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4.4. The Next Frontier

An important future subject relating to gaming, as seen by me, is machine vision.
Machine vision is typically: what the machine sees and how this is displayed to us on a
monitor; the interfaces that we use to guide our vision to get these machines to work for
us; and how we interact with them. These are all products of warfare; for example, the
Gulf War was a testing ground for smart bombs, which are operated like a video game —
one can’t tell the difference in their interface between a game and reality. This
development in technology has separated soldiers on the battlefield; precision bombing

means that the interaction between opposing forces is kept to a minimum.

Timothy Leary and R.U. Sirius wrote extensively about the human merging with the
machine. In Designed for Dying, Timothy Leary specifically talks about the progression
of our consciousness through the use of technology. Leary was well known in American
history for his promotion and use of the hallucinogenic L.S.D. He claimed that the
controlled use of this drug could expand the mind; the drug itself is said to turn on all the
sensory arcas of the brain causing visual hallucinations. Considered mind altering and
dangerous, the drug became illegal. He wrote about the use of computers and the level of
immersion that the individual must undertake in order to have an alternate world
experience. What machine vision has done is replicated the idea of a hallucination by
showing us things that we cannot see in the real world. Unlike L.S.D, we have control of

these mechanical visions and the degree to which we would like to be immersed.

I believe this kind of idea will gradually take root within the armies of the world. Soldiers
today already rely on machine vision to complete their missions. With night vision
goggles, soldiers replace their true vision with a virtual representation rendered by a
machine (Morse, 1998). The Apache attack helicopters are some of the most advanced
fighting machines on the planet, and particularly controversial for their effectiveness at
night. I use them as an example because they require a complete awareness of the 3D
environment (unlike static winged aircraft which can only fly forward). Both the pilot and

co-pilots have to completely rely on the helicopters machine sight; they have to wear
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special helmets which project a 3D representation of their surroundings using a system
similar to sonar. The pilots of these machines are essentially sitting in a ‘virtual plane’ on
the battlefield. Machine vision is not as clear as human vision so the imaginations of the
pilots and their ability to find shapes and forms within the representations are put to the
test. This correlates with Virilio’s and Baudrillard’s ideas about the art of modemn
warfare, where the soldier has been removed from the battlefield and placed hundreds
and sometimes kilometres away from their enemy. Machine vision does not have to be
that clear for it to be effective. The quality of the graphics can be simplified and vyet still

have the same dramatic effect on the real environment (Morse, 1998).

Justin Oliver’s LevelHead (2007-2008) [Figure 13] makes use of machine vision using
pattern recognition, three 3D plastic cubes, a USB camera and a projector. The work is a
puzzle game that requires the participant to tigure out a 3D maze. On a stand is a plastic
cube with a camera facing it, and on the wall is a projection of the cube. The computer
renders 3D rooms on the surface, with each surface of the cube having a different room
on it. These rooms are not visible on the cube itself. Participants have to hold the cube in
front of the camera and use the projection of the cube as a guide as the rooms are only
visible through machine vision. The computer uses motion technology to understand the
position of the cubes’ surfaces and renders accordingly. Within the rooms are doors and
inside the cube is an animation of a person walking around. The character moves around
cach room according to the direction the player tilts the cube. The objective of the game
is to direct the character through the correct sequence of doors in order to let him out of
the maze of rooms. The plastic cube is just that and only one colour, but when placed in
front of the computer’s camera, images appear on each of the surfaces of the cube,

suggesting that only the computer’s sight can reveal what is on the surface.

Another work that uses machine vision is Jeffrey Shaw’s virtual sculpture, The Golden
Calf (1994) [Figure 14]. This work requires the viewer to move an LCD monitor around
an empty plinth. When the LCD monitor is placed in front of the plinth the impression is

that there is a golden calf sitting on top of it.
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4.5. The MOD Squad

Many game artists make modifications to elements within already existing games,
commonly referred to as ‘mods’. Virtually every game that is developed is modified by
fans, usuclly at no cost to enthusiasts or on the part of gaming developers. Clusters of
computer geeks gather to contribute to these mods, and sometimes these modifications
become more popular than the original title. Game developers usually release the tools
required for these modifications. Counter-Strike (Valve, 1999} is an example of a team-
based modification of the original game Half-Life (Valve, 1998), whose success was
measured by the amount of attention it received on the Internet, and Valve was quick to

buy the rights to the game and regulate its use.

