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Introduction


The Atrocity Exhibition was created by the Chinese company ByteDance but has existed in less atrocious forms since the 2000s. Maybe a newer, more Atrocious Exhibition has opened by the time you’re reading this. Hopefully the ideas contained within will be relevant to that exhibition. And while I’ll be touching on some of the other existing Exhibitions, this book will mostly be about ByteDance’s one because it’s currently the most depraved place on earth. Something in its curation has granted it access to the primal forces of chthonic nature. It is a pagan place where hunchbacked lolcows sleep with adult models; where paedophiles are shaved and forced to compete in wrestling matches; where neo-Marie Antionettes ferment garlic honey in farm simulations and the female Marquis de Sade strikes fear into the hearts of men. But it’s also a touching, lonely, funny, heartbreaking place.


Terming it ‘The Atrocity Exhibition’ isn’t just poetic license. I recently got hold of an unverifiable, purely anecdotal source which suggested that members of ByteDance’s algorithm team ironically nicknamed their app ‘The Atrocity Exhibition’ during the development stages. It’s a reference to J.G. Ballard’s 1970 novel of the same name which psychedelically depicts the 20th century’s media maze of sexuality, celebrity, genocide and assassination. The bleeding of the boundaries—atrocity becoming banal, banality becoming atrocious—causes Ballard’s protagonist to retreat into a psychotic realm in which the fluidity of culture is experienced more accurately and beautifully.


The works in Ballard’s gallery were billboards, newspaper ads, wrecked cars and televised assassinations. Paper, metal, primitive electronics. ByteDance’s Atrocity Exhibition, on the other hand, boasts 8.6 billion rooms and, at any given moment, 30 million visitors wander through. Their routes are mapped by a Curator whose depth of taste and expertise is not entirely understood by ByteDance. The gallery has physical branches in North Virginia, Dublin, Hamar and Singapore but you can enter it wherever you want. Often you’ll enter it without your consent. So you’d be forgiven for finding Ballard’s exhibition a little quaint. Though if you’ve read his novel, you’ll understand why ByteDance might have nicknamed their creation as such. It is still somehow the most effective aesthetic means of experiencing our Atrocity Exhibition without simply entering it.


Ballard’s power lay in his ability to elaborate on the present in a way which initially feels absurd but reveals itself to be only a remove away. I already had him in mind when I started writing this book and, as you can imagine, that scrap of gossip about the nickname felt very serendipitous even though it’s almost definitely untrue. It encouraged me to create my own distance from the subject matter, and so this book won’t ever describe the Gallery or Entrances in the usual terms.


One last parallel with Ballard: his novel was a product of grief. Following the sudden death of his wife, Ballard wrote the book because he felt suddenly attuned to “nature’s inexplicable crime and having no way of rationalising it… seeing Kennedy shot to death… the sensationalising of violent imagery through the later sixties… I suddenly felt if I could find a key to this, I could find a key to my wife’s death.”


Even before I was thinking much about Ballard, I found that writing about The Atrocity Exhibition would open portals to my own grief event: the suicide of my mother. I’d expected this when entering the Suicide Rooms, the Grief Rooms, but was surprised to find these portals in places like the Wellness Rooms and Sex Rooms, too. Perhaps this is because, as John Gray notes, ‘technologies create whole worlds in which the hidden dreams of human beings emerge more than in everyday lives.’












Loneliness


Nathanael West’s 1933 novel Miss Lonelyhearts begins with his eponymous protagonist reading through a pile of submissions. They are exhausting, funny, and heartbreaking in their clumsiness:


‘When I was a little girl it was not so bad because I got used to the boys makeing fun of me. Now I would like to have boy friends like the other girls and go out on Saturday nites but no boy will take me because I was born without a nose - although I am a good dancer and have a nice shape and my father buys me pretty clothes... Ought I commit suicide?’


‘Gracie is deaf and dumb and biger than me... Mother makes her play on the roof because we don’t want her to get run over… Last week a man came on the roof and did something dirty to her… I am afraid that Gracie is going to have a baby and I listened to her stomack last night to see if I could hear the baby but I couldn’t.’


Miss Lonelyhearts, actually a male hack journalist, has become spiritually depleted by the endless stream of letters.


‘[They] were no longer funny. He could not go on finding the same joke funny thirty days a month.’


He is the receptacle for the private indignities, inarticulate sadnesses, tragedies and obscenities of 1930s America. In The Atrocity Exhibition, we all endure his spiritual depletion. We plug into a network of pain vaster and richer than Miss Lonelyhearts’. We witness the inarticulacy, heartbreak, thwarted ambitions and sadnesses of countless ordinary people. But most of all the loneliness.


Hearts are lonelier today. In 1989, the sociologist Ray Oldenburg coined the phrase ‘third places’ to describe the communal meeting places which have existed throughout history: coffee shops, pubs, piazzas, libraries. Now the migration of third places to Atrocity Exhibitions has created a loneliness epidemic in which actual socialising is replaced with the thin gruel of digital interaction. Richard Weissbourd notes:


‘Although large segments of the world have probably always been anxious, have always been depressed, have always been wrathful, they were not always lonely in the specific (and negatively connoted) way contemporary experts understand the emotion today.’


