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Abstract

This article investigates how video games have been taken up as an artistic medium in the
Arab world, tracing a trajectory from the region’s early gaming cultures to contemporary
practices in game-based art, machinima, and immersive media. Situating these
developments within longer histories of games-art entanglement and the institutional
recognition of video games, the article adapts John Sharp’s aesthetic taxonomy—Game
Art, Artgames, and Artists’ Games—as an analytic frame and foregrounds machinima as

an accessible form of game-based image-making.

Using close reading and contextual analysis, it examines works by Arab artists who
repurpose game technologies to engage political, social, and personal histories. Wafaa
Bilal’s “Virtual Jihadi” layers appropriations of a U.S. military-themed shooter and its
militant remake to expose video games’ role in propaganda and to reframe the affective
realities of the Iraq War. Laila Shereen Sakr’s “Tweet World”, “Arab Future Tripping”, and
“Data Bodies” translate large-scale social-media archives into navigable 3D and VR

environments, positioning data as a contested site of memory and future-making.

Additional examples—including Ahmed El Shaer’s “Human Pong”, Marwa Benhalim’s
“Dema-cracy”, and Sameh Al Tawil’s “Door to Paradise”—show how procedural design
and immersive spectatorship can stage ethical discomfort, political satire, and spiritually
charged narrative. Finally, the article maps the infrastructures enabling these practices—
labs, workshops, and events such as CairoTronica, Interference, and the Machinima

Marathon—arguing that Arab video game art is simultaneously locally grounded and



transnationally legible. By expanding game-art discourse beyond Euro-American centres,
the article proposes video games as a vital contemporary art language for articulating Arab

archives, publics, and futures.
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Introduction

Marcel Duchamp and John Cage, "Reunion", 1968.

"While not all artists are chess players, all chess players are artists."
Marcel Duchamp

Arabs commenced engaging in video games for leisure purposes in the late 1970s. The Atari and

Commodore 64 were the initial widely embraced gaming systems in the Arab region. Gulf



countries have implemented home video gaming consoles as a result of their expanding

economy. This phenomenon disseminated to other Arab markets.

The Arab world witnessed a rapid expansion of gaming culture with the advent of the Sega
Genesis and Mega Drive in the 1980s. During the 1990s and 2000s, there was a significant
increase in the number of video game arcades, local game studios, and regional game
publishers and distributors. The ubiquitous utilisation of the internet and personal computers

facilitated access to global gaming platforms and communities.

Within the realm of art, the convergence of games and art has been present since the
beginning of the 20th century, as demonstrated by the Fluxus groups, and surrealists' use of
Exquisite Corpse. Another notable piece of evidence is Marcel Duchamp's enthusiastic
fascination with chess, which resulted in the development of the exceptionally groundbreaking

"Reunion" Project in 1968, in partnership with John Cage.

The convergence of art and games, namely video games, has had a profound impact on both
artists and game developers over the past 25 years. While contemporary art has recognised
video games as a form of artistic expression, museums and official events have mostly praised

their cultural significance, formal structure, and ability to innovate.

The "Hot Circuits: A Video Arcade" exhibition, which the Museum of the Moving Image
organized and hosted in 1989 in New York, is an illustration of a formal event that presents
video games as an art form. This event is the first retrospective of video arcade games in a

museum, incorporating video games with the history of moving images (Slovin, 2009).

The main focus of game creators and players is primarily on the intrinsic features and
experiences of games, rather than on their creative production and assessment. John Sharpe's
book, "Works of Game", addresses this division by presenting a methodical aesthetic
framework for games that takes into account the distinctions and connections between games

and various art genres.



Professor John Sharp classifies approaches into three separate categories and presents a case
study for each category. The initial classification is "Game Art," with notable artists such as
Julian Oliver, Cory Archangel, and Judy (John Hemskark and Dirk Besmans). These artists
perceive video games as a medium of popular culture that provides inspiration for their subject

matter, tools, and approaches (Sharp, 2015).

The second category, referred to as "Artgames," includes game designers such as Jason Rohr,
Brenda Romero, and Jonathan Blow, who explore the realms of poetry, photography, literature,

and film.