Another modification of Half-Life is Julian Oliver’s Escape from Woomera (2002 - 2003)
[Figure 15]: “A game-based project that sought to draw a first-person awareness to the
inhumane treatment of 'illegal immigrants' in Australian detention centres.” The objective
is to escape from a prison camp in Australia with a ‘stage’ modelled on an actual camp,
placing the real mto the virtual. Julian Oliver is one of a handful of New Media artists
that modify computer games to suit their artistic practice. He also used the Quake 3 game

to create a mod that allowed him to paint using his movements through the game [Figure
16].
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The technique of making scripted narratives within a game space is known as machinima.
This first happened in 1996 when a group of players on a Quake server decided to act out
a story that they had scripted (Hancock & Ingram, 2007:12). Instead of playing the game,
the players became virtual actors and digital puppeteers. The name of their first movie
was The Life of a Camper.47 Machinima is about hacking, tweaking and reusing video
games to make movies. Technically, computer and console games provide perspectives
into virtual spaces, and players are basically continuously manipulating different
perspectives to mission around the game space; hence the idea was born to make films
inside these virtual spaces. Machinima has its pros and cons, the main benefit being that
the process of making an animated {ilm is accelerated a hundredfold. Games are already
pre-constructed worlds with many virtual objects that can be used as props, and as one
would imagine, certain games are better for content than others. They can therefore be
modified or hacked to create the desired actions, and cameras can be placed anywhere in
the virtual space, much like in real life but without the costs (this is all explained in detail
in Hancock and Ingram’s book, Machinima for Dummies,**(2007). Today, there are
thousands of machinima films available on the internet made by fans and hosted on
countless blogs and all linked to YouTube. The main source for thousands of these films
is the web site machinima.com, where they host, categorise hundreds of episodes
organised according to popularity from gamers all around the world. Some of the artists
involved even remodel and reanimate the game to acquire the desired effects. The series
‘Red versus Blue’ is an example of a long-running and very popular machinima; the
actors use the game Halo as their stage. The game itself is limited in that its characters
cannot express a wide range of emotions, and this is overcome using a technique that is
reminiscent of the techniques used in Japanese animation involving the simple suttel®
movement of the character that is talking. More recently, especially with the guys that

make the Quake movies, it is more about how to modify the game and its structures to

7 Camper or camping is a word used by gamers. A camper is a player who sits and waits in a strategic
location rather than perusing the action of a game. Campers are usually frowned upon.

® For Dummies is a long range of ‘how to’ books with many topics on how to proceed when trying to
accomplish certain tasks.

* This means that the character has little motion, usually three frames animated strategically to create an
animation.
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5. Process and Methodology

Load up guns, bring a friend, it’s fun to lose and to pretend, she’s overboard and all |

know are dirty words (Nirvana, 1991).

5.1. Visual Performance and Make Believe

I reverted back to technology when I started working on a series of video pieces called
Beautiful Shots. The original idea for this piece was to have B-52 aircraft named after
porn stars bomb townships. Visually and conceptually controversial, the message I was
trying to convey was that a lot of large corporations make a lot of money from people
who already have nothing. To create Beautiful Shots, | would make illustrations and
transfer them onto a set of mixed film/media using data projectors and video cameras.

Later I found myself using these animations as party visuals.

I then wrote The Road to Heaven which was based on a story written by a friend - Tertius
Nel - entitled Beer Masters: Volume 1. Both these texts are about white English and
Afrikaans male 20 somethings and their mad journcy across modern South Africa.
Retracing Tertius’ footsteps, 1 travelled across country between Cape Town and
Johannesburg, giving rise to new experimental works in landscape art. I looked at urban
and rural paintings in the Castle of Cape Town (Baines) [Figure 19], paintings by science
fiction artists (Ralph McQuarrie) [Figure 2], surrealist artists (Dali, Bosch) [Figures 20 &
21], and graphic novelists (Katshuhiro Otomo, Simon Bisley’' and Frank Miller’)
[Figures 22, 23 & 24].

fl Simon Bisley is an English graphic novelist famous for ABC Warriors and Slaine.
*% Creator of Sin City and 300, both of which became successful films.
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I first set out to recreate my experience of cross-country South Africa with line and full
colour drawings of places that could exist. Some locations were recreated and some
fictionalised to confuse: the real transformed into the fantastical. An example of this
would be the heavy metal strip club in the Karoo desert, ‘Glass Heals’, which does not
exist in reality. Common signifiers in these locations are road signs and petrol companies,
for example, to illustrate rival businesses living on opposite sides of the road. Most of the
locations portrayed exist in a world of ‘sin’.> In the original works, I explored the idea of
the neo-primitive — a person who avoids email, cell phones and technology in general.
Their distaste for technology was conveyed in the downed aircraft that littered
landscapes, with satellites falling from the sky. The landscapes from this series are

apocalyptically futuristic, often teaturing decay and post-human wildlife.

Jack Kerouac’s book On the Road, also began to influence me following the grim
realisation that such an adventure in South Africa would most likely lead to the deaths of
everyone involved. Crime statistics, the news, global events and war became the greatest
sources of my violent inspiration. I even looked at serial killers, discovering that South

Africa redefined the American model of sociopathic behaviour.™

Before I started work on what followed, T would spend hours ‘running around’ in virtual
spaces, not necessarily following the rules of the various games, but rather exploring the
environments and jotting down what had been created spatially and architecturally. The
games that [ credit most are the Quake series and the Russian game Sialker. My initial
method of production was also partly inspired by performance artists, specifically those
in the music industry. Bands like “Tool’, ‘Green Jelly’ and ‘Rob Zombie’ come to mind.
“Tool” is a metal band that started out in the early 90s that grew famous because of their
artistic approach to their performances. Their music videos are stop-motion animated
stories that take place in surrealistic spaces, with songs that include samples from
Timothy Leary. They are known to use multiple screens with various animations that are

coupled with amazing light and sound effects.

