CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE

Only What Does Not Cease

A graduate project submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
For the degree of Master of Arts in Art, Visual Art

By
Alex Johnson

May 2016

The graduate project of Alex Johnson is approved:

________________________________________

__________________

Professor Lesley Krane

Date

________________________________________

__________________

Professor Joy von Wolffersdorff

Date

________________________________________

__________________

Professor Mario Ontiveros

Date

________________________________________

__________________

Professor Laurel Long, Chair

Date

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE

ii

Table of Contents
Signature Page

ii

Abstract

iv

Only What Does Not Cease

1

Epilogue

4

Works Cited

17

Appendix A

18

Appendix B

33

iii

Abstract

Only What Does Not Cease

By
Alex Johnson
Master of Arts in Art, Visual Arts

`Only What Does Not Cease is a sardonic and childlike exploration of memory and
abandonment using a vomitous neon color palette, the 8-bit graphics of a Nintendo Entertainment
System, and creatures that should not be. The work calls out to He-Man and the Masters of the
Universe, Super Mario Bros., and the literary body of H.P. Lovecraft, in equal measure. Partially
inspired by the nihilistic machinations of Nietzsche, but mostly crafted with both disregard and
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disdain for gallery spaces, Only What Does Not Cease aims to remove itself from the institutional
art discourse, instead finding a home with the annoying pop-up ads that you desperately try to
close before your mom walks in on you looking at porn.
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Only What Does Not Cease

From the surreal dreamscapes of Salvador Dali and Remedios Varo, to Shigeru
Miyamoto’s Super Mario Bros and the Nintendo Entertainment System, the nihilistic literary
works of H.P. Lovecraft and Nietzsche, 
Only What Does Not Cease 
pulls from contemporary pop
culture as much as it does from fine art. Shigeru Miyamoto’s early work developing and
designing for the Nintendo Entertainment System with games like the Legend of Zelda and Super
Mario Bros have always been visually appealing to me. The blocky structures and the suggestion
of form without real detail are akin to abstract paintings. The viewer becomes immersed in the
world that has been created.
Created worlds were important to the Surrealists. Salvador Dali, Remedios Varo, Rene
Magritte, and Frida Kahlo all created work that was technically produced, beautifully rendered,
and full of life. However, these works all contained elements that can not be. In Dali’s piece 
The
The Burning Giraffe
(fig. a)
the viewer is shown a vast and barren desert landscape containing the

figures of women with drawers emerging from their torsos, while in Remedios Varo’s
Locomocion Capilar
(fig. b) a group of men either drives their beards with their mustaches, or
kidnaps a woman with their beards. These surreal images were not only an attempt to escape, but
also an exploration of humor. In Rene Magritte’s 
The Treachery of Images
(fig. c)
,
he paints a
beautiful pipe, but beneath the pipe is written 
"
Ceci n'est pas une pipe,
" French for, “this is not a
pipe.”
Another influence is H.P. Lovecraft. His body of work explores the philosophy of
cosmicism, an offshoot of Nihilism that asks the question, 
In a constantly expanding and
contracting universe, containing countless planets orbiting a near infinite amount of stars, what
effect do we have on the universe
? Lovecraft wrote about these concepts by making references to
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ancient gods from beyond the stars, humans going mad when they attempt to understand the
ununderstandable, and creatures that defy logic. These creatures are often described as masses of
tentacles, oozing and gibbering: all of this inspired the slugs in my work.
Many of the pieces in 
Only What Does Not Cease 
utilize photographs that I have taken or
pilfered from friends. These photographs depict locations that have some sort of significance for
me. The graveyard in the small town I grew up in, the skies above California State University
Northridge, and Los Angeles International Airport are all places that I have a strong emotional
connection. I put myself into these photographs by illustrating and animating creatures that
should not be. I am forced to come back to these memories after I take the photographs and sit
with them for a long time and animate them frame by frame. This experience is reinforced by the
nature of the .gif format. Viewers of the work can sit with the same piece for hours, watching it
repeat over and over again. With each passing cycle they can get more out of the piece and watch
how each pixel moves across the screen.
The first piece of the series, 
Eyeball
(fig. 1)
was incredibly important for me. More