The third category, referred to as "Artists' Games," involves the use of games as a platform for
artistic expression by well-known artists including the Blast Theory collective, Mary Flanagan,
and the collaborative works of Natalie Pozzi and Eric Zimmerman. This category emphasises the

industrial aspect of games as an art form.

Sharp contends that these creators exemplify how games, particularly video games, may
function as a manifestation of contemporary art by fulfilling the aesthetic and critical standards
of both the art world and the gaming community. In this context, we will utilise Sharp's study as

a reference to analyse the practices of Arab artists in video games as an art form.



Video game art and Machinimma
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Because the chicken was going to McDonald's

CHICKOCRACY, Machinima video, Dahlia Refaat, 3 min, 22 sec, 2012.

The term "video games as an art form" is relatively recent, although they possess the capacity
to expand the limits of new media arts. There is a widespread recognition that there are

countless discussions on the position of video games in respect to modern art.

Sharp's book delineates distinct definitions for each category of game art practice; however, all
categories invariably encompass some manifestation of video games. Sharp's book does not
specifically discuss Machinima, a recently emerged genre, but it does refer to the utilisation of
video games to produce alternative artistic expressions. Machinima is a form of media that
combines elements of movies and video games, allowing players to take on the role of
directors. Machinima, a novel form of cinematic imagery, is a technology employed in film

production (Isabelle Arvier, 2010).

Sharp categorises machinima as game art due to its passive nature, where the viewer's role is
limited to observation rather than interaction. What sets Machinima apart is its accessibility to
the majority of video game players, which may be viewed as both advantageous and
disadvantageous. The accessibility of machinima to the broader population is a favourable
aspect, although it also poses a possible disadvantage. How can we classify machinima as an art

form when not all its productions serve a practical purpose?



Machinima is a portmanteau of "machine" and "cinema," and it specifically refers to the
process of producing animated films using a computer game's virtual world and resources. The

game engine is used as a medium for recording and editing the film.

Consequently, numerous video game businesses started giving more importance to Machinima
as a means of artistic collaboration between gamers and artists. Rockstar Games initially
introduced the video editor feature in the fourth installment of the Grand Theft Auto (GTA)
series. This functionality allows the user to modify their own videos and export them in high-

definition resolution.

Video games as art form culture and Arab world

“ Allaeb ma'a alkebar,” Egyptian movie, still image, 1991.

During the past thirty years, the Arab world has undergone various key events and
transformations, during which video game cultures have had a tremendous impact on different
generations. Although there are just a few Arab visual and new media artists that have utilised
video games as artistic expressions, their practices clearly mirror the topics and examples

explored in these projects.

The artists engaged in debates that focused on political and social cases in the region. Video
games, being a manifestation of popular culture and a universal artistic medium, offered these
artists an egalitarian means to articulate their own ideas outside the boundaries of the

exclusive realm of the art scene.



The concepts and issues addressed by Arab new media artists’ practices through video game art
language varied between acting with specific moments of conflict, history changing the political
systems and social fabric, migration with all its consequences, and life struggles through
attempts to identify between two spaces, one of which is a space of conflict and the other a
space of comfort. Therefore, the case of borders emerges in all its forms—political, social,

straddling the boundaries between digital and reality, and, of course, personal.

Additionally, Arabic culture and literature incorporate romantic and poetic elements into video
games as art forms. This is evident in the practice of Machinima, which allows Arab artists and
players to express their ideas and opinions through the poetics of the image and the aesthetic

language of video games.

Sharp's categorization reveals that Arab video game art forms encompass three distinct
practices: "Game Art," "Artgames," and Machinima. These initiatives have a greater presence
internationally than within the Arab world. However, throughout the past two decades, there
has been an increasing focus by both official and unofficial events and organisations on
showcasing video game art in Arab regions. Two notable instances include the CairoTronica

Festival in Egypt and the Interference Festival in Tunisia.

Many organizations have created dedicated spaces and workshops for new media arts, such as
video game art. In 2009, Ahmed El Shaer organized the inaugural Machinima workshop after
being invited by professor and artist Shady El Noshokaty. This workshop was incorporated into

the El Noshokaty annual media workshop and lasted until 2012.

