
Cory Arcangel: Movements

Movements is a tool designed by DHC/ART – Education to 
encourage in-depth explorations of key concepts evoked by the 
works presented in the exhibition Power Points. By highlighting 
these points of conceptual departure through the document 
Movements, the DHC/ART educators intend to inspire dialogue 
about the exhibition and to encourage visitors to elaborate on 
the proposed themes with their personal interpretations and 
reflections. Over time, these travelling concepts1 are subsequently 
enriched as they inform new contributions to our evolving 
conversations about art. 

Movements also serves as a reminder that an aesthetic experience 
engages the body - its senses and its movements - as much as the 
intellect. The body’s physical, emotional, and perceptive gestures 
are intimately linked as we move through the exhibition space 
and our senses are awakened. The rhythm of our trajectories and 
changing perspectives also mobilize our vision; images take shape 
as our memory and imagination are touched by the emerging 
aesthetic landscape. Movements is thus an invitation for the 
visitor to become immersed - mind and body - into DHC/ART 
exhibitions, thereby developing a rich and dynamic understanding 
of the works. 

1 Please note that the on-line series titled Travelling Concepts is a complementary reflection to the themes introduced in  
Movements: http://dhcart.tumblr.com/ 

Bal, Mieke (2001).”Concept”. Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
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Context Participatory Cultures

Pioneering theorist Henry Jenkins situates popular culture as both 
content and vehicle for a multitude of actions that comprise what 
is considered participatory culture.1 He and others have identified 
fluid categories for understanding participatory cultures that 
relate to, among other things, creation, discussion, collaboration, 
and affiliation. Current writing on participatory digital culture 
is increasingly critical of an overly optimistic embrace of the 
potential of technology (specifically social media).2  Interrogating 
issues such as data mining, surveillance, monopoly, and access 
offer counter points to discussions on new possibilities for 
political organizing, creative expression, dialogue and, more 
broadly, emancipation. Individuals3 and non-profit organizations4 
are also challenging accepted norms around copyright and 
the public domain, pursuing new legal precedence, technical 
infrastructure, and ethical debates on what is considered fair 
use.5  It is within this rapidly evolving context that Cory Arcangel’s 
works - and often his source material - have been conceptualized, 
created, circulated, exhibited, interpreted, and sold. 

The transparency and humour that characterize the hacking and 
appropriation so crucial to Arcangel’s work speaks directly to 
questions relating to authorship and digital literacy.  He liberally 
draws from others’ (artists, programmers, and YouTube users) 
work and demystifies digital technologies as he simultaneously 
deconstructs and reconstructs computer code. Colours (2005) 
and Data Diaries (2003) are both examples of works whereby 
the artist created his own software that enabled him to create 

Sweet 16, 2006

new visual language for pre-existing narratives and data.  
The Photoshop Gradient Demonstrations series in particular 
challenges the authority of both artist and programmer. Sweet 16 
and Born to Run (both 2006) remind us of the implications for 
copyright inherent to remix culture, and both Drei Klaviertucke 
op 11 (2009) and Paganini Caprice No. 5  (2011) propose an 
exercise in distribution that plays with distinctions of ‘high’ and 
‘low’ cultures.  

“Today communication is a mode of social production 
facilitated by new capitalist imperatives and it has become 
increasingly difficult to distinguish between play, consumption 
and production, like and work, labor and non-labor.” 6. In what 
ways do these contentious grey zones - which point to the 
complexities of the commodification of culture - shape the 
creation, distribution, and value of contemporary art works?

How do you think the evolving realities of online culture will 
impact early education? How do you define digital literacy? 

“The pretense of participation is more troubling than the absence 
of participation.” 7 Can you think of examples that speak to this 
claim? What constitutes ‘meaningful’ participation for you? 

In spite of a now long and established art historical precedence 
of appropriation, there is still some resistance to accepting 
works such as Self Playing Nintendo 64 NBA Courtside 2 
(2011) or I Shot Andy Warhol (2002) as ‘art’.  Why do you think 
this occurs?  What shapes our beliefs on what constitutes an 
original work of art?1 For a working definition of participatory culture, see JENKINS, H. 

et al. (2009). Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture. 
pg. 5-6. Web. <http://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/
free_download/9780262513623_Confronting_the_Challenges.pdf>. 
Consulted September 14, 2103

2 SCHAFER, M.T. (2011).  Bastard Culture! How User Participation 
Transforms Cultural Production.  Amsterdam:  Amsterdam University Press.

