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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 37 

This issue of Antennae is entirely dedicated to Human-Non-Human Networks, a multidisciplinary 
symposium held at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago on March 12th 2016. It was organized by 
Giovanni Aloi, Editor in Chief of Antennae: The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture, Andrew 
Yang, Assistant Professor at SAIC, and David Getsy, Professor at SAIC.  

The reconfiguration of anthropocentrism taken on by queer theory, animal-studies, and 
posthumanism, has now given over to the emerging methodological approaches of speculative realism, 
new materialism, and object-oriented ontology. This symposium questioned the epistemological 
limitations and the artistic potentialities involved in the acknowledgment that existing 
disciplinary approaches require updating in the face of the current climatic/environmental challenges. 
What is at stake in the re-imagining of disciplinary boundaries through the pursing of new 
epistemic strategies involving multispecies networks? 

Building upon the established framework of posthumanism, this symposium aimed at 
exploring new epistemological approaches in specific relation to contemporary art. Moving 
beyond the growing zoöcentrism that characterizes current animal studies, the focus of this event 
centered on the possibilities of reconceiving ethicalities, methodologies, and aesthetic strategies as 
inscribed in the biotechnological, biocapitalist, and "deep time" frameworks of the 
proposed Anthropocene. In search of new epistemological opportunities that try to make equal 
sense of different life-forms within shared and interwoven ecosystems, the speakers appraised 
the role art may play in shifting naturalized anthropocentric mind-frames into a more expansive 
space. From bacteria to fungi, invertebrates to plants, beings that can return the gaze and 
those who do not, this symposium contributed to the mapping of new 
considerations of art’s ability to trigger societal changes. 

This issue Antennae feartures the proceedings of the symposium, including papers, 
transcriptions of presentations and Q&As for all speakers: Giovanni Aloi (Art History, Theory 
and Criticism Department), Andrew Yang (Liberal Arts Department), the collaborative 
' localStyle'  (Marlena Novak and Jay Alan Yim) from the Film, Video and New Media 
Animation Department at SAIC and Department of Composition of Music Technology at 
Northwestern University), Marissa Lee Benedict (Fiber & Material Studies), Lindsey French 
(Contemporary Practices, Art and Technology), James Elkins, (Art History, Theory and Criticism) and 
the keynote speaker, Eva Hayward from the Gender and Women's Studies Department at the 
University of Arizona.  

We are grateful to the financial and technical support of those who enabled this event to take 
place: The SAIC departments of Art History, Theory, and Criticism; FVNMA; Sound and Liberal 
Arts; and the Goldabelle McComb Finn fund. 

Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 
Lecturer in Visual Culture: 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Sotheby's Institute of Art 
Tate Galleries 
www.antennae.org.uk 

Dr. Giovanni Aloi
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p.5  REGISTERING INTERCONNECTEDNESS
It’s been ten years since I became actively involved in the field of academic enquiry known as human-animal studies. Its anti-
anthropocentric, revisionist, and multidisciplinary approaches have proved largely productive in rethinking human-animal 
relationships and in challenging the representational tropes that have relentlessly objectified animals in art, as well as other 
disciplines. Although very active in publishing and well integrated amongst research peers, from an early day, I was a dissident 
voice. While many focused on farm animals or pets, I began wondering about insects and amphibians. The more others examined 
charismatic megafauna, the more I became interested in plants. The recent speculative turn in philosophy including the rise of new 
materialism, object oriented ontology, and critical plant studies have proved my doubts to be well founded: the zoocentrism that 
characterizes human-animal studies requires serious problematization. This talk looks at the productivities involved in moving 
beyond human-animal studies in art. 
Text by Giovanni Aloi 

p.23 NETWORKS OF THE NATURAL
A seed is a 'small maybe' that intends to not only grow, but also travel. The landscape owes its very existence to the wanderlust of 
plants and the seeds they release:  possibilities in search of new territories.  Cities’ entangled fluxes of infrastructure, architecture, 
and creature, present a rich site to examine how plants find new strategies and new vehicles for living out their improbable 
possibility. As their animal couriers successively fall prey to human innovation, from spear to skyscraper, it remains an open 
question how these ecologies of interruption reroute and reimagine themselves. 
Text by Andrew Yang 

p.40 SENSE & SENSES
localStyle’s projects explore how territories and boundaries — whether physical or intangible — are constructed, interpreted, and
negotiated, via themes as varied as issues of trespass, the mating behavior of hermaphroditic marine flatworms, the sonification of
electric fish from the Amazon, and experimental Eurasian blackbird grammar.
Text by localStyle (Marlena Novak and Jay Alan Yim)

p.62 ARID SYSTEMS: OBSERVATIONS ON EXTREMOPHILES IN AN AGE OF EXTRA-, HYPER-, SUPER-OBJECTS
In a world increasingly produced by Timothy Morton's theory of hyperobjects—a term borrowed from computer science to 
conceive of objects massively distributed in time and space as non-localized yet cohesive entities—what is the role of the localized 
organism? Taking up extremophiles, strange organisms that thrive in very specific extreme environmental conditions, from the 
industrial sludge at the bottom of the Calumet River to the arid deserts of the Atacama, this talk will explore the economic, 
environmental and social positions modeled and enacted by these organisms in a world increasingly characterize by volatile cycles 
of drought and flood, "extreme" fuel extraction, and fluid hyper-connectivity. 
Text by Marissa Lee Benedict 

p.76 WEAK MEDIA, PHYTOCENTRISM AND GESTURES TOWARDS TRANSGRESSING THE SELF
In Plant-Thinking, Michael Marder calls for, “an infinite loosening up, a weakening of the self’s boundaries, commensurate with
the powerlessness (Ohnmacht) of the plants themselves.” In an ongoing search for adopting a photocentric perspective, can
gestures of weakness and powerlessness open us to plant modes of being?  In loosening our identities, what new selves might we
embody? Phytovision, as both a practice of perception and a plant-oreinted media, begins as an experiment to destabilize the
primacy of vision, and quietly opens a number of modes of perception beyond the clear distinctions of our human senses. In this
talk I consider and present a number of practices aimed toward adopting a phytocentric perspective, weaker boundaries, passive
actions, and distributed selves. What is plant media? How can we be both mediated by, and media for, a phytocentrism?
Text by Lindsey french

p.91 SOCIAL NETWORKS OF NON-HUMAN SEEING
This will be an excerpt from material in the forthcoming book "Visual Worlds" (Oxford), concerning the visual capacities of
pelagic fish and invertebrates. The notion is to avoid at least five possible approaches: Flusser's half-serious aesthetization in
"Vampyroteuthis Infernalis," the temptation to expand Lacan's models of seeing to nonhumans, the abstractions of object-oriented
ontologies, and the anti-anthropomorphisms of Uexkull and others. Pelagic communities offer a good example of complex networks
of seeing and being seen than cannot be fully interpreted given the current resources of biology: we can watch acts of seeing, and
we can appreciate their complexity, but we cannot fully interpret them: they exist as languages of seeing that are not assimilable to
existing models.
Text by James Elkins
. 
p.104 CAT’S CRADLE: AIDS, TOXOPLASMOSIS GONDII, AND IMPURRRFECT LOVE
Altering the string figures held by Donna Haraway—most notably from her essay “A Game of Cat’s Cradle: Science Studies,
Feminist Theory, Cultural Studies” where she opens with the line: “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of
emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule” (59)—I want to pull forward questions about microbial life,
particularly Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), Toxoplasmosis gondii, and Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV). So often the
accounts of human and nonhuman interaction are defined by face-to-face, immediacy, and direct modes on contact, which
reinforce anthropocentric (and colonial) notions of encounter. However, microbial life not only complicates “contact zones,” but
also the certainty of liberal humanist notions of agency, subjectivity, and power. Starting with the ball-of-string figure the  “crazy
cat lady,” this talk follows the ways that human/feline relationships are done and undone by “para-affective” (microbes that alter
affect) forces.
Text by Eva Hayward
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his talk begins with a short film 
featuring the spoken words of Alan 
Wilson Watts’s from The Nature of 

Consciousness, originally broadcast on 
KSAN radio, San Francisco, 1970. Alan 
Wilson Watts (6 January 1915 – 16 
November 1973) was a British-born 
American philosopher, writer, and speaker, 
best known as an interpreter and 
populariser of Eastern philosophy for 
a Western audience. Born in Chislehurst, 
South East England, he moved to the 
United States in 1938 and 
began Zen training in New York. Watts 
became an Episcopal priest in 1945, then 
left the ministry in 1950 and moved 
to California, where he joined the faculty of 
the American Academy of Asian Studies. 

[Spoken words from the footage]: 

This is what you could call the 
transaction rather than interaction, 

between the individual and the 
world. Just like for example in 
buying and selling. There cannot 
be an act of buying unless there is 
simultaneously an act of selling, 
and vice versa. So the relationship 
between the organism and the 
environment is transactional. The 
environment grows the organism 
and organism in turn creates the 
environment. The organism turns 
the sun into light, but it requires 
there to be an environment 
containing a sun for there to be an 
organism at all. Now the answer to 
it all is they are all one process. 
And it isn’t that organisms by 
chance came into this world, but 
rather that this world is sort of the 
environment which grows organisms. 
It was that way from the beginning.  