Medrar for Contemporary Art has been at the forefront of establishing a venue for hosting both
local and international workshops in various forms of new media arts. Since 2008, it has also
made significant contributions through its media lab by offering tools and expertise to support
emerging artists in creating their own projects. In 2021, the Shish Bish workshop for game art,
organized by Medrar for Contemporary Art in conjunction with Makouk, began a creative and

conceptual exploration of game development. This established the foundation for the



establishment of a novel extended reality laboratory, specifically designed to suit the latest

generation of video games and immersive media art.

In the following text, we will examine several instances of video games and machinima projects
produced by Arab new media artists. This will enable us to get insights into the notions and
experiences that these artists incorporate into their artistic endeavours, which frequently

connect with Arab contexts and culture.

Wafaa Bilal “Virtual Jihadi” (2008)

“Virtual Jihadi,” video game art, Wafaa Bilal, still image, 2008.

Wafaa Bilal, an artist hailing from Iraq, is globally recognised for his online artworks that
combine performance and interactivity. These works provoke discussions about politics,
encompassing a worldwide and individual scope. Bilal's artwork explores the problems that
result from his simultaneous existence in diverse cultural environments: his present residence

in the United States and his troubled conscience in Iraq. (https://wafaabilal.com/biography/)



https://wafaabilal.com/biography/

Bilal finds the game "Virtual Jihadi" to be an intriguing endeavour. This project fell under the
"Game Art" category, which is associated with John Sharp's Categories. In 2003, the video game
"Quest for Saddam" received significant promotion, requiring players to participate in warfare
against typical Iragi enemies with the goal of destroying Saddam Hussein. Al Qaeda created a
video game based on Quest for Saddam but changed it to capture Bush instead. It is online
played game. The artist, in secret entered the Al Qaeda game edition to add his own

perspective about the conflict at that time (https://archive.org/details/QuestForSaddam-

GameplayFootage) (https://wafaabilal.com/virtual-jihadi/).

Bilal takes on the role of a suicide bomber in the game "The Night of Bush Capturing: A Virtual
Jihadi." After learning about his brother's confirmed death in the conflict, he is recruited by Al
Qaeda to join in the mission to track down Bush. "Virtual Jihadi" seeks to emphasize the
susceptibility of Iraqi civilians to the hardships caused by the Gulf War and the previous conflict,
as well as their vulnerability to recruitment by violent organizations such as Al Qaeda. This
vulnerability is a result of the unsuccessful attempts by the US to stabilise Iraq. The project also
aims to shed light on the actions of groups that partake in crude and derogatory depictions of

Arab culture through games like "Quest for Sadam" and other types of media.

Virtual Jihadi employs multiple layers of appropriation by taking Al Qaeda's adoption of an anti-
Muslim propaganda tool and converting it into a third project that is less politically conclusive
and more contradictory than its two original sources. Artist Wafaa Bilal has adapted the Al
Qaeda version of the game to include his own more refined understanding of this significant

conflict.

The process that Bilal engaged in to reproduce a game that had been reproduced from another
game added another layer to his practice and opened a window to discuss the extent to which
video games have become a propaganda tool and how language can be used to achieve

political propaganda.

For example, Bilal’s game engages in a dialogue between people about what was happening at

the time in Irag, which is considered a conflict zone. The video game conveys another aspect of


https://archive.org/details/QuestForSaddam-GameplayFootage
https://archive.org/details/QuestForSaddam-GameplayFootage
https://wafaabilal.com/virtual-jihadi/

the conflict with new memories of the media's propaganda style. The authorities even closed

his exhibition for a while.

"Virtual Jihadi" exemplifies the use of video games as an artistic medium to tackle political and
cultural matters in the Arab world. It provides artists with an opportunity to engage in the art of

activism using the language of new media art, specifically video games.

Laila Shereen Sakr (VJ Um Amel)

Laila Shereen Sakr, who is also recognised as "VJ Um Amel," was born in Alexandria, Egypt. She
is a well-known digital media artist and scholar who focuses on examining the point where
technology, politics, and culture meet. She obtained a master's degree in Arab studies from

George Town University in Washington, DC, and a PhD from USC in Media Art Studies.