blatantly drawing from H.P. Lovecraft than the other works do, and showcasing what is
essentially a Shoggoth from his story 
At the Mountains of Madness 
(Lovecraft, 2008)
,
Ooze 

gave
birth to a new medium for me to explore. A new visual medium even within the context and
confines of artistic discourse, the use of .gif as fine art has only recently been established. 
Only
What Does Not Cease 
finds company with .gif artists like Lacy Micaleff and 
Yoshi Sodeoka with
Space Dog Go 
(fig. e)
and 

Amoeba
(fig. f). This work also nods to popsurrealism and the
lowbrow work of artists like David Cook, Skinner, and Alan Edward Brown. These artists are all
influenced by Dungeons and Dragons, H. P. Lovecraft, and 80's cartoons.
Finishing the first series of three with 
Crawl 
and eventually 
Bones, 
brought me to two
very important understandings in my work. The first is a pithy sense of humor. In 
Bones 
(fig. 2)
,
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the viewer is shown a single gravestone from which emerges a skeletal hand and eventually a
skull. Both of these elements eventually disappear from view and the screen flashes text in gaudy
colors, “I’D RATHER BE DEAD.” The juxtaposition of comedy and tragedy are important in all
of my work. Additionally, obvious pixelation became a cornerstone of the works. As they
developed, it became more and more important to further pixelate the works, allowing them to
exist as crudely rendered characters, making reference to the works of Charles Gaines (fig. d).
Giving the vagaries of an object allows viewers to fill in the blanks, to provide detail or context
based on their own experiences.
Only What Does not Cease

is a collection of animated .gifs, meant to explore the
intersection of memory and the surreal. The works were born out of a desire to create art in a
different way from how I was comfortable making it, by transitioning from “analog” works made
with paint and brush, to digital works utilizing programs like Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop.
The beings found within the series symbolically represent the negative aspects of my personal
history, including love lost, obesity, and abandonment, and puts them in a form that I can defeat,
to come to terms with and finally move past. This body of work is my attempt to escape the
doldrums of my daytoday life, to focus on individual memories and accept them for what they
are.

3

Epilogue

It doesn’t matter. Nothing you read here will make any difference.
You are sitting there, your eyes on the screen, and you are reading these words.

Or maybe you’re not sitting there; maybe you’re standing. Maybe these words aren’t on a screen
at all; maybe they are collected on white pieces of paper, pieces of paper that are dogeared along
the edges. Notes are written in the margins; the handwriting is somehow both familiar 
and 
not.
You question which draft you are reading. These notes indicate that it is not finished, but maybe
you found this in a file, in a folder, with images of artwork that would suggest that this is the end,
that this is done.

But that’s not important, not right now. These words seem familiar, somehow. You’re not sure
why, or even necessarily how. But they 
are.

This is the thesis for a body of work you don’t recognize; but these are your words, your voice.
You don’t remember writing these words, but it is unmistakable. Memory can play tricks on you,
false memories, things remembered incorrectly. You remember reading somewhere, about a boy
who remembered meeting his grandfather when he was two. His grandfather was dressed like
Elvis. But his parents said that this never happened. His grandfather had passed away before he
was two, and their only meeting was once when he was only a few months old. But this boy was
so sure of this meeting, so positive about this interaction that he wasn’t sure of what to do when
he found out it was invented.
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Did he dream it? Did it come to him in his sleep? In those halfmoments between waking and
not? Is this how it got implanted into his mind? In a manner that spoke of truth? Did that become
truth? If it was true to him, does it matter that it wasn’t actually the objective truth?

You start to question what objective truth even means.