3 www.lessig.org
4 creativecommons.org
5 Center for Social Media. The Code of Best Practices in Fair Use for 
Media Literacy Education Web. <http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/
fair-use/related-materials/codes/code-best-practices-fair-use-media-
literacy-education>. Consulted September 14, 2013.

6 http://digitallabor.org  See also SCHOLZ, T. (2012). The Internet as 
Playground and Factory.  London: Routledge.

7 <http://henryjenkins.org/2013/05/what-do-we-know-about-
participatory-cultures-an-interview-with-aaron-delwiche-and-jennifer-
jacobs-henderson-part-three.html. > See also DELWICHE, A. and 
JACOBS HENDERSON, J. (2012). The Participatory Cultures 
Handbook. London: Routledge.
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Content Nostalgia

Nostalgia, a term coined in 1688 by a Swiss medical student 
as a means of describing depressive symptoms related to 
homesickness, is often triggered by a smell, song, or a visual 
mnemonic device such as a photograph or film that conjures 
reminiscence about a past time or place. Today, we often 
associate nostalgia as an uplifting impulse that reinforces positive 
memories and meaningful shared moments.  As we drift into 
these memories, we experience the present through a lens that is 
both enhanced and shadowed by our engagement with the past. 
In effect, we enter an interstitial state of consciousness located 
between the now and the then.

Several of the works presented in Cory Arcangel’s exhibition 
Power Points activate nostalgia for visitors who can relate to the 
1990s American cultural references that Arcangel draws from. 
Once popular songs, video games, and films are transformed into 
clever conceptual considerations and innovative interpretations 
with techniques such as hacking, remixing or phasing. For 
example, while installations such as Sweet 16 (2006), Colors 
(2006), Untitled Translation Exercise (2006) and Super Mario 
Clouds (2002) could be discussed for their formal qualities 
as well as their subversive accessibility, they could also be 
considered inside jokes or a form of critical comedy amongst 
visitors who are charged with nostalgic feelings that infuse their 
experience of the art with their personal recollections.

Art critic Andrew Frost recently wrote, “ … the very real 
inequalities of the contemporary world mean that a return to 
basics is required every decade or so.” He continues to state that 
nostalgia can have a “positive effect when it empowers a new 
generation to self-awareness....”1

Do you think Arcangel’s work could provoke self-awareness? If 
so, what may he be trying to encourage us to think about?  

Ideas for discussion: using art to shift paradigms in collective 
memory; questioning how cultural identity is formed through 
popular media; the implications of rapid technological 
obsolescence. 

Colors (still), 2006

How does our embodied knowledge and personal memory 
inform or perhaps inhibit our perception and interpretation of 
art? 

Should our reactions be considered as phenomenological 
extensions of the artwork’s meaning? Or, should we consider 
the way we experience an artwork to be distinct and 
independent from the art itself? 

Can you identify some works in the exhibition that you think are 
inspired by Cory Arcangel’s nostalgia for his youth?

For more considerations on the notion of nostalgia in Cory 
Arcangel’s Power Points, please see, I Had One Just Like 
it When I was a Kid: Ongoing Questions of Nostalgia, 
Interpretation, and Detachment written by DHC educator Emily 
Keenlyside for the Travelling Concepts series (http://dhcart.
tumblr.com/).

1 FROST, Andrew (2013). “What can nostalgia bring to contemporary 
art?” The Guardian: Australian Culture Blog. Web. <http://www.
theguardian.com/artanddesign/australia-culture-blog/2013/jul/31/
nostalgia-contemporary-art-culture.> Consulted September 14, 2013.
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Composition Saturation

Saturation is a term used in a multitude of disciplines to describe 
any matter, body or milieu that has been pushed to its physical 
or ideological limit. In chemistry, a saturated solution “contains 
the maximum amount of solute that can normally be dissolved at 
a given temperature and pressure.”1 In economics, to saturate a 
market with a given product is to fill that market up to a point where 
it can’t contain any more – an act that can either be perceived 
as satisfactory or repulsive. Looking inwards, saturation is also 
a powerful affect, an overthrowing and disorienting emotion. 
Saturation places our bodies in an extreme position by charging 
up our senses, filling up our field of vision and making our ears and 
brain buzz.