Lonely heart letters were lighthouse signals in an empty sea. Now there is a sea of signals, too blinding to be picked out individually. The Atrocity Exhibition reminds the lonely person they are not special in their loneliness, that the whole of the human race competes with them. Many are teens, some are actual children. The Family Rooms—in which idealised, often Mormon families cook and play pranks on each other—are particularly popular among kids from dysfunctional homes.


Even content produced by the successful and sociable carries a kind of loneliness. The Atrocity Exhibition seems to bring out the loneliest part of them. And while ByteDance stresses the connective possibilities of The Atrocity Exhibition, many of these lonely souls end up despising rather than befriending one another. This is largely down to The Curator, who champions artworks which deal in political tribalism, bullying and spite.


It all brings to mind John Waters’ essay “Why I Love the National Enquirer”. The Enquirer was the original gutter-dwelling U.S. tabloid rag. Waters, being the “pope of trash”, sees the strange beauty in its arbitrary spitefulness, its dead celebs snapped in caskets, its joyful coverage of botched nose jobs. Its extravagant cruelty. Though Waters also finds something sadder at the heart of the Enquirer:


‘The head of the Enquirer said something recently that I loved. He was asked: “Why do you always write about stars when they’re failing?” And he replied: “Because my readers are failing.”’


He describes how the Enquirer’s ad section would often feature articles like “how to make friends”:


‘Want to Enrich Your Life? Just Go to a Coffee Shop—Here’s How to Meet Interesting People.’


Its detailed plan for making new friends included:


‘(1) Always sit at the counter—never at a table. (2) Make sure that you’re neatly dressed... (3) Strike up a conversation. Start by talking about the weather. (4) Greet the waitress with a smile… people would rather be talking to someone who is smiling… Not all conversations over coffee will lead to something…’


The advert gets to the eternal dilemma of the lonely person. The lonelier they become, the closer they cleave to D.W. Winnicott’s idea of the amenable, compliant ‘False Self’.


In other words: they can be agreeable and therefore boring. But they can also be the opposite, adopting a defensive position of resentment to pre-empt rejection. Often some mix of the two. We see this play out across The Atrocity Exhibition.


What are the comments in the Visitor’s Book but a series of grasps toward connection and unprompted spurts of vitriol? What is The Atrocity Exhibition but a living, breathing National Enquirer with a 12.5 billion yearly readership?
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The Enquirer’s love of mockery and schadenfreude is everywhere in The Atrocity Exhibition. What was true then is truer now: lonely people love seeing others humiliated. The Enquirer had its own section for this, encouraging its readers to compete in ‘fattest couple’ contests for small amounts of cash. Now, in The Atrocity Exhibition, we have the ‘lolcow’. A Reddit definition of the lolcow:


‘A person whose eccentric or foolish behaviour can be exploited to amuse onlookers… someone who can be “milked” for laughs.’


The lolcow is distinct from the Fool, the Jester, the Man in the Stocks. Crucially, he must not know he is a lolcow. He has to be expressing himself, his interests, seriously, but comically failing to do so. He is usually flattered by the attention he’s receiving and driven to more elaborate comic performances as a result. He is lonely. He grasps. His trolling is cautionary tale, theatre. A loneliness farce that makes the less gullible (but equally lonely) troll feel better.


The original lolcow was Chris (now Christine) Chan. Chan is history’s most documented lolcow and, according to some, the most documented person on Earth full stop. The story of Chan is dense with lore—an epic chivalric farce. A modern Don Quixote but stranger, crueller, funnier, more depressing and profound. It’s impossible to summarise the dark majesty of the story but an 80-hour-long comprehensive piece of video art in one Atrocity Exhibition room does a good job.


The cruelty inflicted towards celebrities in the Enquirer was justified by the privilege and fame of the targets. Lolcow trolling is rooted in something older: the tyranny and ecstasy of the group. As anyone who’s been to school knows, bullying creates connection. The joy of hilarity circumvents the usual brakes on cruelty. And while this doesn’t preclude guilt, it seems to justify it on a cosmic level (especially if the bully is lonely themselves). The Atrocity Exhibition creates a further layer of anonymity, detachment, carnival depravity. It is artwork in a gallery, and therefore not bound by the moral considerations which occasionally surface in the playground.
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The philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote:


‘What prepares men for totalitarian domination in the non-totalitarian world is the fact that loneliness, once a borderline experience, has become an everyday experience. It is the experience of not belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical and desperate experiences of man.’


Or as Lee Siegel puts it:


‘America still has not plumbed the weird depths that the fusion of its politics with its loneliness could lead.’


The New Right offers several solutions for the lonely. Many of its key figures emerged from Atrocity Exhibitions and wield power and influence within the Political Galleries.


As such, they encourage connection through the joyful lolcowing of their political enemies. This is termed ‘owning the libs’ and of course ‘the libs’ respond in kind.


And yet, like many successful artists in the Galleries, the New Right hark back to a past full of third places. An agreeable time when something like The Atrocity Exhibition couldn’t exist.
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