You sit back. Perhaps you shift your weight. Perhaps you let out a subtle humph. You aren’t sure
where you read this before; maybe this is the first time you have read it? Maybe you wrote it?
Maybe at some point in your life, you were that boy, longing desperately to have met his family.
To know what it was like to have grandparents that were close to you. Maybe you had all of this,
maybe you have felt that sense of abandonment by all the people that are close to you. Maybe you
invented the story of that little boy, a point of connection for others to enter into the work. Maybe
it was actually something you read before, or you heard it from a friend, or a friend of a friend.

But the truth of it is, at this point, it doesn’t matter. These words, foreign or not, created by you or
by someone else, are now your words. It doesn’t matter if you wrote them or not, what matters is
why.

Why are you reading these words? Why did you write them? Why are they important enough to
be kept record of, kept forever in the annals of history until the human race is extinct, or maybe
only long enough to watch the collapse of civilization? In any case, your words are going to be
around for a long time. You realize you should probably figure out why.
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You realize, you should probably figure out why. This sentence feels familiar. 
Did you already
write this? Did you already read it? Was this a mistake in editing?

You break it down, five questions. Once you get to the bottom of those five questions, you should
understand why this is important. Why you wrote this. Who you are.

Who, what, when, where, and why.

You decide that you should start with the who.

Who

You already know who 
you
are. You are the human being sitting, perhaps standing, holding this
paper, or looking at it on a screen, perhaps it was emailed to you. You have experienced that
sense of loss and longing, you 
remember
it. You 
remember
how it felt when you asked them out
in the sixth grade, and they said yes, but then ignored you on Valentine’s Day. You remember
how it stung. Or maybe that wasn’t you. Maybe that was someone else. It 
feels 
familiar, as
familiar as that boy with his grandfather.

Maybe you haven’t experienced any 
real 
loss, maybe you have. Maybe the closest you have come
to loss is a dead dog, or perhaps something that you saw in a movie that made you cry. It made
you fear what is going to happen when your mom passes, how you are going to respond. How
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you’re going to react. How people will feel about you when you finally break down and let out
that real emotion.

It’s primal. 
You know it’s primal, and that scares you.

If you accept that it’s going to come, shouldn’t that make it easier?

No, you dread the inevitable, a test that you didn’t study for; you don’t just accept that you are
going to fail you struggle with it. You marked every answer with a guess, or maybe you saw a
pattern. You noticed that every answer you remembered was marked with D, then C, then A. This
repeated, time and time again. You saw this pattern and you acted.

But was the pattern 
real?

Is this 
pareidolia?

What is that word? You recognize it, but you don’t remember what it means exactly. You stop to
think about it. You scan your memories, that part of your brain that remembers useless
information. You remember a friend’s name that you haven’t thought about in a while, and you
think that maybe you should call them. You remember the name of your first pet, and how it felt
when they left you. 
You remember your first kiss, the magic in that moment. 
But pareidolia
escapes you.
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But that’s ok, it doesn’t matter anymore. You need to come back to the question at hand. 
Who is
the you that wrote this.

You see yourself, lying in someone else’s bed, in someone else’s house, with a laptop sitting next
to you. The tv is 
screaming 
at you, you do your best to focus. To write these words that you are
reading right now. You look down at your hands, and they are 
your hands, 
but at the same time,
they’re not. 
They are marked, and scarred, yet they are still soft. 
Gentle.
They carry the weight of
all of your burden in these ten tiny fingers. Or not. It’s starting to feel abstract; you’re not sure
how you feel.

This is you.

You accept it now.

What

You wrote earlier, that this was a thesis for a body of work that you had never seen before. It was
new to you. But, that doesn’t make much sense. You’ve already accepted that you wrote this.
How could you write about a body of work that you had never seen before?

