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Introduction 

 The findings and proposals within this paper only offer the possible study of what art is in 

terms of this medium. I believe an extensive understanding of art history, art theory, media stud-

ies, media theory; would need to be matured in order to bring to light the possible criticisms 

MMOs can use to establish themselves as an art form. The study of video games, let alone 

MMOs, as art is a new area of discussion that has little theory or understanding behind it. In this 

paper I propose several areas of critiques that could lead to possible art criticism of synthetic 

worlds.

Opening Statement

 In ever facet of the entertainment industry you can find key artifacts of artistic value. 

Each of these facets have pieces of work that are hailed as works of art. In cinema you have films 

that define the genre as an expressive form of art. Citizen Kane is labeled as an important cul-

tural art piece. Federico Fellinie’s 8 1/2 is a..... In literature we see greats works of “art” Shake-

speare’s countless works are praised for its artistic and literary value. Radio has War of the 

Words. Television has the Sopranos and Roots. Music has Mozart and Frank Sinatra. All of these 

“art” works has changed the way we view and appreciate art. However, the video game industry, 





that now makes more money than the film industry 1, struggles to establish its identity as an art 

medium. Certainly there are games that achieve a high level of art production that can be labeled 

as breathtaking, unbelievable, ect. However, people still bring of the question, are video games 

art? Most people within the industry believe that video games are indeed, art. But what about 

MMOs? A type of video game that defines itself through persistent world activities and online 

social interactions. Do MMOs become harder to define as an art medium because of the social 

communities that make up the world? Can we apply art criticism beyond the models and textures 

that make up the world? Do users create art within these “second worlds”?

 In order to investigate these questions I will examine several popular synthetic worlds 

from two different areas; the technical make-up of the game and the user created content of these 

worlds. 

 In article posted on Gamasutra, entitled Are Games Art(here we go again...), founding 

partner of Persuasive Games Ian Bogost proposed the question “What are video games capable 

of as a medium?” The question was raised when Ian was asked are video games art. Ian raises an 

important point and that is the idea of what kind of medium video games are in. Certainly they 

are entertainment. However an MMO is much more than entertainment, it is a place where one 

can engage in social interaction and even find one’s identity. If we want to critique the artistic 

achievements within these MMOs, we have to understand the medium of the these games. We 

can simply critique the visual aspects of the game. That is easy. But we can also critique the art 

of the social patterns and social performances that emerge. 

 



1 Find in Lexis Nexis 



Understanding Defining Video Game Art 

 According to wikipedia, “Videogame art involves the use of patched or modified com-

puter and video games or the repurposing of existing games or game structures.2” This definition 

is problematic for defining MMOs as “art.” First the statement defines the art of video games as 

a type of modification, a la Machinima3. Thus the definition is not stating that video games in of 

themselves are art. But as previously stated that is now how the industry views this definition. 

Tim Schafer, creator of Grim Fandango, is quick to point out that “Art is about creatively ex-

pressing thoughts or emotions that are hard or impossible to communicate, through literal, verbal 

means. Can you use games to do that? Of course you can.4” 

 If what Schafer says is true, then we can defiantly apply his theory to not only video 

games, but specially MMOs. And not only to just the in-game content, but to what the users are 

doing in this world. 

Expressive Art

 When trying to discuss the idea of video games as “art” one immediately justifies this by 

critiquing the visuals of the game. The UK magazine, EDGE, a magazine about video game cul-

ture, will issue a special edition print on Video Game Art5. Here is the front cover of the maga-

zine, showing concept art from the Playstation 2 game God of War 2. Video games are becoming 

visual masterpieces. Year after year we see games push the boundaries of what they can do. The 



2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artistic_computer_game_modification

3 Machinima is addressed later in the article.

4 Gamasutra Article

5 http://www.edge-online.co.uk/archives/2007/04/edge_presents_t.php

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artistic_computer_game_modification%06
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artistic_computer_game_modification%06
http://www.edge-online.co.uk/archives/2007/04/edge_presents_t.php%06
http://www.edge-online.co.uk/archives/2007/04/edge_presents_t.php%06


concepts that are created for single player console and pc games, are very similar in style and 

design. The concept below of God of War 2 is a great example of how the designers can make 

the game look and feel.

