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Abstract

 My research explores the material properties of gaming interfaces and the paranoiac virtual spa-

ces of male fantasies. The first chapter of this thesis is an extended artist statement and a summa-

ry of influences in my work. Topics include the relationship between fantasy violence and real 

violence, digital avatars, and the limits of empathy in digital space. This chapter also contains 

documentation of works produced throughout the course of my MFA candidacy as well as the 

contexts and concepts behind those works. The second chapter is a case study exploring the work 

of artist Neo Rauch, whose paintings quietly critique and illustrate the social baggage of failed 

political ideologies. The collective methodologies Rauch employs towards creating political art-

work are an important influence in my own studio practice.  
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Part One: Comprehensive Artist Statement

Introduction

“The utilization of crime by an artist is impious. Someone risks his life, his glory, only to be used 

as ornament for a dilettante.”1

My work explores the material properties of gaming interfaces and the paranoiac virtual spaces 

of male fantasies. My practice examines my own experiences as a male gamer within the emerg-

ing and dystopian glut of war-based video games, in which patterns of xenophobia and conquest 

are enacted on a continuous loop. It would be reductive to simply say that there is a correlation 

between video games and violence—a claim which has been sufficiently debunked.  Rather than 2

focus on the effects of video games on men, I observe a much larger and more culturally embed-

ded phenomenon. I immerse myself in, and investigate, virtual environments that encourage 

forms of proto-fascist hedonism. I present this immersion as a kind of homeopathy that attempts 

to develop (personally and artistically) immunity and distance from the psychological and emo-

tive impacts of these virtual spaces. Therefore, my research interests are located within the rela-

tionships and causalities that arise between the spaces of masculine fantasy and real world 

events.

 Jean Genet, The Thief’s Journal (London: Penguin Books, 1967), 177. I first encountered this quotation in Steven 1

Zultanski’s Bribery (Brooklyn, NY: Ugly Duckling Presse, 2014). Zultanski’s text and written style has had a forma-
tive influence on my practice, including the narrative voice of this written component. This introduction is a harken-
ing back to his tone.
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My sculptures appropriate these virtual space through the primarily physical materials/vessels 

that both enact and archetype such violent, escapist experiences to their viewers. Powder coated 

plastics and aluminum are the skins that cover our personal devices, and these become mirrors 

into the toxicities that gamers consume as entertainment. These online, paranoid and male-domi-

nated spaces appear to be on the brink of exploding: they run rampant with dismal outlooks and 

perverse environments informed by (and full of) conspiracy theories, corporate shilling, Elsa-

gate predators, and racist tirades.

Throughout this body of work I’ve incorporated artifacts dug up from WWI battlefields and pur-

chased online. I use these aesthetically and affectively laden objects as a method for exploring-

exploiting the immense suffering and atrocious intent inherently imbued within their materiality. 

WWI was a world shattering conflict; meticulously documented and catalogued, its scenarios, 

environments and disasters are recreated again and again in film and video games. My artistic 

practice is the pursuit of being as evil as I can be: since we’re already in hell I might as well take 

my seat at the table and drink my goat’s blood. I’m looking for my dividends, for what’s owed to 

me. The future is of no interest, and history is a pillager’s paradise. My position is that to choose 

contemporary war objects would be to offer potential dialogue with the present, suggesting an 

alternative future.

The re-telling and restaging of historical events is a precarious task that constantly risks exploit-

ing the suffering of others. Like conservatives dreaming of better times, or the entertainment in-

dustry mining and reanimating the memories of the dead—grinding bones to turn a profit—I 
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mine the troubled history of WWI both romantically and with irreverence, understanding the 

precarious (and potentially dubious) nature of both of these positions.