Arcangel’s oeuvre is a celebration of saturation: hypercoloured, 
rainbow-hued, neon, flashy, fluorescent, buoyant, massive, repetitive 
and charged are adjectives that could all describe the formal and 
rhetorical modes employed by the artist in his works presented 
at the Foundation. Such is the case with Photoshop Gradients 
(2013), a series of brightly colored and slick images hung up in G1. 
These gradients, like Data Diaries (2003) or Super Mario Clouds 
(2002), all evoke a new form of technological sublime. There is 
another kind of saturation present in Drei Klavierstücke op. 11 
(2009) and Self-Playing Games: Nintendo 64 NBA Courtside 2 
(2011) - one that has less to do with content itself and more with 
the time we choose to spend in the galleries; the longer you stay, 
the more you are affected by the repetitive or chaotic nature of the 
work. Power Points is an exhibition that tests and challenges the 
sensory, affective and physical limits of our body.

Is saturation a useful or interesting artistic strategy for 
contemporary artists? How and why would they evoke saturation 
in their work?

Reflect on how the works are displayed in the exhibition space 
and think of other forms of saturation, especially those related to 
urban public spaces (for example, the often spectacular aspect of 
the downtown core of a given city). Are there any similarities or 
differences between these two ways of conceiving and displaying 
space? Is saturation an explicitly urban mode of display?

1 Collins, 2013

Photoshop CS: 110 by 72 inches, 300 DPI, RGB, square pixels, default gradient “Spectrum”, mousedown y=27450 x=6700, mouseup y=4800 x=13400, 2009
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Consideration Failure

Failure is a key concept in the world of contemporary art1. In our 
societies where success is an end goal that needs to be met at 
all costs, artists are looking for alternative ways to ‘inhabit the 
world’. Failure as a positive force is a key idea in this quest, as 
are the notions of experimentation, play, uncertainty, resistance, 
disorientation, risk, paralysis, contradiction and reinvention. As an 
artist whose work is indebted to remix culture, the do-it-yourself 
aesthetic and hacking, Cory Arcangel situates failure at the 
forefront of his creative process.

For example, Self Playing Nintendo 64 NBA Courtside 2 
(2011), a game console hacked by the artist, comprises a looped 
video of the basketball player Shaquille O’Neal’s avatar shooting 
hoops and missing his target. Here, failure is an integral part 
of the creation process, via the practice of hacking, but it is 
also the theme of the work itself. Failure also plays a part in the 
experience of the visitors, because they are unable to use the 
video game in a conventional manner. Placed on the ground, one 
finds the game console, a joystick, a projector, two speakers, a 
subwoofer and a mixing board. There is a strong urge to grab the 
joystick and play the game, but Arcangel thwarts this impulse by 
forbidding access to the apparatus. Suddenly, the visitors are 
stricken and challenged; how can they participate in the work?  
It is only then that an alternate experience opens up.  
The sound of constant dribbling is so strong that it makes 
the entire space vibrate, resonating throughout the body; the 
experience of watching becomes not one of contemplation, 

Super Mario Clouds (cartridge), 2002–

but of sport. The large scale of the projected image blurs the 
distinction between virtual and real space, as if the basketball 
court was truly in the gallery space. The projector is placed so 
that the shadows of the visitors become a part of the virtual 
arena. These playful shadows dance in the bleachers, as if trying 
to catch the ball.

By deviating the way we usually play a video game, Arcangel 
gives us no choice but to complicate our way of conceiving 
‘participation’, inviting us to adopt alternative behaviours where 
trial and error lead to new possibilities. Similarly, philosopher 
Giorgio Agamben challenges us to refuse the ‘I can/I can’t’ binary 
to enter into a fluctuating and fruitful state of potentiality: “‘To be 
potential’ means to be one’s own lack, to be in relation to one’s 
own incapacity. (…) In potentiality, sensation is in relation to 
anaesthesia, knowledge to ignorance, vision to darkness.”2

Super Mario Clouds (2002-) is also a result of Cory Arcangel’s 
hacking. How is failure manifested in this process? Does it 
colour our own experiences of the work?

Cory Arcangel’s work defeats conventional cultural binaries: 
between popular culture and the elite, between everyday life 
and art, between cultural production and reception and between 
virtual and physical space. In what ways is this manifested? 
What effect does it have on us as visitors?

1 LE FEUVRE, Lisa (éd.) (2010). Failure. Collection Whitechapel 
Documents of Contemporary Art. Cambridge: MIT Press.

2 AGAMBEN, G. (1999). Potentialities: Collected Essays. Stanford: 
Stanford, University Press. In ROGOFF, I. (2011). “Academy as 
Potentiality. Education. Collection Whitechapel Documents of 
Contemporary Art. Cambridge: MIT Press.
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