 The art style of a game is very important. Like a movie, it sets the stage, the mood, the 

feelings the player will encounter while immersing him or herself in the game. 

 

 Video games, like other mediums, can even influence other art styles and venues. Re-

cently Los Angles was home to the gallery opening of  “I am 8 Bit Theatre 6”, which displayed 

paintings inspired by video games made in the 1980’s. 

 A question once proposed to me by Lee Sheldon, was when “will video games have their 

Citizen Kane?” One might say Legend of Zelda: Ocrania of Time, while someone else might say 



6 http://www.iam8bit.net/



Resident Evil 4. These games span a decade apart from each other and vary in game-play and art 

style. But, they are more praised for the game-play, rather than the spectacular art within the 

games.The task at defining what makes a video game “art,” is a difficult process and might only 

be determined by the way our culture shapes in the future. Video games are in their infancy, it 

might take a generation to establish the “art” identity of this medium.

 But that identity becomes even more difficult to define when we start to examine at 

MMOs. Out of the 40 games listed in the EDGE Presents the Art of Video games magazine, only 

one MMO makes the list. World of Warcraft. 

Part 1: Creating a World of Art

World of Warcraft and Art

 So why does World of Warcraft make the list over the other several dozen MMOs cur-

rently available? What is artistic about World of Warcraft? By examining the most popular MMO 

on the market we can deconstruct the game to discover whether or not MMOs have the ability to 

recognized as art forms.

 First we will discuss what World of Warcraft has done to define itself different from other 

MMOs. 

 World of Warcraft was released on April 3rd 2004 and has become the world’s leading 

MMO subscriber, with over 8 million players7. According to a 2006 report  the closet competi-

tion to the game was Lineage 28, with about 1.5 million players. Some of World of Warcraft’s 

success can be contributed to the company who created it Blizzard. Who had made several RTS 



7 find source

8 http://www.mmogchart.com/
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games that helped build the company’s reputation as well as the lore behind the game. What 

Blizzard has been able to do is keep a great balance of consistency with its art, while trying not 

to be too realistic with it’s creations. 

 Here is concept art from the expansion pack of Warcraft 3, The Frozen Throne.

 The image above is  a Troll Shaman. The artist, known as Samwise, is the lead art direc-

tor for Blizzard Entertainment. Samwise Didier has been worked on several different projects 

over the years and has truly defined the style of the Warcraft games. 

 Here we have an in-game Troll Shaman and my double ax wielding Troll Hunter from 

World of Warcraft. 





 

 The details aren’t there, but that is a technical issue, but we still see the heavy influence 

from the concept art. And the concept art is from the RTS Warcraft not the MMORPG. So here 

we see a consistent style being built years ahead. If you examine the The Art of World of War-

craft books, you will find a persistency page after page, which you can find directly in the game. 

This has certainly created an advantage for the visual style of the game. The color palette that 

Warcraft uses really helps define the look of the world. If we view several different landscapes 

and characters, we can truly see how the game has come to define the “art” style of the game. 

Warcraft has a simple “feel” to the game. The characters are not indented to be hyper-real like 

some games; Everquest 2, Star Wars Galaxies. However, even with this simplicity, I would argue 

that it is overly complex. Take into consideration the following for images from the game.





 

 
 
 Every picture describes the strong art style the game has created. From mounts, to armor 

sets, to fields, to mobs, the game is continually persistent and exciting to look at. The art 

achieves a level of beauty and imagination. But, this the art, not the game as a whole. Is World of 

Warcraft a work of art? Certainly the concepts and models are. But the game? 

 Going back to Schafer, he empathizes his point further by saying...”This allows the art 

form of video games to create something unique, beyond all forms of media...video games are 

the ultimate form of art as we know it.”