T 

REGISTERING 
INTERCONNECTEDNESS 

It’s been ten years since I became actively involved in the field of academic enquiry known as human-
animal studies. Its anti-anthropocentric, revisionist, and multidisciplinary approaches have proved 
largely productive in rethinking human-animal relationships and in challenging the representational 
tropes that have relentlessly objectified animals in art, as well as other disciplines. Although very 
active in publishing and well integrated amongst research peers, from an early day, I was a dissident 
voice. While many focused on farm animals or pets, I began wondering about insects and amphibians. 
The more others examined charismatic megafauna, the more I became interested in plants. The recent 
speculative turn in philosophy including the rise of new materialism, object oriented ontology, and 
critical plant studies have proved my doubts to be well founded: the zoocentrism that characterizes 
human-animal studies requires serious problematization. This talk looks at the productivities involved 
in moving beyond human-animal studies in art. 

Text by Giovanni Aloi 
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The organisms made in time have 
arrived on the scene or out of the 
scene later than the beginning of 
the scene. But from the moment it 
went bang in the beginning (if 
that’s the way it started) organisms 
like us sitting here were involved in 
it. You see, let’s take the 
propagation of an electric current. I 
can have an electric current running 
through a wire that goes all the way 
around the earth. And here we 
have our power source and here 
we have our switch. Now, before 
that switch closes; the current 
doesn’t behave exactly like water in 
a pipe. There isn’t current here 
waiting to jump the gap as soon as 
the switch is closed. The current 
doesn’t even start until the switch is 
closed. It never starts unless the 
point of arrival is there. Now it will 
take an interval for that current to 
get going, but the finishing point 
has to be closed before it will even 
start from the beginning. In a 
similar way, although in the 
development of any physical 
system there may be billions of 
years between the creation of the 
most primitive form of energy and 
then the arrival of intelligent life, 
that billions of years is just the 
same thing as the trip of the 
current through the wire; it takes a 
little time but it’s already implied. It 
takes time for an acorn to turn into 
an oak, but the oak is already 
implied in the acorn. So in any 
lump of rock, floating about in 
space, there is implicit human 
intelligence – sometime, somehow, 
somewhere. They all go together. 
So don’t differentiate  yourself  and  

stand up against this and say I am a 
living organism in a world made of 
a lot of dead junk, rocks, and stuff. 
It all goes together. Those rocks 
are just as much you as your 
fingernails. You need rocks, what 
are you going to stand on? 

I wanted you to hear Watts’ words at the 
beginning of my talk for a specific reason. 
This video comes from YouTube and the 
choice of images that accompany Watt’s 
words has a rather distinctive new-age 
quality that has gone completely out of 
fashion, but that nonetheless might be in 
many ways connected to the new, 
emerging sensitivities of new materialism or 
speculative realism. But before we can 
more closely contemplate the importance 
of Watt’s words in relation to today’s non-
anthropocentric turn, I’d like to begin from 
my philosophical journey: Animal Studies. 
Animal Studies emerged at the end of the 
1990s as a multidisciplinary field of enquiry 
concerned with deconstructing human-
animal relationships. I became interested in 
Animal Studies 2000 and thereafter I was 
lucky to be part of the British Animal 
Studies Network, which regularly met 
between 2007 and 2009. In consequence 
my positioning in this field has been 
substantially shaped by the work of scholars 
like Erica Fudge, the historian who funded 
BASN; film expert Jonathan Burt; 
anthropologist Garry Marvin; English 
professor Ron Broglio; art historian Steve 
Baker; and anthropologist Donna Haraway, 
amongst others.  

The first 10 years of Animal Studies 
research have predominantly focused on 
recovery and rewriting of human/animal 
histories. Much of the focus of animal 
studies,   similarly   to   gender  studies, has  
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revolved around representation and the 
ethical/epistemic contingencies involved in 
the power of the gaze, objectification, and 
disavowal. More recently, ethicality has 
taken center stage in the politics of animal-
studies with many scholars returning to one 
of its roots, animal rights, in order to 
mediate the necessity to be involved in 
discourses that reach beyond the 
representational register. Most importantly, 
Animal Studies has become an astonishingly 
vast multidisciplinary discursive field — this 
comes with its advantages and its 
advantages. I should clearly state that 
animal studies is a consistently fragmented 
field in which different ethical agendas at 
times separate, rather than unite. But at the 
same time, its multidisciplinarity has 
provided academia with a productive 
model for contemporary academic scrutiny. 
Between these positive and negative poles, 
however, lies something that I believe limits 
animal studies discourses: zoocentrism. I’ll 
return to this point more substantially later 
on, but for the time being I would like to 
further elucidate the limitations involved in 
zoocentrism by talking about Antennae: 
The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture of 
which I am Editor in Chief, which is now 
nine and a half years old. 

Antennae was conceived in 2006 out 
of the desire to provide an interface for 
scholars interested in animals, nature, and 
representation and at the same time to 
allow artists to acquire visibility. At that 
time, having an interest in animal 
representation was matter of derision—the 
subject was not taken seriously by 
academic institutions. The imagery that 
would more regularly come to mind for 
those confronted with the term ‘animals in 
art’ was of a purely sublime nature: wet 
tigers  running  on  the  beach, eagles flying 

patrolling blue skies…all the charismatic 
megafauna of this world regularly captured 
by the National Geographic…So, Antennae 
was developed to fill an academic gap, to 
provide a space for serious discussion of 
the representation of animals and nature, 
but also to provide a point of access for 
students and to engage non-specialistic 
audiences. It is for these reasons that 
Antennae was deliberately positioned in an 
‘annoying’ manner within the economies of 
academic production and consumption. 
First of all I wanted the journal to be open 
access; I wanted it to be as accessible as 
possible; but at the same time I wanted it 
to force people to navigate a whole PDF 
file. One thing I generally dislike about 
academic journals is the fragmentedness of 
content they propose—the freedom they 
allow to extrapolate a specific essay one is 
interested in, (which can actually be a 
convenient feature when researching) is 
also a feature that undermines 
editorial/curatorial practices. Therefore 
binding all essays into one file that has to 
be downloaded whole, and opening each 
issue with an editorial that clearly frames 
the curatorial stance, provides an 
experience that is becoming more and 
more rare in the digital age. I believe that 
some of the dematerialization of 
knowledge which is taking place can 
actually be detrimental to research itself. I 
believe that there’s great importance in 
stumbling across materials. I love libraries 
and the chance encounter with books one is 
not looking for that they provide. These 
encounters are likely to derail your research in 
a positive way—they expand your scope and 
shape writing and thinking in 
unexpected ways. There is also an element 
of slowing down time that is connected to 
this publishing approach.   



Giovanni Aloi 
Selection of Antennae front covers: 2007-2009 
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I also very much cared, from the very 
beginning, for the thematic approach in the 
editorial/curatorial practice involved. Every 
issue of Antennae is dedicated to a specific 
subject. This of course complicates things 
further when editing a journal of this kind, 
but it is totally worth the trouble. Since its 
inception, things have changed 
dramatically in the making of Antennae. I 
remember staying up until 3 o’clock almost 
every night for the first two years of 
Antennae just to make sure issues were 
uploaded online on time. I wanted 
Antennae to be a quarterly journal in order 
to maximize its impact and I wanted it to be 
delivered on time, as I believe that 
punctuality is everything when delivering a 
product, whatever that product might be. 

Amongst other moments well worth 
remembering, in 2011, I was particularly 
proud to publish the first issue of a 
humanities academic journal dedicated 
entirely to plants. Antennae has always 
tried to push the boundaries beyond the 
zoocentric scope of Animal Studies. I have 
always been a dissident voice in animal 
studies, even when I was much younger, 
ten years ago and was lucky to be part of 
the British Animal Studies Networks 
Meetings in London. There I developed my 
own critical perspectives on Animal Studies 
and representation and that dissident spirit 
has been with me through every issue of 
Antennae. The most recently, two years 
ago, I decided to embark on a new project 
with Antennae; one encompassing a new 
direction altogether. This new turn was 
marked by the publication of what I called 
an ‘extended standalone editorial’, which 
was simply calling out the ‘elephants in the 
room’ of Animal Studies to advance the 
discussion further. I felt that the discussion 
was   becoming  very  circular  at  that stage. 

The editorial, titled ‘Animal Studies: 
Elephants in the room’ replaced the 
zoocentric analytical approaches of Animal 
Studies with one incorporating new notions 
of networks and materialities.  The first two 
issues that followed the publication of the 
editorials were dedicated to Karen Barad 
and agential realism as applied to the non-
human, more specifically. We then 
continued with two issues co-edited by 
Suzanne Anker dedicated to bio art. 
Blurring the boundaries between plants 
and animals, reconsidering ontology, 
something that has become so troubling 
right now, seemed unavoidable. But of 
course my preoccupation has always been 
with art and representation and how both 
impact our relationships with living beings 
and ecosystems. But times have mode on 
since 2000. Most recently, waves of 
speculative realism, materialism, and object 
oriented ontology compelled a serious 
rethinking of theoretical frameworks about 
making and thinking with, through, and 
around art itself.  

