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Game Theory is a group exhibition that brings together visual 
and performing artists lured by the unexpected consequences 
of surrendering control, conducting synthesis, and strategic 
intervention. Inspired by the inquiries into chance operations by 
Cornish legends Merce Cunningham and John Cage, the gallery 
exhibition features a wide range of visual work that demonstrates a 
conscious embrace of forces beyond the artist’s control. It is both a 
“letting go” and a calculated strategy to harness a similar sense of 
wonder to that found in the natural world. This willing playfulness 
with indeterminacy could be seen as a desire to collaborate with 
chaos. Fear of the unknown, however, becomes a joy of possibility 
to an artist who has built in the conditions for unexpected results. 
The intention of chance becomes a game in which artist and 
audience become one and the same, both participants in a turn 
of seemingly endless possibilities. The artists in Game Theory vary 
greatly in materials and methods, but share a similar willingness to 
surrender control, while still pulling the strings. 

When Merce Cunningham and John Cage met at Cornish in 1938, 
the idea of utilizing chance as a strategy in art making was not 
new. The Dada and Surrealist movements had emerged from 
disillusionment after World War I, signaling a loss of faith in the 
will of mankind. Methods of exploring the artist’s unconscious were 
pursued in search of a reality beyond the known, and artists like 
Marcel Duchamp and André Masson embraced indeterminacy and 
chance as a vital component of their processes. Later, Jackson 
Pollock claimed “I am nature,” while John Cage became interested 
in mimicking a “natural order” through his work, celebrating the 
unexpected and the art of the everyday. Seeking both freedom and 
structure, Cage and Cunningham became interested in the ancient 
Chinese text, the I-Ching, or Book of Changes as a source for 
direction in both their lives and work. 
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By 1969, John Cage was an established composer, writer, and 
thinker of the avant-garde, but ventured for the first time to make 
visual artwork. Following the death of his close friend Marcel 
Duchamp, Cage was commissioned to create an editioned series of 
lithographs and “plexigrams.” The series’ title, Not Wanting to Say 
Anything about Marcel, came from a journalist’s request to Cage 
and Jasper Johns to reflect on Duchamp’s passing.1 Preferring not 
to define his friend’s life in words, Cage’s first ever visual artworks 
relied on an orchestration of chance operations, guided by the 
I-Ching. A 30-page book by Cage accompanies the plexigram, Not 
Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel II, detailing the parameters 
by which he selected and arranged the words, letters, and colors. 
The variables that went into deciding the internal elements 
are further complicated by the viewer’s ability to change their 
relationship to the transparent layers, creating new contexts for 
the extracted pieces of text. In the plexigram, Cage uses negative 
space or “silence” with a similar consideration to his compositions. 
In Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel II, Cage is not only 
leaving generous amounts of 2D space between graphic elements, 
but also allowing one inch gaps of air to separate each of the 
eight layers. This seems to further support an intent to leave an 
openness to interpretation and willingness to let the viewer create 
his or her own context and meaning.

Every artist faces a problem of space. It begins with his or 
her identification as a maker of things and ideas, and usually 
concludes in a space to display or present them. Some would argue 
that considerations of space for the presentation of an artwork 
come after the internal decisions required to resolve the piece. 
But for many, the eventual space surrounding a work is a starting 
point. In either approach, a question of space is addressed. Jason 
Hirata faces this problem, especially aware of his own presence, 
and makes a concerted effort to remove himself from the equation. 
In Disk Space, he takes the question of, “what do I put here?” and 
literally hands it over to the Cornish IT Department. He provided a 
one-terabyte hard drive, with the request to “fill it as they see fit.” 
The IT Department’s four-person team took turns with the drive and 
addressed the drive’s emptiness as individuals, making selections 
of what and how to fill it. As in much of his work, Hirata’s presence 
is like that of a ghost or shadow, setting forth conditions and 
directives to others to execute. Much like a composer who relies 
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on musicians to play a score, Hirata orchestrates events and 
creates “problems” for others to solve. It’s not as if he’s shirking 
responsibility, but rather sharing an experience. If the art is 
in the act, then Hirata is empowering others to act with artful 
intention, through otherwise common interactions. This approach 
echoes Cage’s belief in the art of the moment, and separates the 
action from the object. However, Hirata presents the small, sleek 
hard drive as it is, unconnected from a power source, hiding its 
contents. Presented as an art object on a pedestal, the physically 
small drive has the capacity to store a terabyte (1,000 gigabytes) 
of data, and with it, a potential for value. By not knowing exactly 
what the drive contains, we can project our own ideas of what 
we might store, save, and protect. But data, like meaning, is 
an abstraction that only exists through our ability to extract it 
and translate it into something useful. As an object, Disk Space 
remains inert and useless, with its contents unplugged and 
inaccessible. In its non-functional state, the drive is humorously 
distinguished from its utilitarian role and becomes an “object 
d’art.” As it is, it exists as a relic and token of a more meaningful 
human interaction, through a process of selection, sharing, and 
preservation.