 Even though Schafer is talking about single player games. World of Warcraft is at its 

roots a video game, but adding in the social interactions of players creates something more. In-

game users have the ability to create art within the game. World of Warcraft may be the closest 

thing we have in  This is something I will dwell into later on. 





 If you don’t play World of Warcraft, then you may have a hard time appreciating the ar-

tistic design behind the game. I will now examine several other MMOs in terms of art style to 

drawn on my believes of why World of Warcraft’s art style surpasses all others.

Everquest 2 and other MMO Art

 Everquest 2 is another popular MMORPG that was released on November 8th 2004, 6 

months after the release of World of Warcraft. Comparable to World of Warcraft, the game has 

similar mechanics as and is also based on Toklien Fantasy. Here is a promotional art piece for 

Everquest 2 done by Larry Elmore9.

 Similar to the Troll Shaman concept this image has a nice definition of a color palette and 

character builds. But compared to the visuals in the game, it doesn’t cross over as well as War-

craft does. However, this painting is probably not concept art for the game, but rather promo-



9 http://www.larryelmore.com/colorg01.htm
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tional. Thus lets examine these concepts to their in-game counterparts. The first is the image of 

the town known as RiverVale and the other is a character type known as the Iksar.

 

 

 The Rivervale concept shows a town of ambience and creativity. It was initially designed 

to house “halflings” which derive from the works of Tolkien. Every fantasy reader has a distinct 

vision of what a halflings town would look like. And the initial concept of Rivervale truly cap-

tures this. But when we view the actual town in-game, it hardly captures the feel and fantasy of 

the concept. It lacks the colors, the design, and the consistency that Warcraft has built itself on.

 Next we have the character type known as Iksar. Here we see a better approach in the 

modeling of the character. The details of the skin in the model match the character similarly. 





However, the model goes to far to match the “hyper-realism” the synthetic world has tried to cre-

ate. The concepts of these two images have a nice tone and color range, but it is not translated in 

the world of Everquest. Futhermore, the game tries to be create “realism” and with the technical 

limitations of MMOs it can help but look bad.

 To be fair, everquest does have some very nice models and environments. The game 

doesn’t truly fail, but it does not have the consistent beauty that Warcraft has. 

 Star Wars Galaxies shares similar problems with defining a good art style.

 Here we see a Rodian10 fighting a Stormtrooper. The models, buildings, textures; are at 

best, decent. The game doesn’t feel like Star Wars. The problem with Galaxies is that it has to 

live up to the real Star Wars. How can you create a world when you have to compete with this...



10 http://www.starwars.com/databank/character/greedo/

http://www.starwars.com/databank/character/greedo/%06
http://www.starwars.com/databank/character/greedo/%06


or this? 

 You can’t. Beyond the lack of defining any visual stimulating art style, Galaxies fails be-

cause it can’t live up to the Star Wars movies. When creating art, you have to establish a feeling 

of what the world is. When you don’t see and feel Star Wars, you don’t want to play Star Wars. 

Getting Better, But No Mona Lisa 

 Recently several MMOs have taken the realism route and have established a persistent 

world. 





 Vanguard: Saga of Heroes has followed a similar style to the Everquest 2 model. The 

game is trying to immersive the players in a fantasy, “hyper-real”, environment. Below are two 

screenshots from the game. 

  

 The screenshot on the left establishes a feeling of uncertainty; a land of desolate hope. 

This was achieved by the color choices of the environment, as well as the unfamiliar huts. There 

structures are built for keeping things out, not very inviting. The screenshot to the right, shows a 

sea side village with several character-players. The gear the character-players are wearing is very  

well textured and has a similar feel to the surrounding environments. Vanguard’s look and feel is 

a step above Everquest, but I don’t find it overly impressing. Not to mention the absurd require-

ments your computer needs to run the game. This is something that designers struggle with when 

creating these worlds. How do I create wonderful landscapes and characters without slowing 

down a user’s computer or requiring unreasonable system requirements? This hinders the crea-

tive process and may be cause to why we can genuinely call games “art.” Maybe one day they 

will the “cave man drawings” of MMOs. 