Most importantly, I developed a 
preoccupation with the negativity with 
which contemporary art has been received 
in Animal Studies circles. I believe that part 
of this is the result of the multi-disciplinarily 
of Animal Study itself. In different ways, this 
room is filled with contemporary art 
experts. We are all well aware of how much 
work is required by all of us to engage with 
contemporary art discourses. It's not 
something you can just hijack and 
improvise. By all means, contemporary art 
is something anyone can enjoy on many 
levels. Yet, certain discourses remain 
inaccessible to those who have not closely 
followed certain developments in the field. 
This is one of the most challenging aspects 
of  a  multidisciplinary  field.  Along with the  



Giovanni Aloi 
Selection of Antennae front covers: 2009-2011 



11 

wealth of perspectives which 
multidisciplinarity brings, there also exist 
the lack communal references. It is not easy to 
explain why a urinal can be art and why an 
animal body exhibited in a vitrine owes 
much to that in a 20 minutes paper. 
Conference delegates from different 
academic subjects might have not digested 
these essential representational shifts and 
therefore might struggle to accept the 
credibility of certain arguments. With this 
limitation also comes the preponderance of 
ethicality in animal studies. As I argued in 
my editorial ' Animal Studies: Elephants in 
the Room', the discipline has more recently 
come to rely on problematic and not 
particularly sophisticated ethical economies 
based on visibility. Scholars and students 
negatively respond to the visibility of dead 
animal bodies in art whilst they never 
object to the rendering of animal bodies in 
art materials. In other words, everyone is up in 
arms about Damien Hirst's shark because the 
dead shark is visible. It upsets many that 
the shark is being killed for the 
purpose of making the work of art, yet a 
painting in which rabbits have been turned 
into glue, or a range of other animals have 
been pulverized and rendered into art 
materials triggers no ethical response.  

This paradox became one of my main 
concerns — a concern fueled my current 
interest for materiality and ‘following 
materiality’ in art. My desire was to insert a 
wedge into the crystallization of power 
relations occurring in animal studies to open 
up the field to new questions. So ‘Elephants in 
the room’, proposed to follow materiality in a 
provocative and challenging way. I returned 
to Damien Hirst, as his work is very familiar to 
many, and did so with a commitment to re-
think materiality incorporating  some  of  the  
considerations James Elkins  put on  the map

almost eight years ago. He has been 
one of the first voices to speak out 
about history of art’s inability to take 
materiality seriously. He claimed that 
there is no account of the “materiality 
of physicality of an artwork that contains an 
argument about the limits of historical or 
critical attention to materiality. And 
therefore, there is no reason not to 
press on, taking physicality as seriously as 
possible, spending as much time with it as 
possible. And finding as many words for it, 
as possible”. (Elkins: 2008) In my opinion, 
this is an extremely powerful statement for 
it takes history of art to task on the very 
denial of the essence of art practice’s 
fundamental engagement with materiality. 
Especially the idea that art historians need 
to forge new strategies in which to think 
and talk about materiality resounded with 
me.   

So what does it mean to follow 
materiality seriously and to take it seriously 
in art historical context? My impression is 
that seriously following materiality, 
especially when animals or plants are 
deliberately incorporated by the artist in 
the semantic structure of the work, 
demands new analytical approaches. And a 
serious consideration of materiality in 
contemporary art, when animals- and plants 
are present, involves careful consideration 
of biopolitical registers. So what I'm trying 
to fight against, to spend time with, and to 
find words to articulate, is this desire to 
prevent animal (and plant) matter from just 
becoming a ventriloquizing vehicle: a 
symbolic or metaphorical tool that voids 
the animal of animality or that leaves the 
animal behind. For those of you who are 
not familiar with    this    works,  these   are 
known as butterfly-wing paintings. Hirst 
makes them with real butterfly wings. 



12 

Damien Hirst 
It’s Great to Be Alive, mixed media, 2009 © Hirst 



13 

As it is rather obvious, the paintings 
inscribe a religious subtext. Damien Hirst 
plays with ideas related to nature, religion, 
the sublime, and also the intrinsic 
impossibility of coming to terms with 
violence, the epistemic violence intrinsic to 
scientific enquiry, and at the same time, the 
one that it's omitted by religious discourses 
in a number of ways. One of the things that 
I was interested in when it came to the 
butterflies and the materiality of the 
butterfly wings was the relationship 
between these materials and the materials 
of classical art. Classical art is founded on 
essentially different economies of 
materiality from contemporary art. In 
classical art, oil paint has been made to 
disappear and transform itself into fabric, 
foliage, water, or human flesh. There lied 
the talent of the great artist: in his ability to 
transubstantiate one material into many. Oil 
paint, during the Renaissance, never was 
semantically muted within the syntax of the 
work of art. Likewise, in neoclassical art, 
white marble inscribed the ideologies of 
purity of decorum. It constituted the 
conceptual backbone of the work that its 
materiality regularly sublimated into 
transcendence. And of course, we have 
different turning points in the history of 
materiality. During the Romantic period, 
Turner’s unconventional views of 
materiality: his prominent use of impasto 
was shocking. Yet, paint was still embroiled 
into a representational system defined by 
resemblance. There is an unbroken 
relationship between the materiality of 
paint, which is somewhat still repressed and 
the imposition that it should resemble an 
object that has nothing to do with paint 
itself: clouds, the sky, water…Later on, 
abstract   expressionism    will    break    this  

representational constriction, revealing paint 
for the drippy, wet, and fluid material it is and 
capitalizing on its materialist expressive 
potentials.  

But contemporary art’s engagement 
with materiality is substantially different. I 
began to think about this engagement from 
the perspectives of speculative realism, new 
materialism, object oriented ontology, and 
also in a certain sense, critical plant studies. 
More specifically, I considered the new 
ecologies that are being mapped by these 
new philosophical waves and their imbedded 
productivities. Through this process, I 
returned to the currently unfashionable 
approaches of art historian Michael Baxandall 
and his relationship to materials. Baxandall 
carried out very interesting work on 
limewood sculpture and other materials 
considering the relationships between 
patronage, costs, economy, materials, and 
power. He focused on the specificity of local 
realities and the availability of certain 
materials in certain areas considering why 
certain materials would be used in certain 
iconographies. Although it has nothing to do 
with animals and focused on the Renaissance 
and classical art, Baxandall’s work could 
prove source of inspiration for new ways of 
discussing contemporary art through a 
biopolitical agenda.   

Questioning the provenance of the 
butterfly wings used by Hirst in his paintings 
revealed a chain of inference that surpassed 
the simplistic ethical agendas of traditional 
animal studies concerns. Damien Hirst 
became the biggest importer of exotic 
butterflies in 2003 in the United Kingdom. In 
doing so, he supported networks of butterfly 
farms that were being established in the 
tropics. These butterfly farms were 
introduced  as  a  possible solution to a series  
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of local problems: to give work to the locals 
who were engaging in crime and different 
illegal activities, or worked in very 
underpaid labor. But primarily, the purpose 
of these new institutions was to save the 
indigenous population of butterflies, which 
were being poached to provide specimens 
for the market. Following the materiality of 
butterfly wings in Hirst’s paintings led me to 
learn that there exists an incredibly lucrative 
market of butterfly specimens. We like to 
think that butterfly collecting was a 
Victorian passion – one that is all gone. But 
unfortunately the Internet reveals the extent 
of the market. There are websites entirely 
dedicated  to grading specimens, acquiring 

specimens, and trading and exchanging 
them like any other online culture. And 
unfortunately some butterflies can fetch up 
to $20,000 or more, if they are in mint 
condition. That's where the butterfly farms 
come in, because the butterfly’s farmers kill 
the butterflies as soon as they hatch from 
the chrysalis and stretch their wings, so 
those are always excellent quality 
specimens. It soon became clear to me that 
I was doing following the materiality of 
Hirst’s works of art in ways that exceeded 
the intention of the artist or that perhaps 
transcended the meaning of the works of 
art themselves. The question became two 
fold:    on    one    hand,    there    was    this  

Damien Hirst 
Butterfly-wing painting, detail © Hirst 
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determination to follow materiality, and on 
the other, an art historical commitment to 
prevent the work of art from simply 
becoming a documentaristic platform. Yet, I 
believe that these parameters already 
outlined a productive framework for the 
discussion of biopower, for biopower 
automatically entails an essential attention 
to carnal registers and political dimensions. 
I realized that, in a sense, although we are 
well aware of the differences between 
contemporary and classical art, too much of 
the art historical analytical framework still 
incorporated old-fashioned methods. A 
reliance on symbolism, narrativization, 
identity — all essentially anthropocentric 
modes. My approach proposes a different 
level of engagement with a work of art, one 
that comes with the acknowledgement that 
materiality is of paramount importance in 
contemporary discourses because it 
enables the recovery of new and specific 
levels of interconnectedness between 
humans, non-humans, and environments. 
Following materiality does not simply mean 
to follow the symbolic order inscribed in 
materials, but to follow the journeys of 
different materials through different 
economic registers, biopolitical regimes, 
and transmutations. This is of essential 
importance when animals and plants are 
incorporated by the artist in their work. 