Apophenia describes the phenomenon of finding meaning in 
otherwise random occurrences. Like seeing the face of Jesus in 
a burnt piece of toast, humans’ thirst for big answers has led to 
some interesting conclusions. Apophenia is also the title of Cara 
Tomlinson’s video installation, displaying 12 different video loops, 
of varying lengths, on 12 separate screens scattered across the 
wall. Accompanied by an 18-minute audio track (produced by Sean 
Regan), the overall effect is an ever-changing and ethereal stream 
of images and sounds, extracted from their contexts and presented 
together, at once. Seemingly, these observations have no relation 
to one another, other than their proximity. Although the videos 
and audio repeat, the varying durations create a fluid context for 
association. One 15-second video clip can run concurrently with 
11 other flickering moments, complicated further by a series of 
sounds. Some sounds have been extracted from the correlating 
videos, with additional overdubs and samples. Our impulse to 
construct meaning through narrative is challenged by Tomlinson’s 
dynamic set of variables. Focusing on a single screen might 
initiate an individual memory, while the paralleling audio alters 
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it further. Pulling back, the associations become increasingly 
scattered, jumbled, and confused, until we return to the beginning, 
independent from ourselves. 

On the same wall, Tomlinson’s Meditation Code Drawings are 
an exercise in meditative process and an expression of a coded 
and corrective automatism. Each square of the grid of 16 is a 
layering of two drawings. Obscured underneath the covering Dura-
Lar® is a grid of thousands of dots within circles. Tomlinson has 
arbitrarily marked a series of directional decisions in a seemingly 
random arrangement. She then layers an identically sized, slightly 
transparent sheet over the top and selects one direction to keep, 
hiding all the others with a colored dot. Upon reviewing this 
process, she identifies missed omissions by filling in the circle 
black. Tomlinson confronts her own consciousness in seeking 
randomness, layering a series of rules over one another. The 
effect is both mechanical and human. Her dot grids have a visual 
relationship to digital pixels or lines of computer code, but with 
the human imperfections of her marks. Each pattern is unique and 
set apart from the other 15 drawings that make up the total grid. 
She demonstrates how the rigidity of set systems can unlock the 
unexpected and create a sense of individuality.