Avatars

Many of the artworks I’ve produced examine the limitations of empathy and feeling within my 

own self when engaging with a virtual avatar, whether that avatar is a protagonist in a war film or 

a video game character.  One of the most popular and self-referential forms of the avatar is that 

of the mechanical exoskeleton. The first type of mechanized heroes were seen in the pop culture 

of Japan following World War II, referred to as tokusatsu. Through television and film, these 

mechanized individuals became agents for re-telling and re-negotiating the trauma of a post-war 

Japanese society. The monster film Gojira is emblematic of this. As Ann Allison indicates, “Goji-

ra signifies WWII as a travesty of human nature brought on by the atomic blasts of the Ameri-

cans. For Japanese audiences, then, Gojira provided a vehicle for reliving the terrors of the war 

relieved of any guilt or responsibility—solely, that is, from the perspective of the victim.”  Goji3 -

ra represented the horrors impacted with the atomic bomb, but the mechanized tokusatsu are the 

response to that threat. The prevalence of robots in Japanese culture, both in industrial/commer-

cial robotics and also in popular culture, has its basis in anxieties related to WWII.  In response 4

to historical trauma, these fictional robotic super soldiers represented the desire for a super 

 Full quote: “… images of disaster are omnipresent in the film, and the portrayal of a city under attack whose popu3 -
lation is terrorized, weakened, and besieged was certainly a replaying of wartime memories. The story of Gojira, 
however, is a retelling of the war with a twist. In Tanaka’s version, the Japanese bear no responsibility for the de-
struction wreaked upon their land. Rather, the aggressions in the tale rest entirely with the monster and with the nu-
clear fallout provoking his transformation and rage.” Ann Allison, “Playing with Power: Morphing Toys and Trans-
forming Heroes in Kids’ Mass Culture,” in Jeannette Marie Mageo (Ed.), Power and the Self (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002), 4

 Se Young Kim, "Children of the Atom: Postwar Anxiety and Children’s Play in Super Sentai." Asian Communica4 -
tion Research 12, no. 2 (November 27, 2015): 54-72.



	 	 !4

weapon, and also a means to rebuild Japanese society through technology.  The mechanized man 5

genre has expanded and evolved from its early conception into contemporary examples such as 

Iron Man, Transformers, and Master Chief—examples which arguably coincide with their own 

real-time conflicts and trauma. For instance, the first Iron Man film could easily be perceived as a 

Western hand washing of the invasion of Afghanistan. 

Many of my works explore the potential for the mechanized hero to act as a metaphor for the 

phenomenological experience by which we relate to both the mechanical and the virtual. This 

tech exoskeleton is a callous shell that protects-numbs the user, enabling them to commit simu-

lated (and non-simulated) horrors. The operators of these robotic shells use screens to mediate 

the virtual and the real, screens that effectively de-humanize their targets by translating them into 

pixels. This is a shared experience for drone operators and gamers alike, as both positions make 

use of nearly identical controller and operating systems.  

Two works, To gain a body you have to leave one behind (Plate 1.1) and Late Stage Optimus 

(Plate 1.2), respond to the nature in which our bodies relate to the virtual space. When we inter-

act with our machines, we leave our bodies with barely any relation to the real world. The capac-

ity for those virtual spaces to keep us calloused to the real world doesn’t end once we’ve discon-

nected. In order to exist in online space, there is a death of the present. The hyper-mobility of 

information and virtual assets (the comprehension of which sails over our heads on a daily basis) 

shapes digital space in such a markedly physical way that it feels like an entity that must be ac-

knowledged before any conversation with others can begin. The need to be literate in the currents 

 Kim, 59.5
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(and currencies) of online news, memes and political discourse can be an alienating force. The 

real world feels awkward as we grow into our cyborg selves, and transgressions—intentional and 

unintentional—always feel imminent when the virtual world shapes culture so rapidly. Many 

profess to feeling left in a kind of ignorant and vacuous lurch. Hito Steyerl articulates a sensation 

of the internet as awkward, even dead.  Further, it is obviously and completely surveilled, mo6 -

nopolized, and sanitized by copyright, control, and conformism. The internet is not dead. It is 

undead and it is everywhere. 

In his book Heroes: Mass Murder and Suicide, Francesco “Bifo” Berardi studies the psychologi-

cal states of mass shooters and their interactions with the online world as a method to better un-

derstand how virtual spaces interact with/on us. Berardi cites the work of Italian writer Luisa 

Muraro to engage with the psychological, social, and developmental impacts of a rapidly techno-

centric society:

… access to language is fundamentally linked to the affective relation between the body 
of the learner and the body of the mother. The deep, emotional grasp on the double artic-
ulation of language, on the relation between signifier and signified in the linguistic sign, 
is something that is rooted in the trusted reliance on the affective body of the mother. 
When this process is reduced to an effect of the exchange between machine and human 
brain, the process of language learning is detached from the emotional effect of the bodi-
ly contact, and the relation between signifier and signified becomes merely operational. 
Words are not affectively grasping meaning, meaning is not rooted in the depth of the 
body, and communication is not perceived as affective relation between bodies, but as a 
working exchange of operating instructions.7

 Hito Steyerl. "Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?" E-flux 49 (November 2013). Accessed April 11, 2019. 6

https://www.e-flux.com/journal/49/60004/too-much-world-is-the-internet-dead/.