Laila has three video game projects in her portfolio: “Tweet World: 3D Game in Unity” (2012),
“Arab Future Tripping VR Prototype" (2017), and “Data Bodies Concept Art" (2022). Laila's long-
term project, which aims to create social media archives that run under the title the R-Shief

Media System, served as the reference for the three video game art projects.



“Tweet World: 3D Game in Unity,” video game art, Laila Sakr, still image, 2012.

"Tweet World: 3D Game in Unity" (2012) aims to convert a two-dimensional data visualisation
into a three-dimensional immersive experience, with a focus on aesthetics. For this game, she
gathered a dataset of 500,000 Twitter posts related to Syria in August 2011. Additionally, she
employed machine learning analytics to ascertain the number of tweets written in Arabic
(represented by the colour green), English (represented by the colour blue), and French

(represented by the colour red).

The task involved establishing a direct connection between the 3D data visualisation and the
real-time stream of tweets. There was a direct correlation between terrain height and
retweeting frequency. Your objective in the game is to locate authentic tweets in every

language. She grants permission to the winners to access the data.

Thus, you will have the capability to download four separate files for each hashtag you discover.
The entities manifest within a database framework consisting of rows and columns, affording

the player the freedom to employ them in a myriad of creative manners.



“Arab Future Tripping VR Prototype," video game art, Laila Sakr, still image, 2017.

""Arab Future Tripping VR Prototype" (2017). On the tenth anniversary of the same social
media archives that run the R-Shief Media System in 2018, VJ Um Amel released a second
mediascape, Part Ill of Storyboard of the Arab Resistance. Rather than software applications
and data visualisations, this time Arab Future Tripping embodied, holding together various

immersive and performative modalities.

Over a 24-hour period in 2017, 60,000 users (trees in the game) in this world tweeted half a
million posts (frogs, mushrooms, and deer in the game) during the Women's March event. It is
an immersive world of live tweeting mixed with historical social media. As the cyborg

approaches tree stumps, the trees grow, and the data appears.
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“Data Bodies Concept Art," video game art, Laila Sakr, still image, 2022.

In the third stage of her long-term project "Data Bodies Concept Art (2022)," Sakr uses 3D
modelling and artificial intelligence (Al) to create a cutting-edge game with a future theme. The
narrative takes place in 2011. The narrative unfolds in a futuristic realm where the
manipulation of data and the development of artificial intelligence profoundly influence the
course of the 21st century. In this future world, set for more than one hundred years from the
present, data serves as the fundamental essence of both human and non-human organisms.

The game is a narrative-driven point-and-click adventure with a third-person perspective.



The player assumes the role of a cyborg historian who uncovers evidence from the remains of
the now-inactive United States Library of Congress, indicating the occurrence of democratic
revolts throughout the early twenty-first century. The past century has lost the historical
records from that period, but a hidden collection of social media content chronicles the

uprisings that began in Tunisia and Egypt.

On the game, as the cyborg historian, you utilise unique glitch abilities to journey to each
guardian and persuade them to relinquish the data they have safeguarded and preserved. Your
goal as a player is to retrieve the archival bits and transport them to the tower in New Cairo. At
this location, the player will decode the archive using data visualisation techniques and a

written passage detailing the forgotten past.



Ahmed El Shaer

Human Pong, Video Game art, Ahmed El Shaer, Stil Image, 2017.

Ahmed El Shaer, an Egyptian new media artist from Cairo, Egypt, focuses on the intersection of
video games as artistic expressions and the creation of machinima films. Attending the Summer
Academy for Fine Art in Salzburg, Austria, and taking part in a workshop run by Chinese artist
Feng Mengbo were his first exposures to machinima and video game art. At this course, he
created his inaugural Machinima film, titled "Home." Since 2006, El Shaer has consistently
created machinima and video game art pieces; he also started the first machinima workshop in

the Arab world in 2009 as part of artist Shady El Noshokaty's Media Art workshop.

"Human Pong" is one of the video game projects that can represent El Shaer's interest in
immigration and border issues. According to John Sharp's classification, this project falls under
the "Game Art" category. El Shaer reproduced one of the most popular arcade sports video
games, "Pong," by remediating the game with his own narrative about the Syrian child Aylan

Kurdi.