Chauney Peck is a collaborator with circumstance. In an effort 
to open her process to unpredictability, she has modified several 
decks of playing cards with paint, marker, collage, and text. In 
the studio, Peck can turn to these cards to influence creative 
decisions, and bring indeterminate “problems” into the work. But, 
it’s difficult to consider these interventions as problems when one 
so willingly blends chance into one’s own language. Of course, 
“chance” is an inevitable part of life. Whatever one calls it, we can 
acknowledge that as humans, we are subjected to forces beyond 
our control. It would seem a strength, then, to acknowledge these 
forces as an active participant in our trajectory, and then move 
with an intention towards adaptability. The alternative would 
seem to be an endlessly frustrating path with the assumption 
that we are in control. Like the materials Peck is drawn to, she 
demonstrates a humbleness to these external forces. Some could 
call it “chaos,” but when considered as Peck does, it seems more 
like a natural order. After all, she is still in control, even when 
turning to the instructions from one of her chance cards. Although 
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the suggestions of a selected card are unpredictable, she has 
pre-set those conditions and variables, through her intention, and 
negotiates a resolution between her self and her material’s inherent 
qualities. “Wall Drawing” was specifically created for Game Theory 
as a collaboration with Peck, a set of materials and instructions, 
and two Cornish art students. Taking cues from Sol LeWitt, Peck 
mailed a box containing six pre-mixed paint colors, a brush, a set 
of instructions, and an altered deck of playing cards. A gallery 
wall painted with a specific color chosen by Peck was used for 
the students to execute the instructions, creating a linear painting 
informed by selecting cards. Each card identified a color, length, 
and direction for a single line to be painted, accumulating until 
the students had completed 29 lines. The painting contains all the 
variables predetermined by Peck, but the resulting arrangement 
is filtered through the interpretation and choices of the students. 
The resulting piece is reliant on, but still independent from the 
artist’s aesthetic choices. It’s as if the piece has a life of its own, 
surprising even those that make it. In Sol LeWitt’s Sentences on 
Contemporary Art from 1969, he states, “Rational judgments 
repeat rational judgments... Irrational judgments lead to new 
experience.”2 By building in the conditions for surprise in her 
practice, Peck is able to perpetuate a sense of discovery and 
become both artist and audience  of her own work. In this way, we 
are drawn closer to the artist’s moment of realization. 

If LeWitt’s wall drawings are collaborations between the artist 
and draftsman, Joseph Gray collaborates with software of his own 
design, and others’. Computer programs are essentially written 
sets of directives, executed by others to perform tasks. Like the 
draftsman, some programs “render” data into patterns, colors, 
and images. Gray’s MapSculpt is a combination of randomality 
and absolute precision, while blurring the lines between video, 
two-dimensional, and three-dimensional artwork. The overhead 
view of a parametric landscape is projected over a wall-mounted 
structure that mimics the computer-generated topography. Gray has 
developed several applications using the open-source programming 
language, Processing, to generate the virtual hills and valleys. 
Then, layers of Perlin noise are generated randomly and overlaid to 
create naturalistic patterns of trees and grass. Computer graphics 
guru, Dr. Ken Perlin, developed this digital texture to imitate 
various natural phenomenons, and it has been used extensively 
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in computer graphics since first implemented in the film Tron 
in 1982. Through this combination of specific parameters and 
randomly generated effects, the landscape is complete with water 
and lighting from rotating moon and sun cycles. Elements of the 
landscape refer to early video game terrain, with its distinct hard-
edged geometry, as opposed to today’s smoother virtual rendering. 
The result feels similar to a cubist-style landscape painting, seen 
from above. Although the terrain suggests a setting from a video 
game world, there are no characters or treasures to collect. The 
environment is its own experience—given a heightened sense of 
time, transitioning from sunrise to sunset, and pulsating with an 
ever-changing kaleidoscope of color. The overlapping, projected 
dimensionality over a physical, topographical structure plays a 
game of perception with the viewer by confusing what is actually 
and virtually dimensional. This doubling almost negates either 
element. The effect almost becomes a zero-sum game, wreaking 
havoc on our ability to comprehend what we’re seeing. Despite 
the actual dimensionality of the projection surface, it’s easy to 
assume that this dimensionality is merely projected, until closer 
examination reveals that both are true. 

