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LIFE AS WE KNOW IT 
by Greg de Cuir Jr

“It is a matter of reaching the unknown 
through the derangement of all the 
senses. The su!erings are enormous, 
but one must be strong, be born a poet, 
and I have recognised myself as a poet. 
It is not my fault at all. It is false to say:  
I think. One should say: I am thought. 
Forgive the play on words. 

I is another. Too bad for the wood that 
becomes a violin, and mocks the  
unconscious, who quibble about what 
they know nothing of at all!”
– Arthur Rimbaud, To Georges 
Izambard, 13th May 1871

“In this short Life that only lasts an hour
How much—how little—is within our 
power.”
– Emily Dickinson, untitled, undated

“The di!erence between poetry  
and rhetoric
is being ready to kill
yourself
instead of your children.”
– Audre Lorde, Power, 1978

“Come experience life as we know it
As some of you should know it.”
– Jay-Z, Coming of Age, 1996 
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Sadie Benning, 
It Wasn’t Love, 
1992
“It wasn’t love… but it was something.” This “something” that 
Sadie Benning was trying to navigate can stand to represent the 
mysterious, confounding, biological and emotional passage com-
monly known as coming of age. It might involve falling in or out of 
love for the first time, or experiencing the sensuousness of life for 
the first time. We gain knowledge when we come of age while we 
simultaneously lose our innocence.

Benning was a teenager when she made the video It 
Wasn’t Love. She grew up in a slow Midwestern town, and she ex-
perienced much of life through her bedroom window, as seen in 
the video. Benning was awakening to her sexuality at that mo-
ment, so it was maybe natural that she utilized the domestic set-
ting of her bedroom as the stage for her journey into a world that 
corresponded to her desires.

It Wasn’t Love records Benning’s transitional gestures, 
trying on di!erent identities, surrendering to a passion that would 
likely be considered transgressive in her neighborhood. We see 
Benning the artist grow up in front of the camera in this self-re-
flexive work. The video was shot with a Fisher-Price Pixelvision 
camera, which was introduced as a toy for children, not as a tool 
for artistic production. The low-grade black-and-white images 
that the camera captured with blocky pixelation made this odd 
apparatus the ideal mechanism with which to render a coming of 
age.

Benning made a number of video works with this toy cam-
era before eventually outgrowing it, like the other toys, costumes 
and childhood items seen that become props for her romantic 
road movie homage. Rarely have concept, form and technology 
melded so seamlessly in a work of art that shows what the con-
struct of age is with a sublimity for the ages. 
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Francis Alÿs, 
Children’s Games, 
1999–present
The games we play define our childhoods, and learning these 
games charts our increasing proficiency in life. When we visit 
di!erent areas, we find di!erent games with di!erent rules of 
engagement, like di!erent languages to learn. Consider all the 
children’s games in all the vernacular in all the various cities and 
countries in the world. Each one designates a specific cultural 
practice preserved in pristine form, often passed down through 
generations. Francis Alÿs surveys these unique cultural forms in 
his monumental series of videos, drawings and paintings.

The numerous short videos that comprise Children’s 
Games document the various games played by children across 
the world in a quasi-ethnographic study. However, there is no 
narration or discernible dialogue spoken in these works; there is 
no introduction or preparation for what we see. Like children, we 
are dropped right into the middle of these games and must try to 
infer the rules as we watch. In the process of watching, we 
remember what it feels like to experience the ecstatic joys of play. 
We laugh when a mistake is made, we gasp when someone is on 
the cusp of success. We swell with satisfaction when we finally 
understand the rationale behind the actions. And we wish that we 
could enter the worlds defined and contained on the screen, to 
try our own hands at these arcane competitions.

Most of the videos in this 25-year-long series exist in a 
realm of carefree bliss, but some have danger lurking at the edges 
of the frame—unfortunately but not unexpectedly, mostly those 
depicting children in the Global South. One game documented by 
Alÿs in Mosul, Iraq is called “Haram Football.” Young boys get 
together on a decimated, rubble-strewn road to enact the 
movements of a football match—with no ball. This is a game of 
imagination, but also play as extreme form of wish fulfillment. The 
coordinated movements of the boys and their improvised 
reactions to what happens on the pitch approach a kind of 
performance art (which might be more haram than an actual 
football match). At the end of the video, intertitles describe that a 
few years earlier militants from Islamic State executed teenage 
boys on a public street for watching a football match on television. 
Then we hear automatic gunfire—and the boys scatter. This is a 
harrowing reminder of the urgency of play as a form of release. It 
also recalls the fact that coming of age, in some places, is a life-
or-death proposition.
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Cory Arcangel, 
Super Mario Clouds, 
2002
For a certain generation, coming of age meant growing up along-
side the introduction of home video games, including the first 
genuine video game sensation: Super Mario Bros. In one of his 
more recognizable projects, Cory Arcangel hacked into this cher-
ished cultural memory and artifact, distilling it to its dreamlike es-
sence. He removed the iconic characters, removed the pipes and 
mushrooms and other vivid game mechanics, and left only a few 
animated clouds visible against an expansive blue sky.