3 Here [ am referring to drinking, strip dancers, drugs, rock and roll and generally everything fun.
*Car hijacking in South Africa is more a sport than a erime in South Afica..
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These influences, combined with excessive computer gaming and my life as a VJ (see
5.2), eventually led to the realisation that 1 should combine everything into a single
feature. Thus animations, film, music, gaming and live performance all came to be part of

the process.

5.2. Video Jockey
“My first attempt to VJ went horribly wrong, nothing worked” (Diamond Ray, unpublished).

Nam June Paik is credited as being the father of video art. He 1s renowned for audiovisual
sculptures and installations that consist of TVs and projectors stacked in every corner
displaying different sequences of manipulated video imagery. The influence of Paik’s

work in popular culture can be seen in contemporary Video Jockeying.”

Since 2006, in order to finance my studies, I have been a Video Jockey at party venues
for bands and DJs, specifically in Cape Town (most recently, the Arcade franchise®®).
Our team is in charge of creating interactive displays using video games, multiple screens
and monitors. Part of our job is to locate films and images that are relevant to a party’s
theme. We make animations, cut clips and recreate narratives, also using live cameras
during the event. For example, the inspiration behind one event (‘Slash Dance’) was
slasher movies. People were required to dress up as victims, and Arcade also hired
professional makeup artists to create realistic looking cuts and gunshots. Before the show,
we made a series of [ilms in which the main protagonist kills all the DJs using two D.V.
cameras. To make it more convincing, a two minute advert was posted on Facebook and
YouTube. During the show, we would play the relevant movie for each DJ as an intro,

and the DJ would then walk on stage ‘back from the dead’ and start his set. These parties

gave me my first opportunity to create visual performances under a pseudonym.

%5 A video jockey is a person (at a party) who is responsible for entertaining the crowd with visuals by
using cquipment that can mix film or iimages during a live performance.
% < Arcade” run parties around Cape Town,
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Visuals are used at these events to enhance the experience of the individual. Time and
effort is taken into considering which videos to use. So I credit Paik as the world’s first
VI, because when 1 see his work it reminds me of every party | ever worked at. Below is
a segment of an interview 1 did with one of Cape Town’s underground Vs, VJ Bill

Ryzer, from 2007:
Scadden: So Bil,1 what was it that first gave you the idea to start VI ing?

Ryzer: 'm not really sure. I kind of just wandered into the profession by
accident. I met a sound guy who gave me the idea and was introduced to a
person called ‘Foxx’, who had been VJ’ing for some time. I went around to his
flat one evening to talk business. He showed me the most insane remix of film
using the 9/11 footage montage with scenes from Robotech; it was the craziest

thing I had ever seen and extremely offensive.

Scadden.: Offensive...that is all I know about your style. 1 read the blog of a
journalist recently who says he now has a fear of flying because of a show you
did.

Ryzer: (Laughter) Yes, Foxx and I like to see what we can do to the crowd...the
show I think you are referring to was all about aircraft crashes - the fatal kind.
Foxx is also known for sliding in pornography and we both dabble in warfare
footage - 1t’s like Cannibal Holocaust meets Disney when we work. We even
did a show that involved the ‘seven dwarfs’ in Traq, but you would really have to

be there to understand what we mean.
Scadden: How do people react to your performance?

Ryzer: Some people love it! Sometimes we are told to tone it down, especially
when it comes to graphic violence or sex, but that is understandable. We don’t
take these warnings seriously -~ it is all a laugh behind the monitors on stage.
When I show car accidents in slow motion during a party, I can only hope that it

deters any would-be drunk people from driving.



Scadden: 1 have heard rumours about Foxx being insane. How long have you

been partners? And what is the competition like?

Ryzer: I have been working with Foxx now for two years. Foxx is the crazy one;
he is a detective for the S.P.C.A and the films he has access to are brilliantly
horrific. He even has a live warhead in his flat that he stole from a military base
- we used it in a film once, but it freaks me out...he’s nuts! The competition: we
give them hell; we have better footage, more skills and local animation. We
don’t talk of the competition, it’s not worth it because we are the best and we
dominate the market. The best thing about South Africa is that the entertainment
industry is tiny, so everyone knows everyone. The role we play is behind the
scenes and there is a lot of bitching as to who gets to do what, but nothing too

serious, so that’s why we play the bad-ass role.

Scadden: You guys are known for some extreme footage. I am beginning to

understand now, but where do you source most of your material?

