museum and displaying it next to what is considered ‘high art.’ It is commonly believed that a piece of work is not art until it has been exhibited in a museum. Up until 2012, video games had no place in art galleries and museums. However, ‘The Art of Video Games’ was opened to the public in early 2012 at the Smithsonian American Art Museum and is continuing to travel to other museums across the U.S (Bourgonjon, Vandermeersche, & Rutten, 2017). Moreover, Smut (2005) argues that games such as Braid, Flower and One can in fact, be compared to great pieces of art and therefore should be displayed in museums. 
Ebert (2010) and Kroll (2000, cited in Dillon, 2016) contend that games, are ultimately a form of play based on goals, scores and results. They argue that games are cultural artefacts and therefore, can never be likened to the work of the great artists of the last century. They question whether the audience (players) care so much about the pixels on the screen opposed to characters in films.  On the other hand, Stuart (2012) points out that the fact that just because video games are ‘games’, should not prevent it from being considered art since they consist of artistic material, expression and ideas. 
Collingwood (1938, cited in Smut 2005) argues that mechanically developed art is in principle, flawed, since the medium of transmission stop works of art from being “concreative.” He adds that in mechanically produced art, the audience is not interacting, just overhearing. Similarly, this happens in the cinema where interaction between the author and the producer is strong but with the audience, it is non-existent. Collingwood is not alone in his statement as Benjamin (1992) argues that art that is mechanically reproduced, can cause the artwork to fall out of step with the audience, thus, taking away its ‘immersive grip’ and opening up conditions that are likely to create a critical stance. He notes that the film actor is limited in his/her capacity to adjust to the audience unlike the stage actor. 
To a certain degree, all art can be viewed as being interactive. Since its inception, art has provided a dialogue between the viewer and the artist but when dealing with interactive art, the artwork itself, is created within the dialogue. Whilst interactive art is not always collaborative, it does make the audience partake in the art work. The collaboration of interactive art does not exist for nothing, its purpose is to draw the audience to determine the semantics behind the art work and the message it seeks to portray (Keo, 2017). 
One may question, what makes good gameplay? To make video games competitive, the games must provide meaningful interactions for the player whilst simultaneously include rules that makes the game challenging (Ivarsson, 2012). Masuch & Röber (2005) point out that such restrictions must not prevent the players preferred actions. This is where relevancy of game graphics and style come into play; as the graphics act as the bridge between the gameplay and the player. 
As previously mentioned, the concept of video games as an art form has often been overlooked for being games. There have however, been many artists who have adopted the use of the video game medium to create pieces of art - Natale Bookchin’s art piece ‘The Intruder’ for example. Another example of a video game that is widely considered an art form can be found in Thames and Hudson’s (2008) Digital Art book, it focuses on Will Wright’s game - The Sims, a nonviolent game that enables the player to allocate personalities to characters, appearances, skills and create their own communities and other players’ communities (Adams, 2006). 
When considering the question can games be art, Bourgonjon, Vandermeersche, & Rutten, (2017) assert that a large amount of what the game industry produces is not art, rather, popular culture. Art is bought in art galleries, criticised by art critics and preserved in art museums and unlike video games, are not sold in toy shops. The idea that a large sum of what the gaming industry produce in popular culture does not however impede the interactive element from being an art form. It means that the industry faces an ongoing challenge to be recognized as one. 
From these arguments, Bourgonjon, Vandermeersche, & Rutten, (2017) raise the question of whether ‘all’ video games should be seen as art. Above all, it may be the case that some video games are art whilst other are not. As a result, Rough (2016) proposes changing the question are video games art to can videogames be art?  


















Case Study

The graphical content of a video game is deemed to be one of the most fundamental elements in game development. The visual style influences the audience’s gaming experience and as such, is something that makes a game enthralling and fun to play. In terms of marketing, publishers of video games state that the visual style and content of a game is the most critical component. It is one of the initial things a player views and people are more inclined to be attracted towards graphically eye catching games (Keo, 2017). 
One of the main objectives of this case study is to explore how the graphical content of video games can provide an artistic gaming experience. As part of the case study, I experiment playing Witcher 3 and particularly focus on the extent to which the aesthetic nature and narrative of the game can make a difference and impact to the overall experience to the player. 
Witcher 3 is an action role playing game, (RPG) based on a fantasy novel. The game enables the player to step into a fantasy world and into the role of ‘Geralt of Rivea,’ a monster hunter looking for his missing daughter. The main story has a number of endings and this is based on the choices the player makes through the game. This creates a sense of control and allows the player to experience a range of emotions such as suspense and adrenaline. This is important in any art work, as Tan (2000) explained that emotions allow us to realize our own concerns within the art, making us feel more connected to it on a person level. 
The fantasy world enables the player to explore and experience the scenes as though it were real. Some of the ways the game allows you to immerse into the emotional theme of the game, is by enabling the player to explore the open world through activities such as sailing, galloping on a mount, searching for long lost artefacts etc (see figure 1). 