Video games have been material for artistic practice for 
some time now, while the creation of video games as art is a dis-
cipline with an expanding history. Rarely has the materiality of 
video games been examined and intervened upon in such a direct 
manner as in Super Mario Clouds. We are living in the era of the 
cloud, where hardware is slowly becoming less prevalent; digital-
ity often signifies immateriality. When Super Mario Bros. was first 
introduced, it was in the form of a physical game cartridge the 
size of a small book. Arcangel performed a vivisection on the car-
tridge in order to expose its circuit board, thus revealing its tech-
no-commercial ideology, and to reprogram its operations.

Arcangel’s hacked cartridge is an art object itself that pro-
duces haptic recollections. Coming of age with Mario and the 
Nintendo console meant an intimate familiarity with the contours 
of the game cartridge. For those with this tacit knowledge, the im-
print is indelible—from the slight recess that accommodates the 
forefinger and thumb to the plastic grooves on its surface, the 
sticker that displayed the game title and logo, and the open end 
that revealed the game’s circuit board. The distance the cartridge 
traveled when inserted into the console; the slight downward shift 
that locked the cartridge into position, thus rendering it ma-
chine-readable. The improvised action of resetting a malfunction-
ing cartridge—which simply meant blowing a gust of breath into 
the open end, with the blind faith that it would be resuscitated by 
somehow dislodging collected dust. Arcangel’s work is activated 
by this archive of sensuous knowledge compounded with ritual 
practice.
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Martine Syms, 
My Only Idol is Reality, 
2007
Artists often have a second coming of age when they graduate 
from art school. The thesis work is a rite of passage, meant to 
demonstrate a maturity in one or more disciplines and a readi-
ness to progress to a professional career. Martine Syms was a 
graduating student at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
when she made her thesis work My Only Idol is Reality. This vid-
eo speaks cogently to the passing of an era, maybe even the 
passing of a medium, and to a generational shift that heralded our 
current multiplatform condition.

My Only Idol is Reality stands within the lengthy tradition 
of the readymade work of art. Syms appropriated a videotape re-
cording of the television series The Real World (1992–2017) for 
her primary material. The Real World defined a generation in many 
ways, due to its association with the culture-shifting channel MTV, 
also its focus on young people coming of age in “the real world” 
and o!ering their everyday reality to a wide audience. This series 
was also the origin point for the genre of reality television, which 
has persisted as the primary mode of televisual language and 
production for the better part of 30 years.

For her video, Syms selected a clip from an episode that 
features a fiery conversation on race and social relations in the 
United States. This short clip comprises the full video piece, and 
it distills an entire series into something like an abstract trailer. 
The dialogue between a young Black man and a young white 
woman is hard-hitting, whether scripted or not. The general chal-
lenges and misunderstandings they speak of have the same rele-
vance for the 1990s as for the 2020s—maybe not much has 
changed in the US. As a media artifact, as a work of art, the video 
has a powerful fluency running counter to its rough and unpol-
ished visual aesthetic.

Syms repeatedly copied the video to attain multiple gen-
erations of loss of resolution, so that the actors are barely recog-
nizable in the matrix of signal noise—they become ciphers. My 
Only Idol is Reality is a glitch video for a generation that was itself 
considered a glitch in the late-20th-century timeline. As a por-
trait, and like all mirrors, it produces an uncanny and distorted im-
age. For those who watched the original run of this show, who are 
now in their 40s and 50s, and with their own children coming of 
age, what do you see when you look into it? 
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Petra Cortright, 
VVEBCAM, 
2007
VVEBCAM was made in the same year as My Only Idol is Reality 
and they function like companion pieces. Petra Cortright’s antho-
logical work of net art is a media intervention for a generation that 
came of age online. The webcam was a direct descendant of the 
reality television camera. It marked an era in which one could 
stream the contents of their daily life on a continuous basis. 
Cortright used the webcam to explore the various modes of ex-
pression of a vlogger—but particularly a young female vlogger, 
one that presents herself to an audience hungry to consume im-
ages that o!er a certain visual pleasure. 

For the platform in which to situate her intervention, 
Cortright chose another descendant of reality television—in fact, 
the closest descendant of television in general. YouTube was 
launched with the idea that you could create your own television 
channel, and it eventually grew to replace, or displace, television. 
Cortright posted her piece on YouTube so she could also activate 
her work with the platform’s social media capacities. The com-
ments section for her webcam stream was filled with examples of 
the way an audience relates to and engages with images of young 
women online, which is inflected by the charged power and gen-
der dynamics revolving around spectatorship and self-rep-
resentation. Cortright played with these expectations by labeling 
her stream with keywords that promised salacious content. 
Instead, all that she o!ered was an image of her expressionless 
face, looking slightly bored, but also a bit confrontational as she 
gazed defiantly into the camera and out into cyberspace. 