 Francesco “Bifo” Berardi, Heroes: Mass Murder and Suicide (London: Verso, 2015) 307

https://www.e-flux.com/journal/49/60004/too-much-world-is-the-internet-dead/
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Berardi argues that sensibility and sensitivity are at risk when the exchange of meaning between  

the us and the other lacks physicality and presence.  He continues:8

Empathy (the ability to feel the pleasure and the sorrow of the other as part of our plea-
sure and sorrow) is not a natural emotion, but rather a psychological condition that is 
cultivated and refined, and which, in the absence of such cultivation, can wither and dis-
appear.9

 

Berardi and Muraro compellingly describe the stakes of a life lived increasingly as avatar, with 

“avatar” here encompassing both game-based interfaces as well as the lives we live (increasing-

ly) on socially-driven platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, reddit, 4chan, etc.  

Hyper-Mobility and Numbness

The capacity for digital space to lack empathy is so pervasive, and so embedded within densely 

populated virtual spaces, that there is no space for contemplating the social implications of its 

destructive nature. The speed with which video games re-create modern warfare is stunningly 

fast; it was only 12 years after the Gulf War that Conflict: Desert Storm was released. But that 

was in 2002, and virtual assets are now so easily made and transferable, many indie developers 

are able to create today what would have once been considered a “Triple A” by themselves and 

in a matter of weeks. The hyper recyclability and mobility of virtual images and assets is also 

seen in Hollywood movies depicting the current conflicts in the Middle East. What results is a 

rapid simplification of complex socio-political events into easily palatable war porn films.

 Ibid, 1098

 Ibid. 9
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Plate 2.2 Neo Rauch, Warten auf die Barbaren, 2007. Oil on canvas, 59 inches ×
157.5 inches.



	 	 !34

Bibliography 

Anonymous. "The Danger of Humor: GDR Jokes A." Making the History of 1989, Item #328.  
 Accessed March 24, 2019. http://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/items/show/328. 
 
Allison, Ann, “Playing with Power: Morphing Toys and Transforming Heroes in Kids’ Mass 
 Culture.” In Jeannette Marie Mageo (Ed.), Power and the Self. Cambridge: Cambridge 
 University Press, 2002.  
 
Berardi, Francesco “Bifo.” Heroes: Mass Murder and Suicide. London: Verso, 2015.

Buscher, Wolfgang, Harald Kunde, Gary Tinterow. Neo Rauch. Edited by Hans Werner 
Holzwarth. Koln: Taschen, 2010.

Cavafy, C. P. "Waiting for the Barbarians by C. P. Cavafy." Poetry Foundation. Translated by 
 Edmund Keeley. Accessed April 02, 2019. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/-
 51294/waiting-for-the-barbarians.

Cue, Elena. "Interview with Neo Rauch." The Huffington Post. April 08, 2017. Accessed Sep-
tember 13, 2018. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/interview-with-neo-
rauch_us_5849a9fce4b07d4bc0fa25b2.

Ebert, Roger. "The Exterminating Angel Movie Review (1968)." RogerEbert.com. May 11, 1997. 
Accessed September 13, 2018. https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-the-ex-
terminating-angel-1962.

The Exterminating Angel. Directed by Luis Buñuel. Mexico: Gustavo Alatriste 1962.

Genet, Jean. The Thief’s Journal. London: Penguin Books, 1967.

Haddow, Douglas. "Meme Warfare: How the Power of Mass Replication Has Poisoned the US  
 Election." The Guardian. November 04, 2016. Accessed May 04, 2019. 
 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/04/political-memes-2016-election-
 hillary-clinton-donald-trump.

Kelly, Elaine, Amy Wlodarski, and Sigrid Hofer. Art Outside the Lines: New Perspectives on 
GDR Art Culture. Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2011.

Kim, Se Young. "Children of the Atom: Postwar Anxiety and Children’s Play in Super 
 Sentai." Asian Communication Research 12, no. 2 (November 27, 2015): 54-72. 