What is of particular importance in 
the connection between the new ecologies 
that are being highlighted by object 
oriented ontology, new materialism, and 
other forms of speculative realism is that art 
has anticipated all of them by more than a 
hundred years. This is why art should be 
taken seriously in its ability to reconfigure 
thinking about the living world. For 
instance, the very term ecology coined by 
Ernst  Haeckel has become  so popular and  

so topical right now. In his original 
drawings, we already see the key ideas of 
contemporary ecologies shining through - 
they’re incredibly contemporary. His work is 
about bio-interconnectedness and it speaks 
about it through scientific aesthetics of non-
affirmation that are substantially open to 
artistic interpretation. There's something in 
these shapes that simultaneously, especially 
in the Lichen's image, suggest, plant, 
animal, bio-organism, molluscs...They are 
specific, yet open ended.  

In its own way, cubism was also 
trying to understand the ontology of 
objects from a different perspective 
envisioning the relationship between 
objects in space, in ways that are more 
challenging. Perhaps there is something 
important in the experimentations of 
Braque and Picasso that is very, very 
contemporary and that somehow is not 
being acknowledged by object oriented 
ontology. Flat ontology is central to all 
these new waves of philosophy. The idea 
that we are no longer the center, the 
organizing center of everything, and we are 
an object amongst other objects, results or 
could result in images that are structured in 
very flat ways, in which the micro of 
biomorphic shapes and the macro of what 
we see, are conflated into an image where 
nothing is more important than anything 
else and everything is as equally important 
as everything else… But Miro’ didn't quite 
have in mind new speculative realist 
approaches. He was definitely thinking 
about flat ontology in his own way. So you 
can see the biomorphic shapes Miro’ 
created in the site of flatness, once again 
organizing images and bodies on the 
canvas, so that nothing is predominant. In 
different ways, Hannah Höch also operated a 
form  of  flat  ontology in  her  collages.  With  
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Kunstformen der Natur, 1904, plate 83: Lichens 
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 Joan Miró
Chiffres et constellations amoureux d’une Femme (Ciphers and Constellations in Love With a Woman) (1959) Plate XIX 
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her, gender becomes one of the main 
targets too; rethinking the idea of societal 
roles, and as well in some of her collages, 
the difference between human and animal 
and human and environment is obfuscated. 
In many ways, Hannah Höch was another 
experimental thinker. Surrealism also 
operated major ontological derailments that 
are somewhat underrated in the  history of 
art,   just  because  they   fall  into  the cliché 

of the uncanny or abjection. The very 
moment we remove our art historical 
glasses from our noses, we become aware 
of different threads, connections, and 
approaches that have been buried by 
predominant schools of thought and 
disciplinary methodologies. Monogram by 
Rauschenberg is a case in point of this 
myopia caused by disciplinary lenses. This 
is  one  of  the most interesting works of art 

Hannah Höch
Liebe (Love), photomontage, 1931 © Höch 
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ever made involving taxidermy. In fact, it is 
one of the first taxidermy pieces to involve 
different materials to come in the gallery 
space and to be taken seriously. So much 
has been written about Rauschenberg’s 
piece but everything, pretty much tries to 
make sense of its cryptic nature as if it were 
a piece classical art. Art historians have 
always analysed it on symbolic grounds 
instead of following its materiality. I believe 
that the material and representational 
clashes deliberately staged here by the 
artist are essentially a critique of realism 
involving animal presence as the ultimate 
turning point of an inquiry on reality. I am 
writing about this in my book on taxidermy 
that will be published next year, so I do not 
want to say more.   

I hope to have laid the foundations 
of today’s symposium in an appropriate 
manner. My colleagues will explore these 
and other preoccupations through their 
own engagement with art and philosophy.  

Audience: Thank you so much, Giovanni 
that was so much information at once. This 
really set the stage. I have lots of questions, 
but I guess I'll just start by asking one of 
them. So I'm wondering, if there's a similar 
vein of following materiality to its degree 
that you can do that in other fields like 
architecture and in this sort of sea change 
of thinking. I'm wondering if this paradigm 
shift can manifest in ways, outside of the 
literal representation of animals or the 
literal presence of animal material in other 
fields like architecture or other ones you 
may be studying? 

Aloi: I'm not an architecture expert. I don't 
work in the field directly. But I am under the 
impression that these ideas, because of 
their openness, lend themselves to multiple 
interpretations and applications, which is 
part of the problem and part of the beauty. 
You probably know that object oriented 
ontology and speculative realism have a 
substantial Internet presence, which is 
shifting the focus of academia from printed-
paper to the computer screen. It is well 
known that Graham Harman wrote The 
Quadruple Object using an online blog. In 
a certain sense, that broadens accessibility. 
It is also a very smart marketing move on 
behalf of these philosophers. But at the 
same time, it allows other disciplines to just 
appropriate their material in ways that are 
unprecedented. And I think that that's the 
most interesting part of this new wave of 
thinking that it's likely to contaminate, 
cross-pollinate so many different realities, 
so many different disciplines, just because 
it's not bound to the highways of academic 
publishing, that sometimes prevent 
amazing books to be accessed because of 
prohibitive pricing. With regards to 
architecture more specifically, I am aware of 
some discussions revolving around 
materiality — architecture has always been 
focused on materiality, especially during 
the modern period — questioning why 
certain materials are used against others 
practically as well as conceptually. I'm 
thinking about Frank Lloyd Wright for 
instance, again as a precursor of this 
sensitivity to materials and how he would 
draw building materials from the local area, in 
which his buildings would be standing. I 
thought that was a great way of connecting 
with the environment aesthetically, but also 
conceptually. And also the idea of the 
prairie   style;   the  idea  of being in tune with  
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the flatness of the landscape for instance, 
its horizontality, in this case—both on a 
practically as well as metaphorical level.  

Audience: I was wondering if you could 
talk about - well, there's something that 
struck me in your account of the 
historiography of animal studies, the range 
of your own work and its relationship to 
contemporary art. I was wondering if you 
could talk about the effect of animal 
studies. Because it seems to me to 
constantly return to what Eve Sedgwick 
called, ‘A paranoid motive reading’, in 
which the networked nature of the animal 
in contemporary art and these systems is 
always one that is about our ethical 
implication and the sort of negative 
realization that were hopelessly caught up 
in systems of oppression. And there 
doesn't seem, or at least, I'm hoping you 
can tell me about with this one, reparative 
mode of animal studies, in this that doesn't 
sort of lead us back to - essential reductive 
animal rights moments, because it seems 
like that's what so often happens in these 
accounts - it's a feeling of guilt that 
pervades.  

Aloi: Yes, this is a great question. And it's 
one of those I would have liked to be asked 
at an animal studies conference. Now affect 
is everything and one of the things that 
makes animal studies so ripe with 
opportunities, is the idea that we can all 
relate to animals, we all relate to animals in 
our lives and we all relate to animals in very, 
very different ways. And that's where the 
possibility for an incredibly productive 
exchange can happen. But, perhaps for the 
same reasons, this is also where clashes are 
more common. I guess, with affect and 
Animal   Studies,   you're     working  into   a 

minefield that is extremely intricate. And 
you never know exactly when the next 
trigger is going to unleash. Having 
navigated the field for over ten years, I have 
a sense that there are specific triggers - I 
remember when I gave my first talk at the 
Animal Gaze in London.  I decided to 
present a talk titled ‘The death of the 
animal’. It was about animals being killed in 
contemporary art. What a bad idea it was! 
In the Q&A I dared to challenge the 
audience to compare the life of a carrot 
and the life of a cow. And what the 
ontological differences might be from a 
non-anthropocentric standpoint. What 
ensured was a very heated discussion that 
swiftly abandoned academic tone and 
concern. 

In hindsight, it was an important 
experience and it was true to who I was 
then and who I am today. But I think Animal 
Studies has developed into a more 
sensitized space for affect. So my 
impression at least, and I'm sure many 
would disagree, is that instead of building 
up structures through which affect can be 
rationalized, if that is at all a possibility or 
frame worked into analytical dynamics that 
are somewhat manageable, it has gone the 
opposite direction. And unfortunately, 
when it comes to contemporary art, affect is 
already a problematic area. The limitations 
animal rights or vegan discourses place on 
the possibility of contemplating affect from 
an academic perspective are incompatible 
with contemporary art strategies—hence 
my dissatisfaction with Animal Studies at 
present. 

Audience: That was great. I had a question 
for you about the opening also. I had a 
question about the ‘new age fashion’, as 
you called it, interconnectedness, and what 
role  you   would  see  that  sort  of  spiritual 



21 

shift might plant in this realm of studies. 

