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The Who’s hit “Pinball Wizard” from 1969 already highlights  
the name of the game: the first person narrator in the song is 
forced to watch in amazement and concede his pinball crown to 
the “deaf, dumb and blind kid” who “plays by intuition” and 
“becomes part of the machine”. “Even on my favourite table / He 
can beat my best” – time catches up with you one day and you 
have to make way for the new kid on the block. The mutability 
and ephemerality of our present is a central theme in the work 
of the Canadian artist, Jon Rafman (b. 1981 in Montreal, Quebec).  
In the video Codes of Honor (2011), a wistful narrator (spoken by 
the artist himself) reflects upon his life: his glory days as a 
gamer, the concomitant recognition he enjoyed and the sense of 
belonging to a social network. All of this is now well and truly 
in the past. The Chinatown Fair Arcade, the last video game 
arcade on the American East Coast, finally closed its doors in 
2011. In Codes of Honor, Rafman combines urban landscapes and 
sets from “Second Life”[1] with real film footage, thereby dem-
onstrating, both formally and thematically, the permeability of 
the boundaries between virtual (screen-based) and material 
(physical/real) worlds.[2]

Everyday life, our working environment, social existence, iden-
tity and self-perception have long-since been determined by the 
relationship, interdependencies and porosity of virtual and 
haptical worlds. Rafman considers the splicing of these worlds 
to be symptomatic for our present-day experience and makes this 
phenomenon the central theme of his artistic practice. As a 
further collective disposition, he posits a feeling of sentimen-
tality or melancholy in our fast-moving, technology-driven  
present, coupled with the experience of loss, that is to say,  
the fear of loss. Traditions and history evolve and change at a 
palpably swifter pace. As a result, we lose grasp of the  
constants, the erstwhile verities: the values and supposed fixed 
points, against which we can pit, orient and ultimately also 
define ourselves, become fluid and occasionally disappear  

1 “‘Second Life’ is an online 3-D infrastructure of virtual 
worlds designed for users in which people interact 
through avatars, play, trade and otherwise communicate”. 
(Quoted from Wikipedia: de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_
Life, 08.03.2016). Jon Rafman maintains a presence and 
operates in “Second Life” (often via his avatar “Kool-Aid 
Man”), duly recording these sequences, in order to edit, 
score and furnish with a voiceover. 

2 The “virtual v. real” binary is problematic and ultimately  
inadequate because our engagement with the virtual  
world, as well as our contacts in virtual space, are also 
‘real’. They simply do not manifest themselves  
physically, that is to say, they are not present. 

A Man Digging, 2013
(Cockpit v.2), 2014



altogether. Memories are becoming increasingly less material, 
physical; digital archives and hard drives hold sway.

Jon Rafman homes in on themes of this kind for his works by 
drawing upon such short-lived, transient worlds, truths and 
aesthetic modalities: the infrastructure of a computer game  
provides the backdrop for a meditation on the sense and purpose 
of our modern society in which we constantly subject ourselves  
to the compulsion for wholesale self-improvement. It is easy to 
recognise the analogy between the professional gamer, who,  
by dint of hard work and discipline, quickly masters every last 
detail of the latest version of “Metal Gear Solid”, and the 
worker in a capitalist economy who painstakingly engages with 
the latest production methods, production lines or administra-
tive programmes. In both instances, we must assume that the 
video games and the working conditions will continue to evolve 
at a relentless, ever-accelerating pace, ultimately overtaking 
themselves in the process, whereas we straggle behind with obso-
lete expertise.