Visual media is now hypermedia, characterized by a mul-
ti-channel and multi-directional flow of communication, which in 
many ways signals a coming of age of mass media. Young wom-
en (and men) growing up in the age of the algorithm now have a 
choice to make. How do you show up online? How much of your-
self do you give away? How much of your likeness and your es-
sence will be taken and modified and shared without your con-
sent, either by human or machine actors? These are questions of 
existential import, which Cortright sensed and examined with her 
radically minimalist work. 
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Kevin Jerome Everson, 
Ears, Nose and Throat, 
2016
For some, coming of age means learning how to live, and for oth-
ers it means learning how to stay alive. Young Black men growing 
up in the United States are subjected to a specific kind of fear 
and hate. Death is never a far-o! proposition. It could come at the 
hands of police o"cers, who are trained to surveil and suppress 
young Black men with an overwhelming exertion of force. Or it 
might be at the hands of a foe representing a tragic ironic rever-
sal: another young Black man.

Kevin Jerome Everson’s quietly devastating 16mm film 
Ears, Nose and Throat tells the story of a young Black man being 
murdered in broad daylight on a public street by his close child-
hood friend. This narrative is recounted by an eyewitness and is 
framed in relation to her visit to an ear, nose and throat specialist. 
The film opens with the sound of an intermittent electronic tone, 
which might represent the mechanics of her ear exam, or might 
just as easily represent a body on life support. Along with this 
sound, we see black-and-white images of an empty road bathed 
in hazy street lights. The visuals are cut to a syncopated montage 
that does not match the sound tone, announcing this as a poly-
rhythmic film that expresses a chaotic reality. It seems apparent 
that this street must be the scene of the crime, though it exudes 
a nondescript atmosphere with no visible traces of strife. Yes, this 
happened here, and it could happen anywhere. But there is no so-
ciological lesson to be learned. There is no politic or polemic to 
be forwarded. This is not art produced for lay consumption—to 
this end, it may fail to be lucid, but it has not failed in its first 
function. 

Everson is the Dean of Black film artists in North America; 
the most productive, the most fearless, the most successful. His 
work often deals with the cultural and social life of Black peoples. 
He is particularly interested in the mundane, non-spectacular 
qualities of Black life, and his preferred subjects are work and the 
working class. This particular film is unique in his oeuvre. It is ap-
parent that the subject of the story is very close to his heart and 
his soul. The film o!ers a release to the eyewitness, but she and 
the viewer are still left in sensory deprivation. There is no remedy 
for this, and no resolution for what it means to grow up young, 
Black and endangered. 
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Matt Hall and John 
Watkinson, CryptoPunks, 
2017
It seems hard to believe that the CryptoPunks collection was cre-
ated only in 2017. But as the saying goes, in the crypto space one 
month is like one year. Technology moves fast, but culture moves 
faster. This now iconic cast of zombies, apes, aliens and anons 
feel as if they are from a distant era, some primordial dial-up ep-
och of digital art. The internet did not come of age with the ap-
pearance of the Punks—but the newest iteration of the internet 
did. This iteration will probably impact our collective lives the 
most, if only because now it is di"cult to imagine life without be-
ing online.

When Matt Hall and John Watkinson generated their cul-
ture-shifting, 8-bit profile pictures, web3 was a nascent protocol 
that had not yet gone mainstream. The CryptoPunks were less of 
an artistic gesture and more transactional—in the sense that 
they were almost proofs of concept for how art could be inscribed 
on the blockchain and transferred to addresses that could verifi-
ably “hold” or own them. At that time the limited edition Punks 
were given away for free to anyone who wanted to claim them. 
While this was not the first act of “tokenizing” art, and with it an 
attempt to revolutionize the concept of collecting for an evolving 
digital reality, it may turn out to be the most consequential indica-
tor of the art to come.

CryptoPunks are now rare specimens of art and cultural 
history that trade for millions of euros. They are exhibited on the 
walls of traditional institutions that were never early adopters of 
digital art and culture. They have substantively changed the terms 
of the conversation. We might say we are in a post-Punk phase. 
Or better yet—we might one day say that there is a pre-Punk and 
a post-Punk contemporary art. We will know when this young 21st 
century comes of age.
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Steve McQueen, 
Year 3, 
2019
When Steve McQueen decided to document the children of 
London in year 3 of primary school he captured a subtly majestic 
series of portraits of youth in the delicate process of formation. In 
these simply structured class photographs one can discern a so-
ciological project that details the ethnic and cultural traits of these 
students and what it reveals about the demographics of pres-
ent-day England. But there is also an unmistakable humanist pro-
ject at the core of this photographic series. There is an honest, 
implicit faith in these children. They will inherit the Earth, and 
therefore a question lies at the heart of this project: what sort of 
Earth will we bequeath to year 3 students across the world?