So you accept that you must have made the work, but it still seems fresh. You don’t quite
understand it. So you decompress the information. You haven’t made art in a long time, or maybe
you have. Maybe you have a degree in it. Maybe you have an art degree but you still haven’t
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made art in a long time. 
You tell yourself that that’s ok. You tell yourself that this happens to a lot
of people. 
You remember as a child, it was all you did. You were always 
making art. 
Always
creating, imagining worlds. 
Maybe everyone told you what a great artist you were.
Maybe they

asked you to make art for their kids.

So what if you gave Barney the Dinosaur massive, bloodsoaked teeth. 
It’s fine.

You examine what you made. Blocky. Juvenile. 
Are those photos in a graveyard?
You don’t
remember being this 
trite. This expected. 
You look down at your clothes, expecting them to be
various shades of black 
that don’t quite match. 
Your expectations are just that, 
expectations. 
The
images move, they are reminiscent of playing Nintendo in your room. Or maybe it was a cousin's
room. Maybe you’re too young or old to have grown up with an NES, or an SNES. Maybe you
don’t relate to the pixelization.

Maybe you have never played a video game in 
your life.

You remember that boy with the grandfather, that boy with the empty Valentine. 
Maybe he
played video games. Maybe it was his way of escaping the doldrums of his early life.
Disappearing into fantasy worlds, seeking camaraderie from pixels on a screen, something that
wouldn’t judge by looks or intelligence. 
Something that existed only for you.
And maybe you
didn’t grow up with a Nintendo, but that boy did. That boy would lock himself in his room for
hours at a time, watching these pixels 
dance across the screen. 
Dance like flames in a breeze, and
maybe he knew that they would eventually blow out. Maybe he didn’t.
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But you know now.

Still, it doesn’t matter. You don’t remember placing those pixels, or even taking those photos. 
Did
you take those photos? Everyone carries a camera with them these days, so anyone could have
taken these pictures.
You start to wonder if you 
actually did 
take them. You think about your
phone, sitting in your pocket, maybe resting in your purse, lying at the bottom beneath various
detritus. Garbage that you told yourself that you would clean out, sooner than later.

But you never did. And so your cellphone with its camera sits there, waiting to be checked.
Checked for the photographs that you are not quite sure you took or didn’t.

Maybe you just checked your pocket, ran your fingers along the outside of your pants to see if
your phone was there. Maybe you thought that you felt it vibrate; you should check your phone.

Go on, check it. This document isn’t going anywhere.

And maybe in your past 
you
wrote this with some sort of foresight, or knowledge, that someone
would be trying to get ahold of you in this exact moment. In this exact plaPAREIDOLIA! 
You
remember now! 
The human mind makes its best effort to try and connect unrelated events
together, to create some sort of pattern. Like when you look at a house, and the windows look like
eyes, or when a bush rustles in the distance, and when you walk over to inspect what caused the
disturbance, there is nothing there.

Was it a ghost? Was it 
god?
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You recall the works of an author named H.P. Lovecraft, maybe it was his work that got you
interested in reading in the first place, or maybe you haven’t read him before but you know how
his work influenced a lot of the things you love, 
or maybe you read his name for the first time in
this very sentence. 
But as your eyes pour over these sentences, you feel something in the back of
your skull, a familiarity that wasn’t with you before. You remember reading his seminal work,
The Call of Cthulhu. 
In it, Lovecraft writes, “The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the
inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents”(Lovecraft, 2008). You relate this back to
pareidolia, 
it’s better that we don’t understand why things work the way they do. 
Maybe to try to
explain god, or the universe, or humanity, or even 
art, is folly. Maybe you shouldn’t look for
patterns.

Lovecraft was something akin to the lovechild of Nietzsche and Edgar Allan Poe, writing about
the nihilistic machinations of an uncaring universe, through the lens of a supernatural pantheon.
Gods that didn’t care about humanity. Ants among the feet of men. The moving images seem to
sometimes reference that gross inhuman element present in works like 
At the Mountains of
Madness
or 
Shadow Over Innsmouth
.