Brent Watanabe’s High Noon further brings elements from the 
world of video games into reality and transforms the gallery into 
the scene of a virtual Western-style “shoot out”. Every 40 minutes, 
an almost unnoticeable thermostat clock on the gallery wall 
reaches 12pm, triggering an eruption of gunfire sound effects in 
the gallery. Watanabe’s intervention is both discreet and obtrusive. 
He had made an effort to hide the physical elements of the piece, 
by camouflaging elements as common interior utilities. Although 
the speakers are plainly visible, there is no indication of what 
they might be for or connected to. A gallery visitor could spend 
up to 39 minutes in the exhibition and leave without knowing 
High Noon exists. But when the clock hits 12pm, it’s impossible 
to ignore. The clock cycles briskly through the 24-hour rotation, 
while a numeric score is displayed below it. Each “duel” has a 
randomly generated amount and sequence of shots, complete 
with the sounds of ricochets on opposite sides. A hidden camera 
identifies when a bystander is caught in the virtual crossfire and 
adds one point for each “hit” during the volley. High Noon, like 
Tomlinson’s Apophenia, emits sound throughout the gallery’s 
space, interweaving itself through experiences with other artwork. 
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But Watanabe’s attempt to hide the potential for interaction makes 
the experience all the more indeterminate. High Noon has flipped 
the popular “first person shooter” video game experience on its 
head. The players become unknowing victims, participating mostly 
by accident. Human interaction becomes a statistic, tracked 
over time and tallied for others to see. Of course, once a visitor 
discovers the “game,” they may choose to interact intentionally, 
throwing themselves in harm’s way. In 1898, Winston Churchill 
wrote, “Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without 
result,”3. Similarly, writer Maria Bustillos speculates that video 
games “are designed to produce for us not only the thrill of danger 
and survival, but the ecstasy of reincarnation.”4 Considering this, 
High Noon preys on our desire for recognition and renewal, even if 
through (virtual) death.

“Realism” is a misleading term when applied to painting. It 
generally refers to a kind of illusionistic rendering of an actual 
place or situation. However, there is nothing more false than 
flat surface covered in paint, when compared to the thing a 
painting represents. In actuality, painting is always a translation. 
For Los Angeles artist Steve Roden, a painting is an object, a 
record of investigation, and an adaptation. His paintings are 
packed with an internal language and logic that sources external 
information, without directly referring to it. This allows for the 
viewer’s experience to stay within the painting, without relying 
on an external reference. Roden’s paintings have been informed 
by music, text, architecture, and objects, while allowing room 
for improvisation. Each work has its own set of parameters and 
usually sources a specific event or set of relationships. Much of 
his invention is in that translation. Roden invites a friction to his 
work by adapting external sets of relationships to the internal 
relationships of painting. But at the same time, he has an ability 
to break down seemingly different systems to their fundamental 
parts to find commonalities. These connections build the base for 
unity, while the frictions are opportunities for an intuitive resolve. 
In Roden’s proximities series, he has extended this strategy to 
respond to his immediate surroundings during a residency at the 
Chinati Foundation in Texas. These “site dependent” paintings 
are a negotiation of chance, forms from his studio ceiling, and 
the vowel structure from a statement on art and place by Donald 
Judd. The specificity of Roden’s terms becomes the glue for more 
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intuitive decisions to fit within the underlying structure. The 
paintings exist as artifacts from a synthesis of curiosity, intention, 
and place, while remaining independent of any direct association 
for the viewer. The finished paintings then maintain an openness, 
and allow for new relationships to be made. Although complete, 
their architecture leaves room for discovery.