It is a fascinating prospect to contemplate this project in 
2024, already five years after it was completed and first exhibit-
ed at Tate Britain. The children depicted are now teenagers. Their 
coming of age meant awakening to Brexit as their new social re-
ality. It also meant living through a once-in-a-generation global 
pandemic. These children also witnessed the death of the Queen, 
which brought a symbolic end to an old world that they did not de-
serve to inherit.

With a new school year come new expectations. These 
children have been thrown into a new world. The looming shadow 
of general artificial intelligence is encroaching upon their every-
day lives. The growing fire of a new world war is already blazing 
on multiple continents. The inferno of climate catastrophe is con-
tinually asserting its inconvenient presence. It is not a given that 
the United Kingdom—that the world, in fact—will hold in its cur-
rent state. These children will also determine those possibilities. 
McQueen’s pictures capture the innocence that precedes coming 
of age before those challenges must be met.
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Anne Imhof, 
YOUTH, 
2022
Anne Imhof is a perceptive chronicler of the moods and move-
ments of a young generation. When Imhof channels youth she in-
vokes a condition, usually reflected in the keyword titles of her 
pieces such as Rage, Angst, Sex, Fate. In her video installation 
YOUTH, she speaks allusively about the subject she has become 
closely associated with. This title feels like an open embrace of all 
the ways her prior performance works have been read in relation 
to the codes practiced by those passing through a torrent of 
emotions. 

YOUTH features contemplative images of horses in win-
ter snow in the Russian countryside. The baroque oratorio St. 
Matthew Passion by Johann Sebastian Bach plays on the 
soundtrack. The video functions through metaphor—but only if 
we were to speak from an anthropocentric point of view. Animals 
also have emotions, they have a youth; their coming of age is im-
pacted just as much if not more by the environmental conditions 
that we share. For Imhof, it seems that the horses also represent 
freedom of movement, freedom of existence, an Edenic possibili-
ty. However, the narrative underlying the musical composition au-
gurs a rupture and the storm to come.

YOUTH was made in Russia because Ihmof had a planned 
exhibition at the Garage Museum of Modern Art in Moscow. The 
show was ultimately canceled due to the fallout from the Russian 
military incursion on Ukrainian territory. Imhof’s work was or-
phaned. War often stops young lives either outright or forces 
them to mature quickly. Coming of age in wartime conditions is 
like navigating the Fall of Man. Art is not and should not be shel-
tered from this predicament. The question of how art and artists 
can intervene is a complex one, but it is probably the crucial ques-
tion for our current moment in contemporary art.
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Tyler Mitchell, 
A Glint of Possibility, 
2022
Tyler Mitchell creates genre-defying photographs of Black peo-
ple that endow them with a novelty and a nobility. As a young pho-
tographer, he has been particularly interested in Black youth, as 
seen in his recent exhibition Chrysalis, which presents his sub-
jects in various states of becoming—emerging from the earth, 
from water, and fused with other natural forms.

The notion of chrysalis is a biological process of coming 
of age, implying a physical transformation and launching into a 
new state of being. Mitchell o!ers this possibility to his young 
subjects. Rather than frame them in the prison of an overly deter-
mined social reality, saddling them with the burden of representa-
tion, he gives them wings and encourages them to fly. Nowhere is 
this more apparent than in the standout picture in the exhibition: 
A Glint of Possibility. 

A young man balances himself inside of a spare tire, lay-
ing horizontally while suspended in mid-air. The tire is hanging 
from a rope which extends up into the heavens, above the frame 
line, tethered to some unseen otherworldly source. The young 
man floats a few centimeters above a lake, just below him his re-
flection in the water is visible as he gazes at himself. His doppel-
ganger gazes back from the watery depths. Is the young man 
seeing his future or his past? Is he a descending figure or in the 
process of ascension? His only article of clothing is a pair of 
shorts partially hidden by the tire enveloping him. A rebirth is hint-
ed at, and as such, an entire world is within his grasp. One can im-
agine this glint of possibility in his eyes as he contemplates his 
position, but this prospective light is masked by a shadow cover-
ing his face.

An interval and a reflection, with the promise of an illumi-
nation. The tire—a childhood game. The rope—a thin layer of re-
ality to be negotiated. The water—the other side of everything. 
Coming of age means being perched on the brink, staring into the 
abyss, and leaping into the unknown. This is less a matter of cour-
age and more a matter of destiny.
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