You realize you just read a lot of words that you 
don’t quite know. 
Maybe you don’t know them
at all. You can kind of pick up on what the words mean through the context that they are placed
in. 
You were never the kind of reader that would look up words that were unfamiliar.
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Still, you get it. This work that you made is a way for you to explore escape from an existence
that, in the face of an uncaring universe, doesn’t really matter. It all feels a little tongueincheek,
a little silly, 
but maybe that is the point.

You’ve conquered the what. You start to feel everything slide into place, like it’s all downhill
from here.

When

You cast your gaze upon the word bolded above this sentence. 
When. 
When is so simple. You
think to yourself, it’s now. Right here. In this moment. 
Nothing matters except for this moment.
You feel proud of yourself. 
You got the right answer so quickly! So easily!

Go ahead and pat yourself on the back.

Take a moment.

breathe
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You think about it. You realize that, yes, this moment is the only one that matters, but you start to
think about why. Why is this moment the only one that matters? You think about the 
spinning
rock
hurtling through space at some ungodly speed. One of eight, or nine, 
maybe ten (You’re
never sure if Pluto counts as a planet anymore. Isn’t calling it a dwarf planet just a matter of
semantics?) 
planets trapped in an endless waltz around a massive ball of gas that burns eternally.
And your series of planets is just one solar system; other solar systems have similar
configurations.

Planets dancing endlessly around a star. The same dance for aeons.

And you know that your home galaxy contains 
hundreds of billions of stars. 
And we are but one
galaxy in a universe that contains
over one hundred billion galaxies.

You start to realize just how small you really are. 
Not even an ant at the feet of man.
And maybe
you consider
that all you can do is care about this planet that you live on, make the best of it

while you’re here. 
And you’re exactly right. 
You also consider that someday 
the sun will burn
out
, and the earth has two options: be burnt to a crisp in the ensuing heat wave, or be sent hurtling
through space. No star. No heat. Nothing but 
the empty void of space.

You start to realize that it takes eight minutes for light to reach the surface of the earth from the
sun. You start to realize that if the sun were to burn out, we wouldn’t know for eight whole
minutes.
You start to realize that it may have already happened, and you just 
don’t know yet.
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You start to realize the existential dread and terror of the when.

But you also understand why it doesn’t matter.

You take a deep breath.

Where

After that segment, you aren’t really sure you want to continue. Maybe it’s an issue of anxiety;
maybe it’s striking a chord with you. Maybe it isn’t, maybe you don’t relate to any of this. Maybe
you are sick of this second person writing convention, you sat down to read a thesis, you were
expecting some structure, 
well maybe you shouldn’t have written it this way.

You know the where. If you don’t know the where, then go back and read the when. But that is
the overall where. Before you first viewed any of these words, you 
knew 
that you were on the
planet earth. Maybe you never thought about how you were hurtling through space orbiting what
is essentially a dying star.

You knew that, whether you thought about it or not.

But those pictures, the where of those 
pictures. 
Those same familiar photos that you may or may
not have taken.
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You still haven’t checked your phone.

You know where those photographs were taken, graveyards, empty Halloween streets, airports,
images of the sky. 
All of these places have a certain sadness connected to them. A certain loss.
The places where we lose people, where they leave us for good. Halloween streets that were once
full of life, not even eight hours before,
the perfect locale to kidnap a child. To frolic with him.
An airport, perhaps to go on a vacation with your family, or perhaps the last place you saw your
mom in person before she moved back home, back to another country, 
keeping you separated by
thousands of miles.

Maybe the where 
isn’t important.
Maybe the where is simply another entry point. Maybe your
experiences with empty streets and airports aren’t sad ones. Maybe they are joyous. Maybe they
are neutral. Maybe there isn’t anything positive or negative about these places. But maybe you
can understand the sadness in these places. Maybe you can look for it now.

Maybe you can find it.

You think back a paragraph.

Maybe the where isn’t important.
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Why

You already know.
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