Many displaced families sought refuge by crossing into Turkey and subsequently attempting to
reach Europe via Greece during the Syrian conflict. During that period, numerous journalists
endeavoured to report on the events. Nillifer Demir, a photojournalist, captured an image of
the waves transporting the corpse of a deceased Syrian toddler, Aylan Kurdi, onto the Aegean

coast of Turkey.

In "Human Pong," a pixel art cartoon of a child replaces the ball, and the player plays the game
in the same manner as in the classic Pong game, but this time, the player must hit the child with
the paddle to win. Although the game takes a shocking narrative turn, El Shaer was keen to
have the accompanying text complete the concept, warning the audience before playing, "If

you start playing, you are agreeing to the cruelty that is happening to this child."

Marwa Ben Halem

Welcome To Dema-Cracy

"Dema-cracy," Video Game art, Marwa Benhalim, Stil Image, 2015.



Marwa Benhalim is an artist and curator from Libya and Egypt, currently residing in Cairo,

Egypt. She uses language, mainstream culture, and objects in her interdisciplinary approach to
effectively challenge and reject oppressive powers. She has collaborated with various Arab
artists on her curatorial endeavours. She is the co-founder of the "Cairo Art Book Fair," an
annual event that showcases the many publishing methods in the SWANA region. Benhalim
possesses a Master of Fine Arts degree from Southern Methodist University in Texas, a Bachelor
of Arts degree from the American University in Cairo, Egypt, and a Foundation Diploma in Art

and Design from the University of the Arts in London, United Kingdom.

"Dema-cracy," Video Game art, Marwa Benhalim, Stil Image, 2015.



Ben Halem created the artistic endeavour "Dema-cracy" (Always Chairs) in 2015. The game is an
interactive online experience set in a chair factory where the chairs produced are directly

influenced by the player's amount of authority, or lack thereof.

Ben Halem, like most Arab artists, was influenced by the Arab Spring, with a special focus on
Libya, where her roots are. This project is situated within an artistic political framework and can

be classified as an "Artgames" category.
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"Dema-cracy," Video Game art, Marwa Benhalim, Stil Image, 2015.

During the game, the player can construct a chair by responding to 231 questions, all derived

from another artwork called "The Constitution."

Ultimately, the gamer will receive one of five seats that are not operational. A 1990s Windows
computer monitor, along with a keyboard and mouse, serves as the game's cubicle-like setup.

The artwork is based on Muammar El Gaddafi's interpretation of democracy.



Sameh Al Tawil
NS
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Suggested digitally processed images of the presentation of the project "Bab Al Jannah" before its display at the
Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival, 18th edition, 2015.

Sameh Al Tawil, born in Cairo in 1978, is an Egyptian and German artist who specialises in
creating visual art that combines digital installation and performance art. He designs and
organizes shows and events that include the public, incorporating cutting-edge technology such
as artificial intelligence, augmented reality, virtual reality, generative art, face detection,

computerised surveillance, and telematic networks, among others.

Sameh Al Tawil explores ideas related to identity and self-perception, as well as the intricate
and multifaceted geopolitical landscape of the digital world and its revolutionary technology in

the midst of real-world issues like wars, mass migrations, enslavement, and social upheaval.

In "Door to Paradise," El Tawel invites the audience to wear virtual reality headsets and fully
engage in a 360-degree, dystopian universe. Video games and Oculus Rift DK2 (HMD)

technology immerse visitors in an alternate reality, projecting a fully computer-generated



paradise-like experimental setting onto the space walls. Sameh Al Tawil's creation of an

unexpected world reflects his interest in parallel universes, outsider art, and realism.

"Door to Paradise," VR environment, Sameh Al Tawil, Stil Image, 2015.

Through "Door to Paradise," the audience engages in a virtual reality experience that takes
them into a simulated space representing the transition area between Hell and Heaven, known
as the straight path in Islam. The artist provides a distinctive and exceptional example of Islamic
art, in which viewers use a head-mounted display positioned in front of an immobile screen to

perceive the depiction of gardens and the accompanying sounds of birds.