Jon Rafman’s approach is nothing new: nevertheless, it adapts 
and updates well-established modes of exploration of and inquiry 
into our environment, both physical and anthropological.  
Thus, he describes his role as a contemporary embodiment of the 
flâneur and explorer. If the figure of the flâneur (from the 
French, flâner – to stroll) once connoted a somewhat blasé,  
dandified attitude or personage in the nineteenth century, this 
resonance shifted during the twentieth century, not least due 
to Walter Benjamin’s “Arcades Project” and his essays on  
Baudelaire. In his video works, such as Codes of Honor and A Man 
Digging (2013), Rafman sees himself in this tradition – a wander-
er in an urban milieu who merges with the crowd (as opposed to  
the strutting, exhibitionistic nineteenth-century incarnation), 
observing the social flux, absorbing every influence and 
processing it all in individual reflection. In a similar vein to 
Codes of Honor, the narrator in A Man Digging, strolls through a 
virtual world; in this case it is through the virtual world of 
the video game, “Max Payne 3”. He eschews the rules of the third-
person shooter scenario and doesn’t act like a killer-automaton, 
instead, he seeks out those scenes among the many dictated by 
the game’s plot where a massacre has taken place. Like many 
modern, technically advanced video games, “Max Payne 3” has a 
decidedly cinematic feel, for instance, in its styling, mise en 
scène and ‘camera angles’. The game’s trademark is its so-called 
“bullet time”, a slow motion visual effect which enables the 
player to follow the trajectory of his fired bullet in detail, or 
importantly, simultaneously dodge an opponent’s bullet. This 
visual effect is used widely in cinema: bullet time was used 
extensively and with iconic effect in “The Matrix”  

A Man Digging, 2013
(Cockpit v.2), 2014



trilogy and is a technique favoured by many directors, notably 
Quentin Tarantino and John Woo. Interestingly, one of the few 
criticisms of the game on its publication in 2012 found fault 
with its preoccupation with unbridled orgies of violence at the 
expense of “subtlety” and “narrative ambition.”[3] Jon Rafman  
addresses these shortcomings by combining the images from the 
video game with a strong narrative voice. The narrator reflects 
upon time, the boundaries of reality and the value of memories, 
alluding to questions we ought to be asking ourselves in general 
about the nature of virtual reality: how does (collective and 
individual) memory function nowadays? How are our experiences 
and concepts translated or translatable into virtual contexts? 
Up to now, the discourse surrounding the virtual has been  
dominated by spatial concepts borrowed from the physical, real 
world and of which we – assisted by recourse to its pertinent 
vocabulary – hope to gain a better understanding of the new.  
A Man Digging also alludes to physical activity in its very 
title, at once referencing the metaphorical excavation of per-
sonal memory. Rafman created “cockpits” for the presentation of 
Codes of Honor and A Man Digging; these small, cupboard-like 
cubicles provide enough space for one to two people and are 
completely sealed to the outside world. Just like the obsessive 
video gamer, the viewer can completely immerse himself in this 
virtual world. 

In the videos Still Life (Betamale) (2013), Mainsqueeze (2014) 
and Erysichthon (2015), Rafman is less of a cyber flâneur and 
more of an explorer. Each video in this trilogy comprises  
found material from the World Wide Web, or more precisely,  
user-created content or video clips, which effectively every 
Internet-user can anonymously upload onto dedicated platforms 
(an example being www.4chan.org) and share with other users.  
It is hardly surprising then that this is the very place where 
the most astonishing subcultures are able to flourish – endless-
ly networking and exchanging information. Subcultures of this 
ilk are the subject of Rafman’s investigative trilogy. Instead of 
rare amphibians from the Amazon, Rafman observes and researches 
undiscovered species (viz. subcultures) that flourish in the 
deeper Internet and which he collects in his videos – among 
others, professional gamers, so-called “furries”, i.e. people 
who dress up as cuddly toys, fans of hentai (pornographic  
anime), or “crush” fetishists who are aroused by watching or 
perpetrating the crushing of objects and insects beneath the 
feet.

3 David Hugendick, “Max Payne 3. Bäng, bumm, bäng”, Die 
Zeit. 21.05.2012. www.zeit.de/digital/internet/2012-05/
max-payne-3, last accessed: 08.03.2016.

New Age Demanded 
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Still Life (Betamale) (2013) was the first in the series and 
mainly explores the erotica of specific subcultures. The viewer 
encounters people posing for the camera wearing animal costumes 
and masks of Japanese anime characters. These scenes alternate 
with sequences from heavily-pixelated manga films, as well as 
various stills and photographs: computer keyboards encrusted 
with a bizarre melange of coagulated filth, strands of hair, 
cigarette ends and leftover food; views of rooms containing  
a cluttered array of computer “workstations” on mattresses, 
tables and furniture. Here, too, we become aware of the  
necessary spatialisation, the requisite “portal” through which 
we enter the virtual world. The squalid state of the bed and 
aforementioned condition of the computer equipment leave us in 
no doubt as to which of the two worlds is more appealing. Edited 
in quick succession, these images course past the viewers eyes 
and create such an intense impression that the video itself, 
lasting barely five minutes, seems like a stream of the 4chan 
website’s entire content. This appropriation and simulation of 
our viewing habits, shaped in turn by digital media, such as 
scrolling up and down or the superimposition of images, is also 
part of Rafman’s overall strategy. 