Aloi: This is a really important question in a 
way, because I guess a lot of my talk 
focused on the bridge between today and 
the past. I have the impression that there is 
a non-generous and unkind lack of 
acknowledgment from these new 
philosophical waves towards their 
predecessors. So for instance, object 
oriented ontology never really engages 
with Bill Brown’s ‘Thing Theory’. Many of 
these new philosophies are underscored by 
a validating anxiety. They need to be 
validated by something older and more 
substantial, like Kant, or Heidegger. 
Therefore authors tend to make certain 
connections but not others—it’s deliberate. 
And unfortunately, I feel that the new age 
component is omitted entirely for, perhaps, 
obvious reasons. I did warn you about 
some of the tacky visual content, the bit 
with the dinosaurs grates on me so much 
for reasons that are probably very personal, 
but that might not be… And new age 
aesthetics have dated quickly. But when 
you put new age and the new philosophical 
waves next to each other, black and white, 
you can see how they're arguing similar 
avenues of reconnecting with the world in 
different ways. And I guess spirituality, 
which you mentioned in your question, 
becomes a crucial short-circuiting moment. 
Whereby, what do you do with that 
essence? Are these new philosophies 
advocating a rekindling of a certain 
spirituality? Are they secularizing it? Yes, my 
impression is that there is a deliberate effort 
in marketing, these new waves of 
philosophy that unfortunately doesn't do 
justice to their cultural roots. And perhaps 
again, this operation fails these 
philosophies   in   turn.   But  on  that note, I 

think I'm done…Another question?  I hog 
the event that I've been organizing! Oh, we 
really have one more question? Okay, if you 
insist.  

Audience: I just wanted to go back to what 
you were saying about formulating an 
ethical agenda. I understand that and in 
particular the idea that that agenda would 
have to take into account our practical 
engagement in the world with a variety of 
species precisely in that material. But unless 
I completely misheard you, it seemed to 
me that you were not necessarily 
advocating but still remaining open to a 
kind of utilitarian account of how we would 
then engage with those ethical questions. 
Even in the illustration, and maybe it's just a 
flaw with the illustration of the butterfly 
economy. It seemed to me that there was 
an element of your criticism that hinged on 
the fact that the worst possible outcome 
was taking place for the largest number of 
people. And I'm wondering, if practical 
engagement and an ethics that emphasizes 
our moderate response in our practical 
relations can only ever be utilitarian or 
other non-utilitarian strands as well 
available. 

Aloi: Right. To be honest with you, the 
Damien Hirst example was specifically 
devised for animal studies audiences more 
than as a blue print on how to move forward. 
With regard to the utilitarianism that you just 
placed on the map, I have to thank you for 
bringing this up, because it's a major issue. 
This is the big question of animal studies in 
itself: can we ultimately snap out of utilitarian 
approaches? And I trust that some of the 
speakers today will show us ways they have 
been, because I know they're very engaged 
in contemporary discourses and the 
challenges these involve. They  will show us 
ways in which that might possible and that's 



22 

part of devising of a new speculative 
aesthetics that also bypasses that really 
important point. You're right, the butterflies 
were ultimately killed and that still matters 
even if there’s a benefit to others attached 
to it. They're part of a chain of production, 
they're a capitalist product, they're capital, 
they're being sold, purchased. I guess, at 
that stage, my point would be, how much 
bypassing or thinking of utilitarianism as an 
obstacle, prevents us from engaging with 
people and the networks of people that are 
connected to environments, animals and 
the broader picture of climate change?  
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NETWORKS OF 
THE NATURAL 

A seed is a 'small maybe' that intends to not only grow, but also travel. The landscape owes its very 
existence to the wanderlust of plants and the seeds they release:  possibilities in search of new 
territories.  Cities’ entangled fluxes of infrastructure, architecture, and creature, present a rich site to 
examine how plants find new strategies and new vehicles for living out their improbable 
possibility. As their animal couriers successively fall prey to human innovation, from spear to 
skyscraper, it remains an open question how these ecologies of interruption reroute and reimagine 
themselves. 

Text by Andrew Yang 

Andrew Yang
Two Vehicles, photography, ceramic, found seeds, soil, 2013 © Andrew Yang 
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oday I want to engage with some 
of the topics that Giovanni 
introduced in his talk and then 

some examples of those ideas. Given the 
title of this talk is ‘Networks of the 
Natural’ and the subtitle is ‘How Plants 
make to through the City’ the first 
question would be: ’what is a network?’  
Let's just start with the idea that the city is 
a network, a network at various scales.  

For example, we can look at this 
map of Shanghai and see networks of 
connected streets, of connected subways 
and connected waterways as well, with 
one major waterway running through it 
and another one adjoining. And we can 
see something very similar if we look at a 
map of Chicago, with networks of 
transportation that we've created as a sort 
of internal cohesion for what we call ’the 
city.’ In this sense, cities appear to be sort 
of islands of network complexity - 
quintessentially human kinds of networks. 
They are ’for humans by humans,’ as 
opposed to the wider natural landscape. 
At least this is a really widely held view 
about the notion of the city. The 
Ecomodernist Manifesto talks about how 
cities occupy just 1% to 3% of the earth's 
surface and are home to nearly four billion 
people  - as such, cities both drive and 
symbolize decoupling of humanity from 
nature.  

Cities symbolize our decoupling 
from nature, but only if we take a very self-
absorbed and anthropocentric perspective. 
Arguably, the city is kind of the ultimate 
human monument to humanity itself, but 
historically cities have in fact been the 
agent of tighter and tighter coupling of our 
species to nature, or at least what we think 
nature has to offer us. We can see this very 
clearly    if   we   just   look   at the history of

Chicago. This map is a little hard to 
read, so I have enhanced it. The red 
dot is where we are right now in 
history of Chicago. This map is a little 
hard to read, so I have enhanced it. The 
red dot is where we are right now in 
Chicago. You see the North branch and 
the South branch connecting Lake 
Michigan. And the whole purpose of 
Chicago really comes from the fact that in 
1673 Louis Jolliet identifies this area as a 
really useful portage between Lake 
Michigan and the Des Plaines River. All 
you have to do is carry your canoe eight 
miles across Mud Lake – once you do 
that, you actually connect Lake Michigan 
to Mississippi and then, in that process, 
the Atlantic to the Gulf of Mexico. So the 
purpose of these cities really is about 
networking to and through the broader 
environment, not necessarily decoupling 
us from it, but increasing connections that 
link us more and more to it.  

Railroads overtook the transport of 
waterways in Chicago early in the last 
century and this railroad tonnage map of 
how many goods are transported 
throughout the country by rail really clearly 
shows the extent to which Chicago truly is a 
node in a network that is about coupling us 
to a landscape we'd otherwise consider 
‘natural.‘ One thing that's interesting is the 
pattern is very organic, or at least it appears 
so: There's this sort of weird vascularization 
of these railroads crossing the landscape. 
And of course this hasn't gone unnoticed. 
Take, for example, this piece of research 
from 2010 where some Japanese 
researchers decided to take a slime mold 
and then put pieces of oat flakes to match 
the pattern of major urban centers around 
Tokyo. They let the slime mold grow from 
the place corresponding to Tokyo and then 
over time - eight hours, 11 hours, 16, 26 - 
you    end    up    with   this  final  pattern  of  

T
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nutritive connections that the slime mold 
has made to these different food sources. 
And the scientists point out, well, look at 
that slime mold pattern of 
interconnectivity, it happens to match the 
greater Tokyo rail pattern of connectivity 
remarkably well. Somehow the slime mold 
seems to have come to the same solution 
for a network of mobility that humans had. 

Of course, this kind of result is 
attractive to a certain way of thinking. The 
human tendency to network things, 
especially in terms of mobility, would 
seem surprisingly natural on the face of it, 
and so perhaps our collective efforts of 
humans are not that different from the 
collective efforts of a slime mold terms of 
sorting out resources. This brings us into 
issues of the naturalization of the human 
that are often very contested. I don't want 
to push too far into this realm, but I think 
we can say that the converse is obviously 
also true - that the non-human natural 
world has definitively become humanized 
in the last couple of centuries.  This is the 
whole conceit of the proposed geologic 
epoch of the Anthropocene that suggests 
there isn't anything ’natural’ anymore, at 
least not in the traditional sense. 
Whatever Romantic notions we might 
have had about being cast from the 
Garden or wandering in the Wilderness, 
we are, for better or for worse, powerful 
and clumsy gardeners of some fashion on 
this planetary scale. Or maybe weeds? It's 
a good question to ask.   