 Recently another MMOs is trying to push the boundaries of art in games. This is the 

newly release game, Lord of the Rings Online: Shadow of Angmar. 





 
 
 The game is truly beautiful and captures a realistic vision of a fantasy world that other 

games have failed to do. However, the game may run into similar issues that Galaxies has had. 

Players already have a vision of Middle Earth, either from their own conceptions from the litera-

ture or the recent Peter Jackson films. What this does show is that MMOs are increasingly be-

coming better at creating visually stimulating worlds. 

 
Second Life Art

 The trend we have seen so far are synthetic worlds based on Tolkien fantasy. One of the 

more popular MMOs that is not based on Tolkien fantasy is, Second Life is a breeding ground 

for commerce and social interaction. Unfortunately it doesn’t look as beautiful as some of the 

video game art mentioned previously. 





 However, Second Life has an advantage over most MMOs, which it has the ability for art 

to be created within its boundaries.

A long Way To Go

 I have briefly outlined several MMOs and their art styles, while some have failed and 

others have prospered, this still doesn’t qualify any of these games as being works of art. 

Part 2: Beyond the Textures: User Generated Art 

 Back to the question; Can MMOs be consider works of art? We already know that video 

games can possible be critiqued as an artistic medium. However, since MMOs are not just video 

games, this question is completed and muddled. I believe that certain types of MMOs can be 

considered an art form, while others can be labeled as tools for generating art. Keeping in mind 

Shcafer’s earlier stated comments, “Art is about creatively expressing thoughts or emotions that 

are hard or impossible to communicate, through literal, verbal means” we can see how art 

emerges beyond the models of synthetic worlds.

 Machinima is a form of “artistic computer game modification11” that has grown out of the 

culture of fan films. Machinima allows the users to take in game captures and footage and use 

those assets to create short films. The video game culture has embraced these films as a new me-

dium art. Machinima can easily be critiqued for its artistic efforts becomes it borrows from theo-

ries and techniques used by film. Furthermore Machinima points to a new area of art criticism; 

in-game user content.



11 Machinima Definition defined by Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machinima



I believe that there are two main areas of art criticism attached to the in-game assets cre-

ated by users; meaningful and accidental. These two areas of critique heavily focus on an MMO 

being a tool, not an art medium. 

Meaningful and Accidental Art

Meaningful Art is art created by users who are aware that they are trying to create art in a 

synthetic art. This art is purposely created for its intended purpose for display and expression. 

The users are conscious of their actions. When they create these assets they are aware they will 

be displayed to the synthetic world. Machinima would fall into this category. 

Accidental Art is art created by users who are unaware that the actions or objects they are 

creating are artistic or hold deep meaning. Accidental art usually arises from a performance or a 

display of social interaction. Furthermore accidental art can arise from meaningful art. A user can 

create an object or action others users within the community develop further. This is where we 

start to witness performance art in the synthetic world. Accidental art is not as credible as mean-

ingful art. 

 With these two definitions we can start to understand how these games allow users to 

create “art.” First we will examine Second Life because of its own awareness of allowing users 

to create objects in the world.

Second Life: A tool not an art medium

 Second Life is a synthetic world with user generated content. The game allows for users 

to create their objects to inhabit the world. Second Life allows more user created assets than 

World of Warcraft or Everquest.