In this exhibition, Jon Rafman presents Still Life (Betamale)  
in a ball pit, which he originally conceived for his show at the 
Zabludowicz Collection in London in 2015. The viewer accesses 
the square container filled with transparent and mother of 
pearl-coloured balls via a ladder and over a railing; once in 
the pit, the visitor dons a set of headphones and – mirroring 
scenes from the film – sinks into the mass of balls. What starts 
out as an amusing experience and pleasant throwback to child-
hood, quickly changes with the realisation that movement is 
arduous and control over one’s body significantly diminished. 
There is a parallel sequence in the video depicting an imper-
illed furry as it sinks, slowly yet ineluctably, into a mud-
filled swamp-hole. The initial feeling of well being swiftly 
turns into perplexity and discomfort. One literally dives into a 
virtual world of Rafman’s making: the screens are gigantic and 
at close quarters, the sound is loud and aggressive. It is sim-
ply impossible to sense the existence of a world beyond the 
immediacy of the ball pit.

In the case of Mainsqueeze, the viewer watches the video while 
sitting on a “hug sofa”, which literally does as the name sug-
gests and actually hugs the viewer, but the twist is that the 
sofa doesn’t let go that easily. Mainsqueeze follows a similar 
montage principle, but here it is rooted in the manifest aggres-
sion within us and in the Internet: a washing machine disinte-
grates during its spin cycle, a young woman crushes a baby lob-
ster alive beneath her foot and the disfigured faces and bodies 

New Age Demanded, 2014
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of inebriated, comatose youths captured in snapshots, bear the 
traces of obscene and violent felt-pen doodles.

Erysichthon rounds off the trilogy and represents a kind of 
conclusion. According to Greek mythology, the eponymous King 
committed the crime of felling a sacred tree and was duly cursed 
by Demeter who condemned him to suffer eternally from an  
insatiable hunger. Erysichthon devoured all his possessions, but 
still could not sate his hunger; he ultimately ended up devour-
ing himself. The theme of devouring and ingesting permeates the 
entire video and is captured in images of a snake eating its own 
tail, as well as other animals eating one another, yet at the 
same time it can be read as a metaphor for our (culture of) 
consumption and our relationship to the virtual world: who is 
devouring whom? And who is depriving whom of energy? The pro-
jected video Erysichthon fills the entire wall, its sound rever-
berates thunderously around the whole exhibition space. In this 
instance, Rafman has provided a swing as the preferred viewing 
position, the seat of which has been covered with a vinyl print 
featuring various furries. This also corresponds to the content 
of the videos: furries make repeated appearances, as does a 
perpetually looping swing. 

Virtually all of Jon Rafman’s videos are freely available online. 
Anyone can watch Still Life (Betamale) at home on a computer  
in an intimate setting and perhaps feel a little bit like the 
gamers whose habitats Rafman features in the film. The exhibi-
tion setting is, by contrast, completely different: the visual 
stimuli are augmented by a physical component. Many of the 
things we undertake on a daily basis on the Internet do not 
require the use of our bodies. We network socially, communicate 
privately and professionally, go about our banking activities 
and even do our shopping – all of which happens virtually and 
free of bodily input. However, in Rafman’s installation, the body 
is needed once more in order to assimilate the work as a whole. 
Perhaps these sets or constructions are beneficial in order to 
make the idea of complete immersion in virtual reality palpable, 
universally intelligible. Ball pits and hug sofas become the 
portals into the most diverse subcultures and ultimately into 
Jon Rafman’s world and overall approach. The intention behind 
these works isn’t remotely about ridiculing such predilections 
and quirks or to look down on them as perverse in any way. Raf-
man is guided much more by genuine curiosity and the desire to 
understand these unusual pleasures and preferences. The exhibi-
tion gives us a taste of the professional gamers’ world: we too 
channel our total concentration towards the screen and com-
pletely blot out the rest of the world.