The humanization of the planet 
doesn’t only exist in terms of networks 
that weave the city to the physical 
landscape. Pictured here is the network of 
seasonal migration patterns of a variety of 
birds in the Mississippi Flyway. It turns out  

Chicago was built directly in the path of 
this avian circulatory system, a system that 
of course precedes Chicago by likely 
millions of years, should we care to know. 
It also  turns  out that Chicago is home of 
the skyscraper. The first mention of the 
skyscraper ever that I've been able to 
track down is from the Chicago Tribune in 
1889. It reports the Home Insurance 
Building as the first building to be called 
such. One thing that these skyscrapers do 
in a city like Chicago — in the middle of 
an avian flyaway — is present a real 
sensorial and semiotic puzzle to the birds 
that fly through the space. We have 
buildings of glass that are shiny, 
reflective, and provide false illusion of 
space and depth, but whose true depth is 
really all surface. This particular building, 
the Trump Tower, is a fine example of the 
physical, as well as metaphorical, conceit 
of human monumentality manifest in 
these buildings. All this is unfortunate for 
the birds, who are confused by the illusion 
of space through the mirroring as well as 
transparency of the glass. This leads them 
to fly straight into these buildings in what 
is called a ‘bird strike.’

This happens just as much in the 
evening as during the daylight when cities 
like Chicago are lit up so brightly that 
they present a sort of false celestial 
beacon for birds, for insects, and for 
mammals that are actually trying to 
navigate through the landscape 
otherwise. This is a photo of Chicago from 
above showing this lighting effect. So you 
end up with situations like the one 
pictured here. In this case it's a young 
dead robin that I found on the north side 
of the city. Every fall and every spring, 
there are thousands of birds that smack 
into buildings throughout the city. The 
skyscrapers  of Chicago literally do scrape 
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the skies of birds, some estimated billions 
across North America and Europe every 
year.   

This phenomenon has been the 
basis of a project that I've been calling 
the Flying Gardens of Maybe. Let me be 
clear though, I'm not a birder and I'm 
actually not that interested in birds 
specifically. In fact, I came to realize  
these birds aren't singular tragedies, 
creaturely speaking. After all, the birds 
are the primary means by which plants 
also make their way through the 
landscape in the form of seeds. For every 
bird    that    dies    there's    actually    any 

 

number of plants that are also dying with 
their own botanical networks of mobility 
being interrupted in a very significant 
way. Birds are kind of “vehicles of 
possibility” for plants. In that sense, I 
consider many birds to be gardens-in-
waiting as much as anything else.  

  As Giovanni mentioned, I'm a 
Research Associate at the Field Museum 
of Natural History, and I came to know a 
group of people there that work through 
the Bird Lab there. David Willard, the 
lab’s former Collection Manager, had 
helped create this band of volunteers 
called     the     Chicago    Bird     Collision 

Diego Delso
The confusing surface reflectivity of Trump Tower in Chicago, photograph, 2012, Copyright Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0 
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Monitors, Migratory Bird Rescue and 
Protection Group. This is a group whose 
members bring over 3000 birds every year 
to rescue centers - or if dead, straight to the 
Field Museum - after they fly into buildings. 
And so here, for example, we have a 
Swainson's Thrush. One of these volunteers 
might be on the street near the Chase Bank 
building downtown at 5:00 AM, picking up 
this dead bird from the ground. They fan 
out all through Chicagoland in the early 
morning picking up birds that have hit 
buildings the previous day, some of them 
alive but most of them dead. When the 
dead birds are brought to the Field 
Museum for the purpose of scientific study, 
they are skinned - the skeleton and the skin 
are separated and both are accessioned 
into the Field Museum's collection. David is 
doing a lot of really interesting ecological 
work around the question of migrations 
from the data of these birds. After seeing 
this process all the time in the Bird Lab, I ask 
David what happened to all of the guts from 
the birds they skinned. He said, ’Well, we 
just throw those away,’ at which moment I 
saw the tragedy for the plants, in the form 
seeds, as well.  

Since 2012 I've been taking up this 
practice of taking those guts and cutting 
them open, and then retrieving the seeds 
from within them. In the process of doing 
this with many birds I’ve slowly built up 
what's now an archive of seeds. Each box is 
one bird of one species, often containing a 
constellation of seeds from a variety of 
species plant. Here is just a very short list of 
some species that I've been sampling in this 
process. If you want to take a 19th century 
aesthetic twist to it, a French one in 
particular, you can put these  seeds  from 
one particular  stomach aestheticized natural

into an aestheticized natural history 
pattern, creating postcards that you can 
then send to people, so that the seeds 
have another chance to fly, par avion. 
Here are the stomach contents of one 
particular Mourning Dove that now exists 
as a specimen in the museum’s collection. 

That's one sort of gesture. But 
there is also a network of mobility that's 
being interrupted. There is a sort of 
ecology of interruption that traces out two 
networks of mobility interacting in terms 
of the physical ecology of the space of 
the bird with the space of the city, and 
then the activity-space of these different 
human actors who are interrupting and 
rerouting the ecology of these plants. The 
first interruption is the bird hitting a 
building. But then, what would have 
otherwise become a raccoon or cat snack 
is taken up by humans, the Chicago Bird 
Collision Monitors, to the institution of the 
museum. Then someone like myself 
interrupts that institution’s own 
established network of material 
trajectories by retrieving and taking 
possession of the seeds.  

So what do I do with the seeds 
themselves, as opposed to just their 
image? One thing I've been doing is 
making ceramic vessels for the seeds. 
Each ceramic vessel is roughly modeled 
after the feathering pattern of the 
particular species of bird from which 
those seeds are taken. And then you just 
try to grow the seeds up, sprouting or not 
sprouting in ’gardens of maybe.’ These 
are sort of resurrected gardens and the 
plants that end up growing from them are 
whatever plants that a particular bird was 
carrying. We have the plants of a 
Swainson's Thrush on the left. The next 
one  is  a  White  Throated  Swallow   with 
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Andrew Yang
The seeds found from one Mourning Dove, postcard, 2013 © Andrew Yang 
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some kind of grass growing out of it. The 
Canada goose seems to have some kind 
of pepper relative. And then here is the 
Cedar Waxwing’s with a couple different 
species of plant, which I can’t identify, 
because I'm not actually much of a 
botanist. 

Another project that I've been doing 
along similar lines in Chicago is about this 
ornamental tree that you see a lot 
through city of Chicago called the 
Kentucky Coffeetree. Pictured here is the 
native range of the Coffeetree right now, 
so it's really native only to the Midwest.   

Andrew Yang
A diagrammatic overview of the Flying Gardens of Maybe, diagram 2013 © Andrew Yang 

. 
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And if you go around the city right 
now this time of year, here's what the 
Coffeetree looks like, with these big fat 
pods. In fact, I just picked up a pod on my 
way and here are some of the seeds.

One thing that's really interesting 
about this tree is that it's got these 
ridiculously large pods that drop seeds in 
May, scattering them on the sidewalk and 
on the street. So they're driven over by 
cars and broken apart, but then nothing 
else really happens to them. They end up 
going down the gutter or being swept up 
by street sweepers. These pods are very 
hard to break and the seeds within them 
are almost completely impenetrable. And 
so one question is, what is the purpose of 
such a seed that is hermetically sealed 
and whose pod is so large that can't be 
really eaten, certainly not by any bird that 
I just showed you. What’s more, there's a 
long history of these pods and its seeds 
being highly toxic. In the natural history of 
North America, there are cases in which 
livestock and people alike have died from 
drinking   water   tainted  by  these   large,

 

beany seeds, or by these pods. Folklore 
has it Native American tribes even used 
the pods to poison ponds so that they 
could collect fish. The whole purpose of 
the fruit of course is to be eaten so that 
the seeds themselves can be dispersed 
throughout the landscape, much as I 
talked about in the Flying Gardens of 
Maybe. But then who on earth is actually 
going to be the one to eat and disperse 
these seeds that are not only 
impenetrable but also toxic?  

The answer might be found in 
considering this tree as an example of 
what's been called an ’evolutionary 
anachronism.’ Two biologists, Jansen and 
Martin, suggested in 1982 that trees like 
the Kentucky Coffeetree exist now with 
such strange fruits because their 
dispersers have gone extinct. They 
suspect that the disperser of the Kentucky 
Coffeetree was actually the mastodon and 
its relatives that, as of 13,000 years ago, 
went extinct in North America.  This is a 
picture Gomphotherium, one of those 
mastodon relatives. Interestingly, they 
have teeth that are in fact large enough to 

Andrew Yang
Four Flying Gardens of Maybe from four different birds, photography, ceramic, found seeds, soil, 2013 
© Andrew Yang 
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at least gently crack the seed coat, 
because if you want to sprout one of the 
seeds now, the going method is to use 
either a vice or a hacksaw to scratch 
enough that it can actually sprout. So 
Jansen and Martin suggested that the 
’dispersal syndrome’ of these seeds —  
their characteristic size, flavor, toughness, 
etc. are perfectly adapted to be eaten by 
mastodons or by giant sloths who then 
break the seed coat enough and pass it 
through their bodies so that upon being 
passed out on the other side, they are 
ready to grow. So here you've got a 
whole    species    of   tree   that   can   be  

 

considered essentially an evolutionary 
anachronism because it has lost it's 
mutualistic disperser through the 
processes of climate change, as well as 
overhunting, by early humans. So what 
are the options for a tree, a plant like this 
Kentucky Coffeetree, in this situation? It's 
a well-known urban ornamental, especially 
in Chicago, but all of its reproductive 
effort is basically scattered and lost along 
the side of the streets.  