Ryzer: Anywhere that sells second hand DVDs and the Internet, but now there is
YouTube. There is a huge difference from before, you know, especially with the
rate that technology is evolving. Before we had to cut the clips we wanted and
go through endless reams of footage, convert them to size, and prepare them for
the event. Now all we have to do is download the segment we want, which has

sped up the process a hundredfold.

Scadden: That sounds interesting. Could you explain the process, how this all

comes together?

Ryzer: (longest swig of Jack)... well in the old days Foxx and I would meet up
after hours with random movies we had bought from the bargain bins in music
stores. We have a code: we have to have a bottle of something, usually vodka.
We would skim the movies and cut the clips we want - this took hours - then we
would convert them into the right format which took more hours, so we played
drinking games in between. It really was fun and games, but I feel it is a side

people don’t see...What we had to do to create our libraries of footage. Now
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video artists out there, I feel that the works of the artist Paul Sermons are more
relevant to the process and practice of my works. In Telematic Dreaming [Figure
25] he uses an Internet connection, a bed and a projector. By projecting one’s
partner from one bed to another, he creates a virtual entity on a physical object.
Sermon has done many other works using cameras and blue screens set in
domestic enviroruments, creating virtual spaces and placing them in real settings

using televisions and projectors, the likes of which viewers can interact with.
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5.3. The Work
5.3.1. Story Bored

I never believed in aligning scenes to create sense, rather my enjoyment stems from the
act of reassembling media to see what comes out. As noted already, the initial idea was to
make a film influenced by some of the antics of myself and my friends. Specific scenes
were jotted down at the most random times using whatever was lying around. Attempts
were then made to make sense of disparate elements, which were later either used or
combined in scenes. This included miniatures of bar scenes, water colour paintings,
plastic models, photography, cinematography, machinima, live action, etc. The main
thread throughout remained the guys featured in The Road to Heaven (see 6.2.) travelling
through virtual or non-virtual landscapes. At one point, it was thought that I could
perform this story in front of a live audience using VJ software and a DJ with live actors,
but this fell through. The Road to Heaven movie was first conceived as an installation
that could consist of up to three screens, each displaying relevant and random
images/information running on a loop on either side of the main movie. Unfortunately
due to the recession and the ridiculous price of renting hardware, 1 was forced to

condense everything onto one screen.

On the accompanying DVD are behind-the-scenes movies that were made while
documenting the process. Most of these films were made using Flash, Photoshop and
After Effects. Machinima, which was a later addition, also makes its debut in these
scenes (as well as the primary feature). Early experiments with the techniques (as with
‘DogFace’) required a group of us in the studio to play network games. Instead of playing
the game, I would create scenarios that we as actors would have to perform. One
individual in the group was the director, while another was the assigned cameraman. The
main problem was ‘game acting’ - trying to replicate action scenes took many outtakes
and lots of hard-drive space. Battlefield 2 was selected not only because it is my favourite
game, but also because I understand the limitations of Battlefield’s particular virtual

space. The game is about warfare, meaning lots of tanks, armoured cars, helicopters, and
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supersonic jets, perfect for a war movie. The game also features large expanses of desert,
which was a primary feature in the film. Some scenes used camera techniques in the
virtual spaces to create the shots I needed. Most of the scenes were nothing more than
filler shots, although a lot of time was spent wandering around the virtual spaces as a

location scout.

Figure 26 is a still frame of the one action scene [ tried to direct. All I needed was a car
chase with a helicopter in hot pursuit. This took a couple of takes. The scene required
DogFace to drive a car down a designated path down a road leading to a bridge (without
crashing). I was flying the helicopter after DogFace while my co-pilot, *Sir Wandsworth’,
was firing shots at her (without killing) in an attempt fo recreate an action packed
Hollywood scene. We even had to start like a movie by having everyone take position
and then go when ‘action” was shouted. All three angles were recorded simultaneously.
Later, it was necessary to sift through the thousands of clips on all the computers to find
multiple angles of the same scene and edit my characters into the scenes using Flash and
Photoshop (I even re-skinned’’ some of the elements in the virtual space). If one analyzes
the final scene in the film, you can see me fly over DogFace and straight into a tree,

abruptly ending my piloting career.

The miniature sets we made were filmed and projected on an adjacent wall, leading to the
discovery that by using VJ software, this footage could be run on a loop, and with the
help of another layer (much like Photoshop), I could add myself to the miniatures and

‘hang out’ with my characters (e.g. driving around in a tank in the background).

What I enjoyed most about this work was the fun involved in the production. I would
invite friends over to my studio for audio recording sessions, and these would become
transcripts for potential animations. In a sense, I was recontextualising the conversations
of friends into my own invented parallels. To my surprise, all the individuals invelved
had common interests and they all managed to synchronise their skits, which made
recording highly entertaining. The performers often subconsciously made reference to

something (political, cultural or social) that 1 could use in my work.