New Age Demanded 
(Pointer Man Chrome), 2014



To gain access to Rafman’s challenging route around the exhibi-
tion, one must first pass through the foyer in the Westfälischer 
Kunstverein, which has been decked out with a row of seven 
sculptures from the series New Age Demanded in a classical, 
hierarchical style. Their shiny surfaces automatically connote 
great value while their shapes, reminiscent of classical  
modernity and mounted on reflective pedestals, initially convey 
a familiar feeling of “‘the sublime’/In the old sense” (Ezra 
Pound) associated with art, an aesthetic form that has been 
canonised and accepted. However, each one of the sculptures has 
been made using 3-D software, indeed, five of the works were 
generated on a 3-D printer. These sculptures are made from  
compounded polymers and are extremely light in contrast to the 
remaining two works in marble. Generically speaking, they  
simulate the bust as a traditional sculptural portrait, however, 
they do not simply recall and revisit the heads of Greco-roman 
potentates, but also suggest more contemporary associations, 
such as figures from sci-fi sagas, masks and costumes of video 
game personae, or even defy anthropomorphic classification 
altogether. The title of the series has been taken from Ezra 
Pound’s poem, “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley” (1920), which highlights 
the demands made upon artists and their work:

“[...]
The age demanded an image
Of its accelerated grimace,
Something for the modern stage,
Not, at any rate, an Attic grace;
[...]
The “age demanded” chiefly a mould in plaster,
Made with no loss of time,
A prose kinema, not, not assuredly, alabaster
Or the “sculpture” of rhyme
[...]”[5]

Jon Rafman has placed these lines from Pound’s poem centrally  
on his website, www.newagedemanded.com, surrounding them with 
images of his sculptures (some of which are still virtual  
designs), thereby clearly identifying himself in the role readily 
assigned to artists since time immemorial, namely to invent  
a new image of the true disposition of the age and its “acceler-
ated grimace”. In other words, to capture the zeitgeist and to 
contribute a little to our understanding of it. The traditional 
bust bearing the likeness of a worthy ruler, thinker or nobleman 
has long since lost its validity and relevance. Be that as  
it may, Jon Rafman’s artistic approach is certainly eminently 

5 Ezra Pound, Selected Poems 1908-1969 (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1975). p. 98.

In his most recent video, Sticky Drama (2015), Rafman has devoted 
himself to a hobby, likewise demonstrating the permeability 
between the virtual world and its physical, real counterpart: 
Live Action Role Play (LARP) in which groups of people clad in 
highly imaginative battledress fight one another. Sticky Drama 
is Jon Rafman’s first live action movie, which he shot in London 
with a cast of thirty-five actors. The plot revolves around the 
topic of loss and the fear of loss, or more specifically about 
the loss of data and hence the loss of memories. A tamagotchi[4] 
commanding a memory stretching back several centuries and thus 
of enormous value, has been infected by a virus and is near to 
death. We observe scenes from the memory of this handheld digi-
tal pet intermingled with scenes depicting its present circum-
stance: the tamagotchi is sitting in an adolescent’s bedroom and 
relating what it can still remember to a girl-cum-princess fig-
ure who is wearing a dress made from CDs (i.e. devices for physi-
cal data storage). At the same time, a brutal LARPing-style 
battle is underway outside the house between two enemy groups 
for possession of the tamagotchi. Classical tropes of disgust 
and revulsion are invoked as the viewer is veritably assailed 
with masses of green slime, vomit, urine and festering pustules. 
This visual hyperbole, including violence, can be compared to 
the absurdly explicit depictions in the video games mentioned at 
the outset. Rafman has also visually namechecked the video game 
genre: the communication between the protagonists takes place 
primarily via text boxes inserted into the video and graphically 
framing the image at regular intervals. Sticky Drama is also 
presented in an immersive context: in a room measuring 36 sq m, 
carpeted with the same material that appears in the teenager’s 
bedroom in the video, its walls coated in green slime. 

After having consumed all these videos, the work Oh the 
Humanity! (Waterbed Teal) (2015) takes on an almost cathartic 
function: on a waterbed with one’s head behind a pearl curtain 
and beneath a screen, the onlooker rocks gently in synch with 
the movements viewed in the images overhead. A short, slightly 
modified clip from the Internet depicts the largest wave pool  
in China brimming with several thousand bathers sporting rubber 
rings and who are literally going with the flow as they heave 
and swell with the motion of the waves – a gaily coloured,  
floating mass of humanity. 