Marx, Karl. The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1954.

Melnychuk, Mark and Regina Leader-Post. "Canadian Military Spent Thousands on Xbox Live 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/-
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/interview-with-neo-rauch_us_5849a9fce4b07d4bc0fa25b2
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/interview-with-neo-rauch_us_5849a9fce4b07d4bc0fa25b2
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/interview-with-neo-rauch_us_5849a9fce4b07d4bc0fa25b2
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-the-exterminating-angel-1962
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-the-exterminating-angel-1962


	 	 !35

Recruitment Ads." September 19, 2014. Accessed April 19, 2019.  https://leaderpost.com/
entertainment/canadian-military-spent-thousands-on-xbox-live-recruitment-ads.

Neo Rauch: Gefährten und Begleiter. Directed by Nicola Graef. Performed by Neo Rauch. Ger-
many: Weltkino Filmverleih, 2016. DVD.

Rauch, Neo, Werner Spies, and Gary Tinterow. Neo Rauch: Para. Köln: Dumont, 2007.

Rauch, Neo, Stephen Little, and Peter Ruthenberg. Neo Rauch - Works 1994-2002: The Leipziger 
Volkszeitung Collection. Honolulu: Honolulu Academy of Arts, 2005.

Restrepo. Directed by Tim Hetherington and Sebastian Junger. United States: Dogwoof Ltd.,  
 2012. 

Steyerl, Hito. "Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?" E-flux 49 (November 2013). Accessed  
 April 11, 2019. https://www.e-flux.com/journal/49/60004/too-much-world-is-the-
 internet-dead/.

Storr, Robert and Norman Rosenthal. Neo Rauch - at the Well. New York: David Zwirner 
 Gallery, 2015.

Theweleit, Klaus and Stephen Conway. Male Fantasies. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007.

 The Canadian Press. "Canadian Forces Orders 500 Video Games." CTVNews. November 18, 
 2010. Accessed April 18, 2019. https://www.ctvnews.ca/canadian-forces-orders-500-
 video-games-1.575846.

Vasnetsov, Viktor Mikhailovich. After Prince Igor’s Battle. 1879-1880. Oil on canvas, 80.7 
 inches x 153.5 inches. Tretyakov Gallery, Russia. In Commons.wikimedia.org. Accessed 
 February 10, 2019. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Igorsvyat.jpg.

Vasily Vereshchagin, The Road of the War Prisoners, 1878-1879. Oil on canvas, 71.3 inches x 
 117 inches . Brooklyn Museum. Accessed February 10, 2019. 
 https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/4631

Verwoert, Jan. "Neo Rauch." Frieze. October 14, 2005. Accessed December 12, 2018. https://
frieze.com/article/neo-rauch-0.

Zollner, Frank. "De-Authentification and Authentification In and By the Contemporary Art Mar-
ket: The Case of Neo Rauch." Cultural Clearings: The Object Transformed by the Art 
Market (2013): 735-737.

Zultanski, Steven. Bribery. Brooklyn, NY: Ugly Duckling Presse, 2014.  

https://leaderpost.com/entertainment/canadian-military-spent-thousands-on-xbox-live-recruitment-ads
https://leaderpost.com/entertainment/canadian-military-spent-thousands-on-xbox-live-recruitment-ads
https://leaderpost.com/entertainment/canadian-military-spent-thousands-on-xbox-live-recruitment-ads
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canadian-forces-orders-500-
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/4631


36 
  

Curriculum Vitae 

Name: Johnathan Onyschuk  

Post-secondary Alberta College of Art and Design
Education and Calgary, Alberta, Canada
Degrees: 2013-2017 BFA  

The University of Western Ontario
London, Ontario, Canada
2017-2019 MFA candidate

Selected Exhibitions
solo or group:            2018, Deep State Prosthetics, The Lily, Calgary AB

2018, Selsun Blue, ArtLab, London, ON
2018, Sorry, I’m busy, Support Gallery, London, ON
2016, Nostomania, Marion Nicoll Gallery, Calgary AB
2015, Painting is a Disease, Alberta College of Art and Design, Calgary
2015, Post Mode, New York Studio Residency Program, NY

 
Related Work Teaching Assistant
Experience The University of Western Ontario

2017-2019


