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ABSTRACT 

Contemporary visual art often served as a powerful medium to convey ideas, messages, 

and critiques of social issues. Art exhibitions, in addition to showcasing creativity, 

provided a platform to explore complex themes such as politics, culture, and ethics. The 

exhibition “Playing GOD”by Ruzzeki Harris exemplified a challenge to societal norms 

and values through visual representations that critiqued issues related to morality, 

ethics, and power. Despite its profound implications, there was a lack of research on 

this exhibition in academic discourse, especially regarding the understanding of 

meaning and myth in its visual representations. Through this condition, the objectives 

of this study were: 1) to identify the denotative meaning of the visual representation of 

the “Playing GOD” exhibition by Ruzzeki Harris; 2) to analyze the connotative meaning 

of the visual representation of the “Playing GOD” exhibition by Ruzzeki Harris; and 3) 

to understand the myth of the visual representation of the “Playing GOD” exhibition by 

Ruzzeki Harris. This study employed a hermeneutic approach adapted from the 

Gadamerian Interreligious Hermeneutical Circle through dialogue with the 

text/tradition (artworks in the “Playing GOD” exhibition and the curatorial essay) and 

reflection from the interpreter (the researcher). In the reflection stage, the researcher 

utilized Roland Barthes’ semiotic theory to interpret all the artworks in the exhibition, 

examining their denotative, connotative, and mythological meanings. The findings of 

this study contribute to a deeper understanding of meaning and mythology in 

contemporary art, demonstrating how they function as reflections, critiques, and 

provocations of social reality. Through the concept of “Playing GOD”, the study 

highlights the critique of humanity’s attempts to exceed natural limits of control and 

responsibility, raising critical ethical and philosophical questions. The research also 

acknowledges its limitations, as the scope was confined to artworks within the “Playing 

GOD” exhibition and did not extend to other artistic practices. Nevertheless, this study 

offers a valuable theoretical contribution by proposing the hermeneutic approach, 

combined with Roland Barthes’ semiotic theory, as an effective framework for 

interpreting meaning and myth. Future research may apply this approach to other 

exhibitions, thereby enriching the broader discourse on contemporary visual art. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Background 

In the world of contemporary visual art, artworks are often used as a medium to 

convey ideas, messages, or social critiques on issues that are relevant in society. Art 

exhibitions are not just spaces for showcasing creative works but also serve as platforms 

for voicing opinions on complex issues, including political, cultural, and moral matters. 

One example of an exhibition that carries a profound message is “Playing GOD” by 

Ruzzeki Harris. 

The Playing God exhibition explores a theme that challenges societal norms and 

values by depicting the role of humans as if they are taking on power and responsibilities 

beyond what they should. In his artwork, Ruzzeki Harris uses various visual elements 

to critique moral, ethical, and power-related issues. This approach not only attracts the 

attention of the public but also invites multiple interpretations based on the visual 

context presented. 

The phenomenon of “Playing GOD” refers to human actions involving 

intervention in decisions or actions that are considered beyond the capacity of ordinary 

humans (John Lim, 2017) In the context of visual art, this concept can be seen as a 

commentary on humanity's role in determining fate and power, which often carries 

significant implications for society and the environment. Ruzzeki Harris’ works bring 

a critical dimension to this issue, especially in the way the visual elements are structured 

and arranged to provoke reflection among the audience. 

To examine such visual narratives, the application of semiotics provides a 

critical framework for analyzing how meanings are constructed and communicated 

through images, symbols, and signs. This study applies Roland Barthes’ semiotic 

theory, focusing on the three orders of meaning: the denotative level, which reveals the 

literal or surface meaning of an image; the connotative level, which uncovers the 

cultural, emotional, and associative layers of interpretation; and the mythic level, where 

ideological messages and collective beliefs are naturalized into a seemingly universal 

truth. By situating Playing GOD within this analytical framework, this study aims to 

uncover how Ruzzeki Harris embeds multiple layers of meaning in his artworks, 