"Door to Paradise," VR environment, Sameh Al Tawil, Stil Image, 2015.

One of the project scenes, titled "The Path," depicts a solitary scene from the day of the
resurrection. The audience not only passively observes the scenario, but also actively
experiences a sense of immersion and participation. While walking on the path, he witnesses
horrifying scenes and sees flames directed at him. Additionally, he hears the anguished cries of
those who have been punished. The audience strives to focus on the dilapidated entrance to
heaven, manoeuvring through a labyrinth of bewilderment and desolate environments,
determined to bring an end to this distressing ordeal. Eventually, the audience will choose to
remove the head-mounted display. At last, sees the entrance to paradise displayed on the

screen.

"Door to Paradise" fell under the "Artgames" category, which was evident in the project's
structure and the context it represented. El Tawil successfully represented one of the most
controversial topics in human thought: religion and life after death. He translated the Arabic
Islamic narrative into a video game art language using immersive real-life tools while

maintaining the romantic character of the Arab culture narrative.



Machinima Marathon

An important event that highlighted the emerging Arab media art scene was the Machinima

Marathon, held in 2015 in Cairo, Alexandria, and El Fayoum, Egypt. The partnership between
the Fayoum Art Centre and Artist Ahmed El Shaer resulted in this project, which involved the
invitation of Isabel Arver, a French machinima and game artist and curator, to co-curate a

workshop focused on machinima and video game art forms in three Egyptian towns.

Dr. Eman Abdou proposed relocating the workshop to Cairo for two days, after it commenced
in the Fayoum Art Centre for three days as a component of the Winter Academie. The
destination was Alexandria, situated between the Fine Art College and L’'Atelier Alexandrier, in

collaboration with professor and artist Reem Hassan.

The multi-city Machinima Marathon provided numerous young Egyptian artists with the chance
to explore, acquire knowledge, and create their initial Machinima video projects. This
opportunity arose particularly after the initiation of the Machinima workshop, which was

initially a component of El Noshkaty's Media Art workshop in 2009 and concluded in 2012.

The workshops sought to convert a widely used and entertaining thing into a tool for creating
and expressing oneself through film. The objective of the workshop was to create hybrid works,
including Machinima interactive films, interactive installations, urban video games, and musical

games, among other forms of art.

Each stage of the workshop facilitated active involvement from all participants in various
aspects of the creative process, including crafting dialogue and scenes, designing sets,
developing characters, directing virtual actors, editing videos, mixing sound, and uploading the

final films onto a video platform.

The Machinima Game Art Workshop provided a critical examination of the intersection
between video games and art, encompassing many forms such as installation, performance,

digital painting in motion, gameplay, interactivity, and video. There were 36 participants,



consisting of art students from various departments and visual artists from diverse

backgrounds.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the exploration of video games as an art form within the Arab world underscores
the dynamic interplay between technology, culture, and artistic expression. The history and
contemporary practices of Arab artists in the video game realm reveal arich tapestry of
political, social, and personal narratives, reflecting the region's unique experiences and
challenges. From Wafaa Bilal's poignant "Virtual Jihadi" to Laila Shereen Sakr's innovative
"Tweet World," these works illustrate how video games can transcend entertainment to

become powerful mediums for commentary and critique.

The evolution of video games in the Arab world mirrors global trends while incorporating
distinctly Arab themes, making them not just tools for play but also platforms for discourse and
creativity. John Sharp's categorization, particularly through the lenses of "Game Art,"
"Artgames," and Machinima, helps frame Arab artists' contributions within a broader context of

digital and new media arts.

Events such as the CairoTronica Festival and the Machinima Marathon further highlight the
growing recognition and support for video game art in the region. These platforms have
provided Arab artists with opportunities to push the boundaries of conventional art forms and

explore new, immersive experiences that resonate with global audiences.

Ultimately, the integration of video games into the realm of art in the Arab world not only
enriches the cultural landscape but also challenges traditional notions of art, offering new ways
to engage with pressing issues through the interactive and participatory nature of gaming. As
this field continues to develop, it promises to further bridge the gap between art and

technology, providing fertile ground for future artistic innovation.
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