7 “Re-skin” refers to the technique of changing the appearance of an object.
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Narrative was also inspired by a lot of animated shows on Cartoon Network, specifically
Space Ghost Coast to Coast. Space Ghost is an animated character who interviews
celebrities against a backdrop of different media: real miniature sets, 3-D animation with
2-D characters, superimposed backgrounds, real space, etc. Some members of the cast are
made up of action figures and toys that 1 have collected over the years. The questions the
Space Ghost character asks in each episode seem out of place; he deliberately causes

confusing or awkward situations.

Space Ghost is interesting because of how improvised it seems. The people being
interviewed often appeared confused or amused because they could not see what Space
Ghost looked like - he is added in later - and the dialogue was edited in a way that
ensured that answers to questions could be subverted. In other words, the original
questions and answers could be swapped around to crecate a narrative that is completely

incoherent.

Another example 18 Comedy Central’s South Park, an American adult cartoon show that
deals with all kinds of socio-political topics that are deemed too controversial in certain
circles. Their absurd sense of humour spanning all topics allows them to get away with

murder.

The main characters in my film are voiced by two good friends of mine who were
provided with visuals (of specific scenes) and props and things they might encounter in
suggested scenes. Ultimately, those scenes were to take place in a virtual version of South
Africa, which has rather unique street slang. Words are appropriated from eleven other
languages in the country, meaning that some people may not understand the dialogue of
the characters in the film. For example, the word ‘quart’ in South Africa is a slang term
for a lager (i.e. a normal bottle of beer’™), while ‘loose’ is slang for a single cigarette.
Linguistic traits vary from city to city, and the intonation in this film is mainly influenced
by real ‘mates’ from ‘Durbs’. Later I would sift through all the audio and pick and choose
according to what was exciting, funny or necessary, and that is how I came to realize that

like Space Ghost, the production (on the whole) was improvised.

®A guart is a 750ml bottle of beer,
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Tex’s characters embark on a journey across South Africa in the hope of finding a better
party. They leave because the country is on the brink of civil war. On their way, however,
they are spotted running a red light on a straight road in the desert and are hunted down
by a deranged cop. The film is meant to convey the blurring of reality that younger
generations have grown to accept as the norm. There is a lot of incorporation of
machinima in The Road to Heaven [Figure 26]. A lot of the game footage also consists of
me and fellow friends engaged in a war so that I could feel that [ am part of the film - T
appear as a background element on a completely different mission (completing the game
task) while my characters are in the middle trying to get a drink and avoid the ensuing
chaos. They don’t appear to be concerned about the events unfolding around them (e.g.
the war) because to them nothing is a threat. They are uninformed and undisturbed by

their history, social or cultural standing.

There are also TV sets throughout the piece that feature movies that I made some years
ago; the attitude of my actors is indifferent to these as well. Real locations were
incorporated on occasion, particularly photographs inside the Kimberely Hotel (in Cape
Town), which were later either placed within a virtual space or vice versa. Mistakes were
also sometimes incorporated because of my fascination with old eighties cartoons,
specifically Robotech®. I did not intentionally make these mistakes, but felt competled to

leave them in because such mishaps give the work a more casual aesthetic.

The film documents an aspect of youth culture, so unfortunately the events that unfold
may require certain threads of experience in the realms of video games, anime, comic
books, drug culture, ete. (see 5.3.2.). The content may therefore challenge some, even

while entertaining those who are familiar with or relate to the references.

59 . . . . . .
Sometimes in older cartoons you will notice a frame out of place or colour fills in the wrong frame.
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with about Voltron, The Transformers (old), Contra, Robotech, and Heavy Metal.
Differences in age sit hand in hand with cataclysmic media sources. Children under the
age of sixteen have access to everything, any cartoon and any music they desire. It is
obvious that most people under the age of 22 will not remember a time without the
Internet and cell phones. T still remember when I had to use a radio to tune into English
audio. This bleeds into all forms of life - all information can be accessed through the
Internet. But now everyone knows something and refers you to their own ideas or

influences. And so there is an endless loop of misleading information.

The ideas for my original digital paintings only included these moments of outer-
consciousness; they were my experiments into memory and recall, and my antics were
such that I landed up in virtual spaces, places where mindless repetitive things happen.
And that is the point: escapism and mindlessness. What video games have taught me is
the ability to distract myself to non-distraction. In a virtual space I am safe, provided that
[ have taken care of my real self. In real life being drunk behind the wheel is a bad idea.
In virtual life I can be drunk... and drive a tank.

In essence, The Road to Heaven introduced me to my own subversive and imagined

reality.