4 Tamagotchi are digital, hand-held virtual pets. Players 
have to nurture their baby creature as though it were 
alive. Failure to look after it properly will result in 
its demise. Created and marketed by the Japanese firm 
Bandai in 1996, it was introduced into the American and 
European markets the following year. A virtual entity 
enters our physical, real world.



capable of producing an image of the “new age” in which we too 
see ourselves. Divorced from aesthetic predilections, personal 
enthusiasm for video games or any other of Rafman’s themes, it 
is above all else his method, the distribution of his works, the 
presentation in the context of the exhibition, not to mention 
his choreographed viewing angles and viewpoints that effective-
ly show us and even allow us to experience the essence of what 
actually defines our age. 

Kristina Scepanski

Jon Rafman’s exhibition at the Westfälischer Kunstverein is his 
first institutional show in Germany. Most of it will travel from 
Münster to the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. The installations 
for the videos Still Life (Betamale), Mainsqueeze, A Man Digging, 
Codes of Honor, and Oh the Humanity! were produced by the  
Zabludowicz Collection in London in 2015 and shown there from  
8 October until 20 December of the same year. Jon Rafman has 
since been working on other projects scheduled for viewing at 
the Berlin Biennale and the Manifesta 11 in Zurich in 2016. 

New Age Demanded 
(Cyberswirl Marble), 2014
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RAW NOWNESS 
ON DANIEL LOPATIN’S MUSIC AND JON RAFMAN’S ART 

“I tolerate dumb things sometimes in a kitschy way, but mostly 
in a sort of zen way, wherein stuff is suspended in a myopic ooze 
of raw nowness that is beautiful and gross at the same time,”[1] 
comments Daniel Lopatin about his artistic method. The music 
producer, aka Oneohtrix Point Never, links musical curiosities 
and niche audio, in a resounding panorama comprising electronic 
death metal symphonies, sonorous reminiscences of those pixil-
lated video-game soundtracks that once reverberated from an-
cient Commodore and Amiga computers, homages to Korn and weird 
jazz-fusion experiments played on synthetic instruments recall-
ing Joe Zawinul’s playful harmonies. So abundant are the influ-
ences, it is scarcely possible to itemise them in their entire-
ty. Even repeated listenings unleash fresh barrages of 
references and actually bolster the overwhelming impression 
that one has plunged headlong into a sonic primordial soup and 
become a witness to myriad viral concatenations and metamorpho-
ses.

In view of this, it seems pointless to continue calling Lopatin 
a composer in the traditional sense. Instead, the New York pro-
ducer trawls through digital networks and their individual 
sounds. He seeks out practical and intelligent strategies with 
which to integrate the flood of information and assimilate the 
contiguity of digital objects into his work, thereby adopting 
the routines and activities hitherto the demesne of programmers 
or database administrators.

The artist Jon Rafman, who commissioned Lopatin to write the 
soundtracks for his video works Still Life (Betamale) (2013) and 
Sticky Drama (2015), sums up his practice in a similar vein:  
“I feel less of a need to create original material from scratch 
due to the sheer abundance of material out in the world to work 
with. The craft is found in the searching, selecting or curat-
ing, and editing together of the materials pulled from far-flung 
corners of the web.”[2] Rafman compares himself to a kind of 
digital flâneur. The artist as an explorer, a wanderer who inves-
tigates virtual environments, integrating the impressions he 
has garnered on his journeys into his artworks. What emerges 

1 Daniel Lopatin, “Daniel Lopatin talks Kenny G’s Brazili-
an Nights“ (2015), thetalkhouse.com/music/talks/daniel-
lopatin-oneohtrix-point-never-talks-kenny-gs-brazilian-
nights/, 17.02.2016.