This got me thinking about other 
kinds of architectures and features that 
you might find in the city that relate, 
maybe  loosely  and  conceptually,  to this  

Andrew Yang
Kentucky Coffeetree trees in the gutter on Ashland Ave. in Chicago, photographic documentation 
2014 © Andrew Yang 
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kind of like fruit tree… maybe the vending 
machine. Pictured here we've got a much 
smaller mammal, with its gaze of desire 
upon this huge vending machine of candy 
’jawbreakers.’ This got me wondering if 
the Kentucky Coffeetree is actually the 
original Jawbreaker and the whole point 
of the pod was to act as this kind of large 
mastodon candy. How might such 
vending machines be used as a new 
method of dispersal for the seeds in the 
urban landscape that we exist in today? I 
have been creating candy vending 
machines full of Kentucky Coffeetree 
seeds. People can put in a quarter to 
receive two or three seeds and then 
perhaps disperse and plant those seeds 
themselves, filling an ecological niche 
currently absent of  mastodons  and other 

megafauna. This project is called New 
Economies for Anachronistic Fruit, a 
Jawbreaker Syndrome.  

For me there is this big question 
about why I spend the time digging 
through the dead bodies of birds or 
dodging traffic just to scavenge plant 
seeds on city streets. These two projects 
operate under the name of art but I think 
it might also be worth considering the 
possibility of where the artistic agency in 
such projects actually lies with the plants 
as much, or in fact much more, than with 
the presumed artist. The human artist is 
always supposed to be the creative agent, 
but I wonder what framing might allow us 
to think of the ways in which the plant 
itself could be considered the primary 
creative   agent.   According   to  adaptive 

Charles R Knight 
G. angustidens, oil painting, 1900 
Public domain 
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logic, Darwinian logic, the fruit acts 
as this site of attraction for a mammal that 
helps disperse the seed. To that extent I 
am just another mammal who somehow 
has been drawn by some certain desire to 
disperse the plant as it sees fit.  

Does that logic then somehow 
intersect in any interesting way with the 
logic of the city? Recently I've come to 
wonder whether maybe someone like 
Michel de Certeau's ideas are relevant to 
thinking through the operation of plants 
in the urban context. In his book The 
Practice of Everyday Life de Certeau 
proposes the notion of ‘tactics’ that 
people use to get along in the 
superstructure of the city, and of society 
more  generally.  Tactics  belongs  to  ‘the 

other’ in society, and in contemporary art 
discourse, plants have taken up that 
conceptual ‘other‘ position. As de 
Certeau writes:   

The place of a tactic belongs to 
the other. A tactic insinuates 
itself into the other's place, 
fragmentarily, without taking it 
over in its entirety, without 
being able to keep it at a 
distance. It has at its disposal 
no base where it can capitalize 
on its advantages, prepare its 
expansions, and secure 
independence with respect to 
circumstances…it is always on 
the watch for opportunities that 

Andrew Yang
New Economies For Anachronistic Fruit: A Jawbreaker Syndrome 
Kentucky Coffeetree seeds, vending machine, photographic documentation 
2015 © Andrew Yang 
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must be seized ‘on the wing’. 
(de Certeau, xix) 

Here, if anything, the seeds of plants are 
seizing opportunities that are exactly ‘off 
the wing’ since the vehicle on the wing 
has been taken out of circulation. In their 
place, other vehicles, human vehicles like 
myself, have been co-opted. You have 
these other, novel trajectories of mobility 
emerging within networks through the 
agency of the plant, at least I think that's 
just as reasonable an interpretation of 
what's happening as considering the 
human ‘artist’ as the main artistic agent. 
Institutions like the Field Museum are 
definitely being made use of in de 
Certeau’s sense of ’tactics.’ De Certeau 
discusses tactics with the example of 
Indians dealing with Spanish colonizers 
and how the native groups: 

often use the laws, practices, and 
representations that were 
imposed upon them by force… 
they made something else out of 
them; they subverted them from 
within — not by rejecting or 
transforming them (though that 
occurred as well), but by many 
different ways of using them in 
the service of rules, customs, 
connection, convictions, foreign 
to the colonization which they 
could not escape… They 
remained, other within the system 
which they assimilated and which 
assimilated them externally but 
they diverted it without leaving it. 
(de Certeau, xix) 

And I think that might aptly describe the 
situation of both of these projects: the 
Flying Gardens of Maybe and the New 
Economies for Anachronistic Fruit. The 
plants in both cases are making use of the 
cultural institutions and social devices - 
museums, volunteer groups, the 
commercial vending machines - all of 
these things that are quintessentially 
human in many respects, but that are 
being infiltrated in a network fashioned by 
the plants themselves, and towards their 
own ends.     

In a sense, the city and the human 
people can be seen as mediums for the 
plants so that they can, in de Certeau’s 
terminology, ‘make do.’ And I'm 
interested in using de Certeau because 
his book, as interesting as it is, is  
exclusively about the human - as if only 
the city and the human are irrevocably 
linked, without considering the 
participation of the non-human species 
that also define these networks. There's 
no presence of the animal; there's no 
presence of the plant; there's no presence 
of anything that's non-human in his whole 
conceptualization of what ‘making do’ 
means, or what a ‘tactic’ is. 

The last question with this 
rerouting and tactically ’making do’ within 
networks is whether there is any biological 
significance to this kind of project. If we 
look at it from the plant’s point of view, 
we need to ask whether this tactic of co-
opting human pathways amounts to 
anything more than a gesture. For the 
artist, it might be considered a somewhat 
pathetic artistic gesture, but for the plant, 
it might be considered downright 
wasteful because what plant will really get 
dispersed in that bird feeder or through a 
vending machine?   
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The short answer to whether it has any 
biological relevance would seem to be ’no.’ 
However, if we truly accept the logic of 
evolutionary biology, and perhaps the 
Anthropocene circumstance within which 
this is all framed, the answer is a most 
definitive and significant ’maybe.’ And that's 
because the emergence and diversification 
of life on the planet is founded on an 
unending accumulation of maybes. Every 
fungus, mammal, bacteria, insect, or plant - 
anything that's ever existed in the Earth’s 
4.6 billion year history - was an improbable 
event, improbable to the point of 
inconceivability. And yet, that single 
mutation, that single seed, that single 
creature that survived a particular asteroid 
strike was the one that allowed for the 
perpetuation of generations and 
generations beyond it. So the logic of 
evolutionary biology actually argues that the 
improbable, the ’maybe,’ is the necessity 
of reality. All maybes are biologically 
relevant, if you take the long view. To 
that extent, there's actually something 
quite right in considering the fact that 
these might be gestures on the part of 
the plant within its network. After all, that's 
exactly what the whole idea of the 
network premises – a question and 
challenge to locating exactly where agency 
lies.

I will open it up to any questions you might 
have.  

Audience: Hi. Thank you, that was really 
enlightening. And perhaps I'll start with a 
free association statement followed by a 
question. I'm really interested   in   this 
conversation      about      networks        of  

networks of the non-human living or the 
biomass and the map of the railroads and 
thinking about the networks of technology 
and the servers that are placed in Utah 
that are then contributing to the landscape 
in drying up the water sources to cool the 
networks. So I guess my question is 
around this or the last statement you said - 
is this tactic more than a gesture, and 
where can these conversations take place 
in this network? Specifically, being 
interested in you as a biologist turning to 
visual representation. So what is the role 
of a visual representation in a 
contemporary art context, and where does 
that take place? I think I asked a lot of 
questions. 

Yang: I think it takes place here and it's 
going to take place in the gallery situation. 
But then of course, it also takes place in 
the actual spaces wherever the seeds 
disseminate. So I mean I don't know 
exactly how to answer that question. Is 
part of the question to what extent this 
kind of practice is art? 

Audience: Yes, but also around the idea 
of you mentioning the Field Museum and 
where these conversations take place as a 
way to disperse to the public. 

Yang: Well, that's interesting that you 
mentioned the Field Museum, because at 
first the people at the Bird Lab were a little 
puzzled at what I was doing. But then as 
they started seeing the small gardens I 
was growing, some started to take more 
interest: ’Wow, you should do a scientific 
study on what those species of plants are.’ 
’Why are certain plants together and other 
ones not in different birds?’ And so some 
have encouraged me  to  start taking up a 
scientific study of the plants, and turn it 
from an ’artistic practice’ project into a 
scientific one.
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It’s been gratifying to see that the 
project isn't just serving the plants needs 
or mine in any particular way. Maybe it's 
generated an opportunity for scientists 
and the volunteers themselves to think 
about what they're doing in a different 
way. And so of course, their work is 
collectively contributing to this project - 
the fact that their hard work can then be 
repurposed and re-networked has 
become really exciting. 