6.2. A Brief History

The social behaviour and dynamics that interest me the most are based on particular
archetypes that I came across over the years. In searching for an area of research, nothing
interested me more than the people I met living and breathing in this country. A particular
collective 1 came across was a group that called themselves ‘The Beer Masters™® - a
collective of writers, artists, filmmakers, musicians and one med student. The group was

based in Durban, South Africa, and their existence was held together by one person until

% A collective of people who drank as much beer as humanly possible to see what would happen. The
collective started in 2004 and ended in 2006,
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his disappearance in 2004 - Mr. Nel. I first met the conundrum that is Mr. Nel in Durban
in the summer of 2002 as I was leaving a nightclub. I was introduced to him through a
skater®® friend of mine. It turned out that Mr. Nel was a freelance journalist who reported
for some local papers and was also a practicing ‘Gonzo’ journalist.®* I was living in Cape
Town at the time, so I only ever saw Mr. Nel when [ was visiting. Over the years he had
built up quite a reputation as a character who got horribly drunk and violent at gatherings
(this proved entertaining to some, to others it must have been terrifying). In 2004, I
received a phone call from a friend ‘“Tony’ to report that they had just made their first

movie - no one was telling me what was in the movie or what it was that they had done.

Here T would like to state that nothing illegal took place, no one was harmed or raped and
everyone acting in these skits performed of their own will. Before I was allowed to see
the movie, I was told two things by one of the anonymous actors: that there were no
women allowed in the movie and that there was no nudity. Their film was entitled ‘Club
Rape’. Filmed with a hand held digital camera (by a woman), it had the quality of an
amateur porn movie (with no nudity). In essence, the film was about going to a club
where whenever someone did or said the wrong thing, they got play® raped as
punishment. The story centred on a gang in a dodgy night club, and there were even
costumes and props; everyone in the film was clearly drunk and the acting was terrible. 1
was impressed with the amount of thought and spontancous improvisations these guys
had used, particularly considering that the whole thing was filmed at one location on a
whim. These were the traits that would become the norm for these productions - over the
top, using low tech cameras on phones with footage that could later be edited on any
computer. My first thought after 1 saw the film was: “What in the world has happened to
these people that would make them do something like this?” My second thought was:
“These guys have no idea what they are doing”. The film was making fun of a very
serious problem in South Africa, and this was only the first in a series. Other films
included Black Magic Snuff, which was a film about how to hold someone hostage.

Gatherings usually took place at the same house on weekends, usually consisting of the

6! «Skater’ slang for ‘skate boarder’, a popular subculture with origins in the USA.

62 Gonzo journalism was originally credited to Hunter S. Thompson, a famous writer and reporter who
frequently practiced his art under the influence of drugs and alcohol.

5 Acting , no one was ever harmed or raped.
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same twelve to fifteen members, both men and women, although women were not
allowed to perform (only film the events and suggest things). These films were usually
directed by the key members of the collective. I personally never performed in these
movies; I just observed them. It was the first time I saw people using the fruits of our
digital technology and realized that you do not have to have the best equipment to make a
film. People can easily make their own films and post them for millions to see. Quality is
not an issue anymore, although as the years pass, all this technology will evolve and we

will soon be seeing high quality media on YouTube.

Before New Years at the end of 2005, I ended up in a car with a former member of the
Beer Masters. We were taking a lift back to town when the driver and an unknown kid
wanted to make a stop outside what seemed like a plumbing business. Within minutes we
were cornered by a police car, after which we went on a short but comic ride with the
police to the station. The place that we thought was a plumbing business was actually one
of Durban’s most notorious drug dealing outposts, and we had arrived during a stakeout.
The two police that had arrested us were in for a promotion, so they drilled®* us and
constantly reminded us that we were no good and that we should go to church on Sunday.
I was clean and not involved; the driver and his girlfriend broke down and told the police
everything to save their own skins. The unknown kid was convicted and the former Beer
Master took the fall for the driver. They stuck him in a cell and the only way to get him
out was to bail him out. I had to empty my bank account and then drive to his house to
ask his father for the difference. Later on that day, we had resolved the problem but felt
like we needed to escape from the city. 1 became convinced that what I needed to do was
steal a car and drive up the coast, which we did. Six o’clock the next morning, in typical
Beer Masters fashion, we made sure that we could not feel anything. We drove out to
hide out at a friends place in Margate; I knew this because Mr. Smith had phoned me a
week before to let me know that he was going to be there. The party was going great
despite what had happened. Then at about twelve forty five in the morning my father
phoned me to tell me he had reported the car stolen and that I had till eight in the mormning

before he pressed charges. Needless to say, the next morning was a silent and depressing

5% “Drilling’ in this context is the constant and non stop battery of questions - a strategy used by police to
intimidate a person into making an ervor that might lead to a conviction.
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drive back. We even stopped to have a break at the waffle house (and it really was the
saddest day at the waffle house). The world as I knew it had done a 180 degree tum on
me. By now, Mr. Nel had successfully escaped the Karoo mission and was living on the
streets of Durban. He lived on the streets for a few months, taking shelter in the bird huts
in the mangrove swamps. I met him once when he was living in the swamps. He told me
it was harsh. Mr. Nel is Afrikaans, which is ironic because the thing he hates the most is
Afrikaans, rejecting his own culture, speaking only English to his father and choosing to
live on the streets. A few months into 2006, Mr. Nel disappeared, leaving only rumours

that he might have gone to Johannesburg.