2 Jon Rafman quoted from: “Domenico Quaranta, Mainsquee-
ze“, no year, dismagazine.com/dystopia/65372/jon-rafman-
mainsqueeze/, 10.02.2016. 
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Works, such as A Man Digging (2014), document the potential that 
lies in this blurring of the distinction. Rafman shows images 
from the video game “Max Payne 3” depicting the eerie aftermath 
of lethal clashes in a series of edited scenes. We see corpses 
bathed in lurid colours, bullet-spattered fixtures and objects, 
but also immensely beautiful landscapes, sunsets and snowy 
townscapes – contemplative scenes that are only accessible via 
the game’s linear points system after all the opponents have 
been ‘eliminated’ and the set objectives met. In contrast,  
Rafman invites us to tarry awhile and take in the beauty of 
these virtual worlds and to explore them far away from the tasks 
one has been set. Against this background, A Man Digging might 
be understood as a homage to so-called “walking simulators”. 
Games that fall into this category include titles such as “Dear 
Esther”, “The Vanishing of Ethan Carter” and “Firewatch”. They 
are primarily about experiencing or absorbing a virtual world 
and its various ambiences, but also the processing of loss and 
memory, both of which are key elements in Daniel Lopatin’s music 
and Jon Rafman’s art, such as in the film Codes of Honor that 
reanimates memories of an irrevocably bygone time and repre-
sents a homage to the Chinatown Fair Arcade and its patrons. The 
story is told by a professional gamer who has long-since given 
up playing professionally and is recalling his glory days back 
in the nineteen-eighties: “In Codes of Honor, the narrator is 
profoundly sad that the time when his life had meaning, solidar-
ity, and achievement is now irrevocably over, but the lack of 
tradition and history inherent to a video game blocks his path 
to give life new meaning.”[4] 

Lopatin made his name with his “eccojams”, electronic miniatures 
highlighting particular segments of the nineteen-eighties and 
further past musical eras in a kind of processed mixtape. In the 
song “nobody here”, the producer loops an excerpt from the  
chorus of Chris de Burgh’s popular smoochy ballad, “Lady in Red”. 
The singer’s pitch-shifted voice, swaddled in a sumptuous re-
verb, repeats the same phrase “nobody here”. The constant rep-
etition not only lends the recording a hypnotic, hallucinogenic 
quality and an oneiric ambience, it also functions as re-enact-
ment of a sonic space whose architecture bears the typical trap-
pings of its era that is gone forever. What ultimately remains 
are uncertain, unclear memories comprising blurred images and 
fragmented impressions of the past. The grainy VHS aesthetic 
further contributes to the accompanying music video. “I was 
thinking about things that people leave behind, and the ways we 
communicate our past and try to be productive with things that 

4 Daniel Keller; Nik Kosmas, “Jon Rafman interviewed by 
AIDS 3D“ (2011), kaleidoscopeoffice.wordpress.com/2011/ 
11/14/jon-rafman-interviewed-by-aids-3d/, 10.02.2016.

here is a mixture of the disturbing and the beautiful, the  
uncanny and downright weird, the frivolous and the melancholy. 
Portraits of digital subcultures and strange sexual fantasies: 
young combatants in drinking competitions succumbing to alco-
hol-induced comas, their faces the canvases for the audience to 
disfigure with felt pens; a bodybuilder who crushes a watermelon 
with his thighs; a washing machine that disintegrates while 
performing its spin cycle; people who dress up as anime charac-
ters; keyboards encrusted with leftover food-scum and cigarette 
ends; dancing horrorcore clowns; so-called Juggalos and gasmask-
wearing EBM goth-ravers. Images and videos from the World Wide 
Web, compiled and collated obsessively and arranged in a labori-
ous selection process. Scenes bereft of a narrative structure, 
engaging snapshots, powerful visual irritants. Images, moreover, 
that fascinate and yet give you the shudders at the same time, 
falling not far short of Rafman’s desire to share an experience 
of the “virtual sublime”. Ultimately, fear and wonderment,  
horror and excitement coalesce in the experience of the sublime 
and the numinous – spiritual experiences of transcendence as the 
electronically manipulated female voice in the Still Life 
(Betamale) video also intones: “As you look into the screen, it 
is possible to believe that you’re gazing into eternity.” 