Figure 1 
[image: ]
(Witcher Life, 2015) 
To create a magical world, and truly beautiful experience, the creators have placed a considerable amount of time and effort into designing the landscape, weather and animation (see figure 2). If you were take advantage of riding a mount provided in the game, you would truly be lost in but the grandeur of the scenes set out in front of you. Without the graphics, I do not believe the game would have the same effect. I think that it would be boring for the eyes and you would lose interest because of the hard-hitting subjects that are placed in this game. If the content was not as graphic, the immersions would be lost.  
Whilst the game allows the player to be a ‘participant’ of the game, it can be argued that the game has been programmed with only so many elements of control, and therefore, the emotional outcome is under some level of restriction. 

If the was any doubt over video games of this day and age containing art, the images below say different. These images are examples of what you might see whilst playing. In figure 3, the blue lighting in the scene suggests a sad and sombre mood. This is made possible by an amalgamation between the graphics and the narrative story. I believe that one would not work without the other in this case. 




Figure 2
[image: C:\Users\p137274\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\the-witcher-3-wild-hunt-bear-monster-1500x844.jpg]
(Digital Trends, 2015) 
Figure 3
[image: C:\Users\p137274\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\witcher-3-review-hero.0.0.jpg]
(Gies, 2015)
The sheer amount of detail that has gone into this game has allowed the level of emersion into the game to be astronomical. Explaining the term emersion in the sense of gaming, is when you can believe that the things you’re seeing could be believed to be real in the world that you have been subjected to. The world and its creatures are so detailed, nothing looks or feels out of place, therefore, making the narrative more real to you as the player. Allowing the player to truly connect to the emotional context of the game, creating a true emotional connection in the same way that you might be pulled into a painting by Salvador Dali like “the Temptation of St. Anthony” for example (see figure 4). The true power of this type of game is the emotions that you might feel, true empathy for everything done and experienced through a mixture of narrative and great story telling.  
[image: Image]Figure 4







(Silka, 2017)
Picasso’s Guernica created a painting in response to the bombing of the little town of Guernica in the 1930’s Spanish civil war (see figure 5). He used sharp lines, confusing figures and a of lack colour as a way of illustrating the pain. He believed that brighter colours might distract the viewer from the agony of the scene. All of the figures in the scene have open mouths as if they are trying to make us hear the agony of what happened. By using just flat tones and a limiting pallet, he has made the depiction of what happened the strongest narrative. Similarly, video games such as Witcher 3 use graphic images in hopes of getting the same emphasis on their subject matter. 
Figure 5
[image: guernica]






(Picasso, 1937)
From this experience, I would conclude that video games should be considered art. Due to the mass amount of emotional up and downs in this game, I cannot ignore its artistic properties. This was only made possible by the narrative backed by the hyperrealism that is achieved by the animator and graphic designers. With some games, it could be argued that it is too light hearted for the art world because the game does not communicate real world problems, although not all art is intended to hit the harder subject, some are just there to be fun, funny or just a pretty image. 




  


 

 
    

 







Conclusion

As part of this research investigation, the different arguments in the debate about the art status of video games were mapped out. The arguments were explored through several perspectives in order provide a wider understanding of the complexity of the current controversy.  
To initiate the investigation, it was clear that it would be necessary to examine the definition of art, to draw the ways in which its term can be linked to video games. It was apparent that there is no conclusive definition of art and in most cases, it is left to the individual to decide what they deem to be art. With this subjective stance, it would be assumed that it is then up to the individual to decide if they view video games to be art or not. 
On the other hand, it was found that thematic continuities link video games to historical artistic expression and share the same goals as many other different acknowledged art forms such as photography, film and music for instance. As found within the case study, the graphics of video games are one of the most fundamental characteristics. The visual aspect of a game, plays a key role in marketing and selling and a large amount of time and effort is placed on perfecting the visual details of a game. As a result, museums have now started to include video games within exhibitions as they start to receive recognition from the art world. This would suggest that there are good reasons to believe that video games can be art. 
Critics disregard the relationship between video games as art on the grounds of its interactivity; that you cannot establish who the artist is or solely based on the stance that it is a game. If interactivity is disregarded on this basis, this would exclude many other forms of interactive art from the definition of art itself.  
It is evident that investigating this research question is not a straightforward process. There are reasonable arguments to believe video games can be art and reasons to believe they cannot. However, from a personal perspective, the reasons for, far outweigh the reasons against. When considering the imagination, artistic skills, expression and emotional connectivity brought forward from video games, it may be more appropriate to assess the artistic potential of video games, in accordance to a range of interrelated perspectives. I would therefore conclude that some video games (when all these perspectives are met) can be art, but not all (when the interrelated perspectives are not). 
It is clear, that video games have become entrenched in modern culture and with the advances of technology, the idea of video games as art is becoming much more acceptable. With its combination of film, music, physical arts and animation, it is likely that video games will be, without doubt, considered an ultimate art form in the near future. 
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