So I moved back to Cape Town where Mr, Smith helped me out with a place to stay.
While DJing® in dirty clubs and doing odd jobs, mainly mobile phone content ranging
from pornography to Christian bible phrases, I managed to get a job working for a
graphic design company. This was where I learnt that the office world was definitely the
end. | started hating the world and self medicated; by midyear nothing was getting
through to me. I just wanted to escape in style. I would occasionally bump into Mr.
Sloon, a beat up looking guy who (at the time) had just started what is now a
controversial art blog (4rt Heat). He invited me to a show at the Blank Gallery. The title
of the show was It was only a blowjob done by an artist and old friend, Mr. Ed Young.
The show was a performance that involved a person dressed up like a duck in a pink
room with the title of the show in white vinyl on the wall. I’'m not sure if any blowjobs
were available but 1 was not interested. The work evoked memories of the Beer Masters,
especially when Mr. Young told me that he himself hated his own culture. From that day
on I could not stop wondering about what became of Mr. Nel, and the rape movies, and
his desire to prove that the human race was the most pitiful thing in existence. I wanted to
get hold of these movies just to make sure they were real. The problem was that [ had a
steady job and rent to pay. My only option was to walk out of my job.The next problem
was that I had no idea where to find Mr. Nel. Then one day I had a visit from an old
friend - Mr. Griffiths. He had an envelope with my name on it. Inside was a letter written

by the very person I had thought was gone, Tertius Nel. He was still alive and operating

5 DY is short for di sk jockey, a low paying job that requires one to provide musical entertainment.
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somewhere in Johannesburg. He had sent me this script based on his real life accounts.

They were the last thing T asked of him before he disappeared, and now 1 had his address.

The political and foreign policies of our country are questionable. It often looks like
people are looking elsewhere for answers. Everything is always linked to events overseas
and made to sound more important than what is actually necessary. I personally feel that
nothing is important and that the values of a situation or movement are only valuable if
you are directly involved. Most people around our age watch anime and play online
games as a form of escapism, although to Mr. Nel these things are a luxury designed to
waste your life. T must agree. After 2006, T realized how childish these vices are. I
decided to leave Cape Town; I was over my life and decided to reject everything that 1
had been conditioned to believe in. Months of playing computer games made me realize
how there was nothing drastic in my life - the safety of cyberspace bored me and anime is
for people who wish that they were something else. I realized 1 needed adventure, so 1
decided to leave Cape Town with the very real mission of trying to find someone in the

real world. Although this seemed strange to my peers, I left without looking back.

The Karoo desert. It took me fifteen hours to get through. It is a hostile place, complete
with highjack warnings, extreme temperatures, and monsoons with hail stones that

dinged my car.

I drove by myself with no map, destination Johannesburg. 1 only stopped to rest once, I
was drunk with the idea of making it to Johannesburg in one go, I had no time to think.
When I finally made it to Joburg, I was greeted by grotesque car accidents and lights that
went on forever. 1 eventually found Mr. Kosloski’s place. He said that T could stay with
him until T could figure out what it was I needed to do to complete my mission. Mr.
Kosloski works for Telkom and with his ability to program machines, is the perfect
person for information; he’s a small time physical computing artist and creator of the now
popular website, evilsystems.co.za.®® Two days later, I managed to get the phone number

of a place were Mr. Nel had been working, thanks to Mr. Kosloski’s connections at work.

5 Evilsystems was a brand created by Koz. The site was shut down as an American company had stolen the
name.
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6.3. Florida Lake

Florida Lake was where I would find Mr. Nel. The best way to describe the place would
be two words, ‘Mitchell’s Plain’.%” The place was absolutely surreal, and I felt strangely
comfortable with the surroundings, almost like the environments I had lived in, in
cyberspace, only this was real and [ did not have a gun. Mr. Kosloski was losing his
nerve but never questioned my request to have him take me there. Mr. Nel greeted us on
a street laden with broken bottles and hordes of gang members on cvery corner. It was
like a movie; we talked with whisky and beer in true Beer Masters style, a reunion of just
the two of us which brought home the rejection of the other members as it seemed | was
the only crazy person left in his world He had been working with the police as a crime
scene journalist for a newspaper. Mission one was complete — I had found the missing
person. The second mission required me to go with Mr. Nel to document a crime scene

the very next night.

I had to change my identity and pretend to be Mr. Nel’s assistant photographer. We even
made a press card for me. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. The
police had surrounded this night club in the West Rand. At around one in the morning we
walked into this place, led by an officer. The lights were on and we could see everyone in
the club all sitting on the floor with police taking statements and checking IDs.
Eventually we made it into a room where, on the floor, in a circular pattern around a
table, lay five individuals with what looked like their brains cozing out of their noses. It
seemed peaceful although their bodies were contorted from what must have been
convulsions and their spinal fluid was everywhere, so it must have been a violent death.
We took photos, Mr. Nel and I posing in some of them and finding aspects of the tragedy

funny. Turned out the cause of their death was a chemical called chlorine. These f{ive

¢ Mitchell’s Plain is a notoriously dangerous suburb of Cape Town.
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white kids had thought that what they had bought that night was cocaine, obviously not

experienced enough to tell that it was ‘HTH’.%®

Mr. Nel eventually moved out of Florida Lake and came with me to a house on a lake
somewhere else in Johannesburg; this would be our next adventure. Mr. Nel called it The
Voodoo Hell Session. Again we assumed new identities, first to get into the estate, and

secondly to see if we could rent a speed boat.