Similar impressions arise when listening to Daniel Lopatin’s 
music, whose current studio album is titled Garden of Delete 
(2015), abbreviated to: GoD. Coincidence? Lopatin works with 
sounds endowed with an extremely broad sonic bandwidth. They 
most probably originate from sound libraries providing sounds 
used by Hollywood studios for their movies and also in AAA video 
game titles. High-definition sounds, acoustic effect generators 
that produce highly expressive, transient impressions and as 
such, a fitting soundtrack to Jon Rafman’s visual Internet mon-
tages. The fact that music producers orient themselves towards 
the sound design used in modern cinema and video games is  
because such media create and enhance visual plausibility 
through the use of sophisticated algorithms. Computer-generated 
imagery makes almost anything possible, from intergalactic war, 
space battle cruisers, mass attacks by Orks and phantasmagorical 
landscapes. These new visual possibilities are an indication  
of what lies ahead. They are already presenting the design for 
an artificial or virtual world in which there is no difference 
between digital and material organisms and objects. This dis-
tinction is increasingly falling away in music, and Jon Rafman 
also claims that he no longer sees a “separation between the 
virtual and the real.”[3]

3 Jon Rafman, “Performative Lecture: 04.09.2014 Istanbul” 
(2014), www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqDy_VRLWd8, 10.02.2016.



we’ve lost. Like how we deal with the loss of pop culture arti-
facts or stuff that is more ephemeral,”[5] said Daniel Lopatin 
when describing the idea behind the album Replica, which com-
prises sounds he sampled from nineteen-eighties lo-fi audio TV 
advertisement compilations. Lopatin works like a surgeon, 
transplanting parts of the past into and grafting strips of 
memory onto new contexts. He creates replicas “of what society 
used to be like”.[6] Musical Frankenstein’s monsters, imitations 
that are nonetheless imperfect, full of flaws functioning in 
Lopatin’s imagination as fictitious exhibits in a museum of the 
distant future whose curators tune into the digital archive of 
the past to get a fix on what it was like back then. There is a 
retrofuturism resonating in this image, which can also be heard 
in Lopatin’s musical preferences. He repeatedly works with New 
Age influences, ascending and descending synthesiser arpeggios, 
which were often used in the nineteen-eighties as incidental 
music in the soundtracks of cinematic sci-fi epics, such as 
“Blade Runner”. Lopatin brings these sonic references up to date 
with contemporary production methods and technology, thereby 
evincing “a poignant sense of nostalgia for the visions of the 
future offered by previous eras”.[7] In other words, Lopatin has 
a highly attuned sense of musical metaphor for irrevocably lost, 
unredeemed past ideals or scenarios for the future. Or as Jon 
Rafman puts it: “I am constantly searching for an ideal, [...] 
while simultaneously trying to reveal the sadness that accompa-
nies the loss of these ideals or the failure to achieve them.”[8]

A further stylistic element in Daniel Lopatin’s music are voices 
that have been fragmented, accelerated, slowed-down and treated 
with a multitude of effects. Lopatin uses them as samples with 
which to create airy melodies, condensing them to fat chorales 
or diluting them into oceans of ambient scraps of language. The 
electronically manipulated human voice becomes a metaphor for 
the fusion of man and machine and the short shelf life of digi-
tal worlds. It is at once a “[…] reflection of the distortedness 
of human nature in modern times,”[9] according to the musician 
James Ferraro, who has also worked with Lopatin. “[It is] a  

5 Ryan Dombal, “Oneohtrix Point Never: Replica. The elect-
ronic artist talks to us about the skull on the front of 
his new LP” (2011), pitchfork.com/features/take-cover/ 
8705-oneohtrix-point-never-replica/, 10.02.2016.

6 Ibid. 
7 Saelan Twerdy, “This is where it ends: The denouement of 

Post-Internet Art in Jon Rafman’s Deep Web“ (2015),  
momus.ca/this-is-where-it-ends-the-denouement-of-post-
internet-art-in-jon-rafmans-deep-web/, 10.02.2017. 

8 Keller; Kosmas, “Jon Rafman interviewed by AIDS 3D”. 
9 James Ferraro in conversation with the author, June 2012. 

Still Life (Betamale), 2013 
(Ball Pit), 2015



symbol of, like, a human position. Just being kind of distorted 
and wired and on Adderall and fast forward, [...].”[10] Jon Rafman 
compares his method for the 9Eyes project, an arrangement of 
obscure Google Street View images, to a series of taxing “mara-
thon runs”[11] that last for “entire days […] revved up on energy 
drinks”.[12] A similarly excessive method must have also been 
applied in the making of Still Life (Betamale). Lopatin’s vocal 
deconstructions are given a prominent position here, inasmuch as 
Rafman documents bizarre scenes in this film taken from the 
weirdest and darkest recesses of the Internet, peripheral zones 
in which one seldom strays or never without a reason. A digital 
world in which the monitoring agencies of the large Internet 
corporations have lost their control and audiovisual media is at 
liberty to circulate virally and unfiltered around the Net. Jon 
Rafman and Daniel Lopatin’s achievement is to grant us a glimpse 
into this “obscene mass of raw, palipating slime,”[13] to capture 
the raw nowness of the moment and to place it at the disposal of 
a more in-depth contemplation of human existence in the twenty-
first century. 