Notions of “luck” have endured through human history, with an 
unexpected event on one side, and a human consequence on 
the other. The ancient Greeks personified chance in the goddess 
Tyche, who was believed responsible for the uneven sway between 
good and bad fortunes. But for every event, a positive or negative 
result is subjective, and can affect many people very differently. 
Paul Rucker’s Scratch Sound is an invitation to collectively 
reflect emotion, as an installation and collaborative improvisation. 
His gallery installation is a towering grid made up of hundreds 
of custom-made “scratch-off” lottery tickets, with a 6 x 4 foot 
version of a single ticket centered within the mosaic. Like a giant 
lottery advertisement, it invites participants to press their luck 
by scratching off one of the three circles to reveal a suggested 
emotion. During the exhibition, Rucker will lead his quartet in 
an improvisational game with the audience. The musicians will 
respond directly to the audience-selected tickets, interpreting 
each ticket’s stated emotion. This collaborative exchange puts the 
conductor’s baton in the audience’s hands, ultimately deciding on 
the directives for the musicians. Of course, the “scratched-off” 
emotions are randomly revealed, but the audience decides which 
cards get used, when they do, and which musician will respond. 
The four improvisers offer four separate and simultaneous conduits 
for the selected emotions to either blend, build, or interfere. In 
this game, there are no winners or losers, but a mutual exchange 
of cause and effect. Rucker turns the positive or negative result 
of a used lottery ticket into an opportunity for creativity. Even 
a negatively associated emotion like “fear” can transform into 
something new, given the musician’s interpretation and its ever-
changing context. Scratch Sound offers an opportunity to play an 
active role in fate and discover that we have the power to decide 
how something negatively considered can become transformatively 
positive.
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Automatism, or “automatic drawing” is a method of visual 
excavation used by the Surrealists, in order to explore the 
unconscious, in search of an individualistic truth. Derived from a 
general distrust of human intention after World War I, Surrealism 
sought a purer form of expression, independent from rational 
thought. Non-objective artwork was born of these ideas, and 
eventually paved the way to Jackson Pollock and the Abstract 
Expressionists. The intention of consciously opening up one’s 
process to chance seems to acknowledge a futility in assuming 
total control. Rather than fight the forces of nature, why not work 
with them? Pollock himself famously declared, “I am nature.” 
British artist Tim Knowles, however, allows nature to try its hand. 
In his Tree Drawings series, Knowles attaches a drawing stylus to 
the end of a tree branch and stations a plein air easel, complete 
with drawing board and paper, in front of it. Knowles is a composer 
of conditions, letting the wind, branch, and pen perform the work. 
The actual tree drawing is presented along side a color photograph 
of the tree/easel arrangement. The two diptychs in Game Theory, 
Hawthorne on Easel #1 and Larch on Easel #2 demonstrate a 
combination of aesthetic and unaesthetic decisions. The tree 
drawings are concentrations of scratches, dashes, and dots made 
from the pen’s movements across the page. Despite the removal 
of the artist’s hand, each drawing seems to retain a signature 
from the individual tree and situational conditions. The variations 
in mark-making between the tree drawings reflect the unique 
conditions of wind speed, direction, and the bounce of the branch. 
It is interesting to consider the branch movements as a result of 
tree maturity. Older, firm branches move slowly but steadily under 
duress, while the younger, spry branches move more erratically. The 
accompanying photograph is a carefully composed portrait of the 
“artist.” Knowles’ aesthetic choices are conventionally appropriate 
for the photograph, literally framing his anti-aesthetic conditions. 
Knowles’ work celebrates nature’s “will,” setting man-made 
parameters to contrast with natural forces. The friction between the 
two exemplifies our relationship to environment by reminding us 
that the difference between intention and accident in only natural.

As an exhibition, Game Theory aims to examine the purposeful 
implementation of open-ended conditions in art practices. Using 
the legacy of John Cage and Merce Cunningham at Cornish 
College of the Arts as a starting point, the exhibit also reflects the 
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range of disciplines offered.  As a resource for both the College 
and surrounding community, the gallery is a point of intersection 
between departments, expressions, and ideas. The artists were 
selected with an intent to offer a balanced and diverse set of 
methods, echoing Cornish’s focus on visual and performing arts. 
Throughout the exhibition’s run, Cornish faculty and students 
have been invited to participate, using the gallery and the artwork 
as a springboard to further explore the creative desire to counter 
predictability. Art has a unique ability to inspire wonder in both the 
artist and the audience through the pursuit of the unexplored. For 
this to happen, it is imperative that artists continue to take risks 
and put their own comfort on the line. The artists in Game Theory 
have invited the openness of possibility and with it, the potential 
for continued growth. If Art is an enemy to stagnancy, then Cage, 
Gray, Hirata, Peck, Roden, Rucker, Tomlinson, and Watanabe 
demonstrate a healthy willingness to face the unexpected with a 
spirit of invention. 
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