6.4. The Voodoo Hell Session

We decided to change our names, and we had a camera. It was Nel, Koz, his lady friend
Tammy and [. Koz decided to invite us to his lakeside house in Johannesburg. We had no
idea what we were in for. The drive there reminded me of a family trip; everything was
fine until Koz started making rules. Rule number one ‘don’t open the broken window’,
then later rule number two ‘no singing’, the whole time being reminded by Tammy which
rules we had broken. Nel and I, though the oldest, felt like children. When we arrived, I
noticed that we had just hurled ourselves from Florida Lake into high-upper white class
society. Amazing houses were everywhere, competing with each other, with gardens
arranged like art works, and BMWs in every parking space, second only to the Land
Rovers. We passed boats, pretty girls and boys (standard with cell phones and sometimes
a quad bike) and the weary eyes of parents. It seemed like a contained paradise. We then
arrived at Koz’s place, him and Tammy arguing that she’d broken rule number one. Then
two BMWs pulled up - Koz’s friends who had also decided to capitalize on the situation.
Clean cut, similar hairstyles, golf shirts and smart shoes; 1 failed to remember their names
because Nel and 1 had decided to celebrate. Koz worked for Telkom, Tammy worked for
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration or N.A.S.A% and their friends were

lawyers and bankers and investors, all with much too much money. They did not join us

% HTH is brand of chlorine used fo clean swimming pools.
% Tammy’s job was to mark all manmade structures on giant maps for geographical research. She would
often use satellites in space to acquire the photos of the areas she was researching.
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but opted to sit outside instead with a braai, and almost acted as if we were not there. Nel
and 1 sat inside and pretended to be in a heavy metal band; the sound was coming from an

iPod plugged into a shitty TV speaker.

It was dark and Koz had spent the whole time upstairs working on his laptop; the
conversation outside was all about sport and school days which then degenerated into an
argument. Tammy was clearly the centre of all the attention as she was the only female.
We had none of it — we had Voltron to discuss. We made sure we had more to drink.
Other housemates were constantly talking about us when they thought we had passed out.
We peeled ourselves off the furniture and like zombies walked outside. The arguing
stopped when everyone saw us approaching the table. We grabbed everything that could
be downed, and then Nel vomited all over the place while I was trying to focus on
focusing the camera on him. The crowd around us looked disgusted, so we left everyone
in stunned silence. Our verbal skills had whittled to nothing but archaic mumbles and
grunts, which made perfect sense (to us). We walked to the golf course, beer in hand,
cursing into the darkness. Eventually we got to the lake’s edge - at least the noise and
irritating bastards were gone. In silence we wondered what the hell had just happened,
where was the party? What happened to rock and roll? That was when the party boat
appeared on the other side of the lake, out of our reach. We shouted in vain, hoping that
they might come and pick us up. But it went by and we imagined what must be going on:
the best strippers, cocaine, beer on tap, good music and beautiful shots. The lives of rock
stars. The energy dissipated by the thought was frustrating. We talked about the
experience of being on the boat for ages, and then silently contemplated the reality of our

social standing...

End
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7. Conclusion

This paper has attempted to shed light on alternate reality as I've experienced it,
particularly with regard to our indoctrination of technology and the effects that it has on
people, both mentally and physically. From warfare to Facebook, we have created worlds
within worlds. Our identities can now be decided anonymously with the aid of
technology. As a human race, we are evolving mentally through our interaction with
virtual environments, and it is now commonplace to create multiple personas for our own
personal entertainment. We are no longer restricted to one identity. We can have the
freedom to live out our fantasies in these virtual environments, and many people do. We
find ourselves constantly scarching for something new in which to immerse ourselves.
Alternative World Syndrome is something that has been around since the dawn of time,
although 1 would argue that it is something that only came to light when we as humans
started interacting in virtual spaces. We can physically separate ourselves from the virtual
world but not from the gravitational pull of the real world. Our physical bodies are the
only things that remind us of our mortality. Anything we want is only a click away, so we
spend most of our time filtering through the things we don’t want. It is almost inevitable
that individuals get lured into alternate worlds. Increasingly, people don’t notice that this
has happened (or is happening) to them, and as in Ghost in the Shel,I”’ the spirit merges

with technology, and the unreal overtakes the real.

"® Ghost in the Shell is a Japanese animated film (anume) directed by Mamoru Oshii {1995).
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