Recently Second Life users created a memorial 12 for the victims of the Virginia Tech 

shootings. According to a post found on Game Politics, Ross Perkins, a research assistant for the 

game, created the monument shortly after the tragedy occurred. The texture used for the monu-

ment is an image of “Hoki Stone.” This stone, according to the Game Politics blog, is used to 

build most of the buildings on the Virginia Tech campus. This sincere display is an example of 

meaningful art that a user has created in the synthetic world. In the picture above with see the 

beautiful heart shape architecture of the piece. This can be identified as meaningful art because 

Perkins was creating architecture out of meaning and purpose. (Definition of art) 

The surrounding items in the image are flowers, candles, and various other objects that 

other users have created and left to honor the victims. Now this display has turned into accidental 

art. It has grown into a display of meaning and experience. The other items are not as aestheti-

cally pleasing as the original monument. (Does it get muddle because of this?) 

 Second Life has allowed users to grow as artists and creators. Second Life, unlike World 

of Warcraft and Everquest, is an art medium, it is a tool; a tool that players use to create art. Re-

cent events have made this evident. 



12 Game Politics http://gamepolitics.com/2007/04/18/in-second-life-virginia-tech-student-creates-a-memorial/



 Second Life now hosts a museum called the “Open Source Museum of Open Source 

Art.13” According to Second Life Art News, “OSMOSA aims to open up the process of art mak-

ing and curating.” Since the museum is open source, the pieces on display are claimed to be 

within the public domain. Allowing users to modify, delete, and transform the existing art pieces 

within the museum. 

 I believe Second Life develops a sub area of user created art that I will call Darwin Art. 

Now that users are able to take meaningful art and change and distort its meaning is not some-

thing new in the art world. Artists have merged and molded art from existing real world assets. 

Pop culture artist Andy Warhol (something, something)

 Darwin Art is art that evolves from pre-existing art pieces created by users. The art they 

morph, destroy, and change may or may not be approved by the original creator. I believe this 

sub area of art criticism can only be applied to games like Second Life. Game like World of War-

craft cannot create Darwin Art because the user cannot change the appearance of user generates 

content.

 What’s unique about Second Life’s Open Source Museum of Open Source Art, is that is 

actively displaying “finished” work that may be transformed by other users. I believe this also 

sets up a double edge sword of intellectually property notions. If, I a user, create a simple art 

work that is genuinely accepted in the Second Life as a masterpiece and then someone comes 

along and manipulates…. (need to work on this point) 

Second Life: Quality Control 



13 Second Life Art News http://sl-art-news.blogspot.com/ 

http://sl-art-news.blogspot.com/
http://sl-art-news.blogspot.com/


 By now, you have come to realize that Second Life offers and exciting venue for artist to 

produce and display their work. However, it is not without its share of misguided relics.

 All to often you stumble into of poorly designed billboards, unnecessary phallic objects, 

poorly designed buildings, and blinding dress wear. With all its marvelous creations Second Life 

is bogged with crap. Of course this can certainty be paralleled to the First Life, reality. It takes a 

patient fisherman to catch the biggest fish.

 Second Life fails in creating visual stunning artwork because of its graphical limitations. 

It can’t create the wondrous plains of Westfall or the snowy cliffs of Alterac14. The artists are 

also limited to how they can manipulate the code to create their works of art. With these limita-

tions you see a world that is crowed with “subjective” art. The art becomes muddled and unclear.

 A primary example comes from a post made by Eliza Gauger on the Wired Blog: Game 

Life15.

 Eliza states “Second Life bows to no art, no syntax, and no context; it is the Geocities 

Metaverse, the MMO MySpace.” Her uncertainties are mixed with her eagerness to explore the 

what Second Life has to offer; which leads her to question the validity of the image below.



14 Locations in the game World of Warcraft

15 Wired Blog: Game Life http://blog.wired.com/games/2006/11/linden_lifestyl.html



Next is this Red and Ivory Corset Set which is also delightfully retrolicious. The corset flawlessly melds with the red-striped 
bloomers (which come in two versions - with and without garters). These stockings also come with the set, but the Red 20s Shoes 

do not.