Dr. Raphael Smarzoch, Music Theorist, Cologne

10 Ibid.
11 Will Staley, “Poaching Memories from Google’s Wandering 

Eye“ (2013), 6thfloor.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/12/16/
poaching-memories-from-googles-wandering-eye/?_r=0, 
10.02.2016.

12 Ibid.
13 Ben Woodward, “Slime Dynamics” (Winchester: Zero Books, 

2012), p. 57. 
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PUBLIC PROGRAMME

Exhibition walkthrough with  
Jon Rafman
• Saturday, 6 February at 

11am

Guided tours with Kristina 
Scepanski
• Friday, 19 February at 6pm
• Thursday, 17 March at 6pm
• Sunday, 1 May at 2pm

LIST OF EXHIBITED WORKS

• A Man Digging, 2013 
HD-video, 8:20 min. 
(Cockpit v.2), 2014 
Mixed media

• Oh the Humanity!, 2015  
HD-video, loop 
(Waterbed Teal), 2015 
Custom made waterbed 
Produced by Zabludowicz 
Collection 
Courtesy the artist and 
Seventeen, London

• Mainsqueeze, 2014 
HD-video, 7:18 min. 
(Hug Sofa), 2015 
Custom designed three-seat 
sofa with 60“ built-in  
monitor 
Produced by Zabludowicz 
Collection 
Courtesy the artist and 
Seventeen, London 

• Still Life (Betamale), 2013  
16:9 HD-video, Music by 
Oneohtrix Point Never 
(Track: „Still Life“)  
4:54 min 
(Ball Pit), 2015 
Custom designed aluminium 
and plywood ball pit, pearl 
and transparent balls, 
foam, white ladder 50“ 
monitors 
Produced by Zabludowicz 
Collection 
Courtesy the artist and 
Seventeen, London

• Erysichthon, 2015 
HD-video, 8 min. 
Projection with custom-made 
swing 
Produced by Westfälischer 
Kunstverein 
Courtesy the artist and 
Seventeen, London

• Codes of Honor, 2011 
HD-video, 14 min. 
(Cockpit v.3), 2015 
Mixed media 
Produced by Zabludowicz 
Collection 
Courtesy the artist and 
Seventeen, London

• Sticky Drama, 2015 
HD-video, 10:37 min. 
Courtesy Jon Rafman,  
Daniel Lopatin, and  
Seventeen, London.

• New Age Demanded 
(Cyberswirl Marble), 2014 
45.7 ! 32.5 ! 28.7 cm  
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection 
Courtesy Tamares Real  
Estate Holdings Inc.

• New Age Demanded 
(Elegant Vessel Gold), 2014 
3-D photopolymer resin, 
acrylic, and gold leaf  
46.2 ! 33.3 ! 27.7 cm  
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection 
Courtesy Tamares Real  
Estate Holdings Inc.

• New Age Demanded 
(Pointer Man Chrome), 2014 
3-D photopolymer resin and 
chrome finish 
45.7 ! 35.6 ! 28.7 cm 
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection 
Courtesy Tamares Real  
Estate Holdings Inc.

• New Age Demanded 
(Futurismo Marble), 2014 
White Carrara marble 
47 ! 33 ! 25.4 cm 
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection

• New Age Demanded 
(Mazeman Black), 2014 
3-D photopolymer resin and 
black chrome finish  
45.7 ! 35.6 ! 25.4 cm  
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection

• New Age Demanded 
(Ridgeman Copper), 2014 
photopolymer resin,  
acrylic, and copper patina 
44.5 ! 33 ! 25.4 cm  
Mirrored plinth  
Zabludowicz Collection 
Courtesy Tamares Real  
Estate Holdings Inc.

• New Age Demanded 
(Speed Demon Concrete), 
2014 
3-D photopolymer resin and 
concrete finish 
47.2 ! 43.4 ! 26.4 cm  
Mirrored plinth 
Zabludowicz Collection