 The above image is from Linden Lifestyles, a blog site that details the fashions of Second 

Life. This type of “sexy” apparel is a common visual presence in the world. Within in a few min-

utes of entering the world there are billboards advertising the sale and merchandise of (find 

word)

 Can this be classified as meaningful art? The fashion industry prides itself on being a 

creative industry. Fellini16 believed women to be true beings of art. I believe this is an example 

where we see the users practicing artistic expression; where the practice of their creations is 

more artfully expressive than the creation itself. Thus they are creating an accidental art practice.



16 Find Fellini message 



 However, because of the overly sexual appeal and constant presence of these assets; call-

ing these clothes “forms of art17” begin to lose its credibility. 

 Besides the fashion industry that continues to grow in Second Life. You do have users 

creating things besides clothes. Typically you find half-hazardously placed objects within the 

game. (We already discussed this briefly with the Virginia Tech Monument) 

 

 The two images above are from the Second Life Art News blog. These sculptures were 

created by a user known as Vunu18. Osprey comments on the images… “The variety and whim-

sicality make this a memorable show…” I would agree that that the images are “memorable”, but 

their obvious faults as genuine art pieces are apparent. The sculptures are crudely made and lack 

lasting visual appeal. It’s comparable to children using finger paints. The effort is applaud able, 

but so are the finger paints.

With this observations we now have are sub area of MMO art criticism; Trash Art. Trash 

art is art created by users for reasons that are not artistically apparent. The art may be poorly con-



17 Liden Lab Lifestyles http://www.lindenlifestyles.com/

18 http://sl-art-news.blogspot.com/search/label/Sculpture



structed, misrepresented, or unaware of its false identification as art. Trash art does not automati-

cally assume that it is a waste of time or effort. It refers to its missed attempt at trying to be art. 

The longevity of this art is very short lived. 

 It takes time and culture shifts to deem anything a work of art. The Mona Lisa is not the 

greatest painting ever made, however it is the most celebrated. Citizen Kane was not awarded an 

Oscar for best picture; today it is hailed as one of the greatest films ever made. Time changes are 

perception of what art is. Many of the things I have discussed thus far may be celebrated or ne-

glected in the decades to come. Second Life has miles to go before it creates a culture gem that 

will be discussed and critique for years to come.

World of Warcraft: User Generated Art Criticism

 World of Warcraft generates more Accidental and Trash Art than any of the other two 

forms. It is possible for meaningful art to exist. However, Darwin Art cannot exist because of the 

users do not have the ability to morph the content surrounding the users. 

The art that arises in World of Warcraft has not merit or lasting longevity. This can also be ap-

plied to MMOs of similar content. (I.E. Everquest, Shadowbane, Dark Ages of Cameloet, Star 

War Galaxies, ect.) 

 Accidental art is commonly seen in World of Warcraft via performance art. We you spend 

time in the world you see the users displaying themselves in ways that are not part of the normal 

consistency of the world’s play. 





 

19

 Above we have two images from World of Warcraft. These images were submitted to 

Warcraft’s Screenshot of the Day online web page. The first image is a Night Elf sitting on a fly-

ing mount on top of a mountain in the realm known as Outland. The user who submitted this im-

age intended this to be a nicely framed shot that showed the beauty of the world. In the shot we 

see comets falling from the sky over the dark, green lit landscape. The colors are vibrant and the 



19 http://www.blizzard.com/wow/ssotd/screenshot.aspx?ImageIndex=955&Set=0



composition is suitable. The user has created art from the game. However, it lacks in artistic 

merit. It will soon be forgotten and thus we can label this generated image Trash Art. 

 The second image shows three players wearing scuba helmets with all of their gear re-

moved. The users intended this to be funny. Their performance was most likely seen by users in 

the game. This can be classified as accidental art. There performance entertained and displayed 

artistic expression. They don’t realizing they are creating art, creating feeling and thought pro-

voking imagery, regardless of its intended silliness. 

 Machinima

  The only in-game content that is manipulated in a game like World of Warcraft is 

produced through the process of Machinima. Which is usually done by capturing in game foot-

age. 

Conclusions

 God this sucks 

Have to get away from the fantasy model? 