Audience: I have two questions One is 
technical and the other a little bit more 
rhetorical. The technical question is: could 
you speak to what the implications might 
be to re-scatter a seed into the food 
availability for another bird that has 
presumably undergone some kind of 
enzyme action in the digestive system of 
another bird. And the rhetorical question 
was, I was curious as to whether you had 
a response to an idea like Gayatri Spivak's 
idea of Planetarity. It says that the planet 
is a figure of alterity and cannot 
accommodate a notion of us being say, 
good global agents or good stewards of 
the globe. They're not antonyms even, 
they're just wholly different sets of 
concepts. Sure, there's nothing wrong 
with being a good global agent, but that 
doesn't speak to the question of how we 
might think differently and wrestle with a 
concept of difference that is, and arrived 
from, us. In other words, when you put it 
this way, it's not just that we live on the 
planet on loan, all of these species do 
too. And that seems to be implicit in what 
you were saying in terms of the ecological 
perspective. But I'm curious as to why 
their needs to be, in the work that you 
presented,  as   much  emphasis  on good 
stewardship as there was.   

Yang: To the first question, the answer is I 
don't know. So it’s true that for many 
plants and their seeds that the action of 
the digestive system of stomach enzymes 
and passage through the gut seems to be 
a necessary experience for the seeds to 
sprout. And so what is it to take these 
seeds from stomachs of these birds, wash 
them and then put them back potentially 
in the stomachs of other birds for that 
seed and its inducement to sprout? I have 
no idea.  

As for the second question, I'm 
interested in this idea that you've read 
good stewardship in the talk! I actually 
feel quite ambivalent along those lines. 
And maybe this gets to what David was 
asking, in part also Giovanni in the last 
talk, is this question of morals versus 
affect. I mean, that's where I was trying to 
introduce this idea that it really doesn't 
have anything to do with my personal 
interest in plants or necessarily in some 
imperative that I feel morally to be a good 
steward and help these plants out, 
because like I said, as an evolutionary 
biologist I generally take a long view 
anyway. And so I'm somewhat suspect of 
what things can be meaningful in the 
short term, in certain kinds of ways. 
Although like I said, I think chance 
matters.  

I'm seeing this more as an 
aesthetic imperative, something that's 
happening about affect, about the appeal 
of this tree and this fruit. I started 
collecting these Kentucky Coffeetree 
seeds years ago, before I started the 
project and I really didn't know why. I kind 
of liked the sound of them in my hand 
and how they felt. I like the absurd shape 
of  the  pods.  There's just something very  
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appealing aesthetically to me. And then 
the project started to take these other 
turns. And so what I'm in line to propose 
is that it isn't about any sort of rationale 
around being a good steward, it's actually 
something much more visceral that might 
have to do with the activity of being a 
disperser, perhaps in some deeper 
biological sense. But the appeal seems to 
be something that extends beyond the 
simple notion of like stewardship and 
doing something good in my mind.   

Audience: I think on that note of the 
materiality and the visceral attraction, I 
just wanted to ask you or come back to 
the map. An idea that we're so 
disassociated from the production of the 
city and the materials that make the city, 
which of course are any number of 
materials all coming from the Earth. That 
we're so disassociated from that 
production, that we've lost touch with its 
coupling to nature. And that as academics 
or as instructors, professors, within an art 
institution, that while we're discussing 
these kind of issues in terms of 
conceptual intents and our relationship 
with the environment, that in tandem to it, 
we have to engage in the materiality, the 
visceral connection, the attraction, the 
aesthetics.   

I wonder how at least at this school 
we're connecting it back to the materials 
of production, not just typical art 
production, but to the materials that we 
engage with in creating the city, that 
we're disassociated from that. And I 
wonder if you could speak to that history 
of the disassociation, and then your new 
visceral connection. I'm also connecting it 
to your use of ceramics, through 
engaging with the dirt and the planting, 
to   the   body  itself.  Those  are  all  very 

visceral connections and how do you 
share that with students in their 
production while they're considering a 
conceptual intent? Do we have a 
responsibility to connect the materiality of 
these ideas, to studio work?   

Yang: Yes, I think part of it is, we have 
this responsibility and we have this ability 
to respond. And I think the whole idea of 
the art school and the artist or the 
designer is to maximize and explore 
whatever abilities to respond that they 
have. And often many of those are 
speculative, a large percentage of them 
are failures, and then the other ones are 
interesting but short term. So that's the 
way I would play with that word, I think 
this responsibility of the artists is that 
ability to respond. And that if you're 
compelled to do so, then yes, you should 
research as much as you can on the basis 
of how humans interact with a matrix of 
the natural in the city. I mean, that's 
certainly one thing I think about a lot - 
how to make things not just more visually 
evident, but how to make things 
participatory for oneself.     

I participate in the city all the time 
and the question becomes: ’Well, how 
limited is that participation?’ And that's 
where I have found - I can't even say its 
personal enjoyment - but weird 
satisfaction in foraging for the seeds all 
around the city. It's an activity that, like I 
said, I really can't exactly explain. And 
that's why I want to put this as perhaps 
the agency of the plant operating through 
me. I think it's not unreasonable to 
consider this from the network view or in 
the ecological view. I think it's about 
making sure that every material is 
potentially an artistic material and 
including materials that you,  yourself, 
don't     including    materials    that    you,  
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yourself, don't have full domain or mastery 
over, but that can be coupled. Like you 
said, with these ceramic bowls that I make 
on the wheel, they can be coupled to this 
other kind of material, can be coupled to 
this institution, can be coupled to the 
practice of cutting the bird stomachs 
open, which most people wouldn't see as 
artistic practice, but why not? It's another 
thing that you're doing in manipulating 
and remaking materials that are available. 
One thing that I'm interested in is making 
use of materials that are available but 
neglected. That's why the dead bird or 
the seeds scattered in the street are 
interesting to me because it's ’making do’ 
with what's available, rather than 
assuming that you always have to look 
hard for new material or simply fall back 
on only using a medium that will be well 
respected in a conventional, art historical 
sense.  

Andy Yang works across the visual arts, the sciences, 
and natural history to explore the cosmological 
flux.  Exhibiting from Oklahoma to Yokohama, his writing 
& research can be found in journals including Biological 
Theory, International Studies in the Philosophy of 
Science, Current Biology, and Leonardo. He currently is 
an Associate Professor at the School of the Art Institute 
of Chicago and a Research Associate at the Field 
Museum of Natural History. He earned his PhD in Biology 
at Duke University. 
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erception as a theme is a common 
thread throughout our collaborative 
practice. Initially our projects 

addressed human perception; as our work 
progressed a range of non-human 
perspectives emerged to share the focus. 
Our goal in each project has been to 
engage the senses in order to trigger a 
reassessment of rational sense. 

At the risk of oversimplifying a 
complex set of interconnected fields of 
inquiry, we are using ‘sense’ to place 
brackets around the concept of rationality 
or any system of rational thought, as in 

“that makes sense to me” or “that seems 
to be utter nonsense.” And we are using 
‘senses’ to refer to the perceptual 
faculties that give us and other entities 
the capability of engaging both outer and 
inner worlds.  

In our closing segment, we will discuss 
excerpts from our most recent work, Naming 
Things, where we interrogate the assumed 
logic that underpins human attempts to 
organize and taxonomize the world. 

Marlena Novak:  Our   collaboration   started 
started    with  a  moving-image  project  titled 

P 

SENSE  
& SENSES 

localStyle’s projects explore how territories and boundaries — whether physical or intangible — 
are constructed, interpreted, and negotiated, via themes as varied as issues of trespass, the 
mating behavior of hermaphroditic marine flatworms, the sonification of electric fish from the 
Amazon, and experimental Eurasian blackbird grammar.  

In one of the three works presented in the symposium, Naming Things — inspired by 
Borges’ fictive encyclopaedia and Foucault’s response — combines field footage, 3D animation, 
and recorded performances with animal-derived objects. As one of the Borgesian tactics that 
Naming Things emulates, existing fauna are juxtaposed with invented organisms into a fictitious 
codification whose credibility invites interrogation of how culturally specific systems of 
categorization and knowledge are imposed and perpetuated.   

A second project, Bird is an intervention into the avian cultural practice of European 
Blackbirds’ song production (deploying a virtual bird creating new songs using real blackbird 
lexemes), as well as an anthropocentric appreciation of their virtuosic singing, via an interactive 
moving-image installation. 

Finally, in the interactive interspecies sound installation scale, attributes such as 
consciousness and agency became ethically amplified. Working with live animals, the necessity of 
mediating the creatures’ habitat marked a critical difference between direct presentation (in 
scale) and the representation of the non-human actor (in Bird and Naming Things).  

Text by localStyle (Marlena Novak and Jay Alan Yim) 
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localStyle
Dancing Cranes, 2002, location shot from Digital Move 3, DAM-Berlin/Sony Center at the Potsdamer Platz (November 
2004-January 2005), single-channel video with stereo sound © localStyle. 
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Dancing Cranes with a grant and residency 
from the British Arts Council, at 
Loughborough University’s Creativity and 
Cognition Studio, within their Computer 
Science Department. The project we were 
working on was a digital extension of the 
type of visual perception I was investigating 
as an encaustic painter exhibiting in Berlin, 
Cologne, Amsterdam, Chicago, and Los 
Angeles.  

Although my first art encounter with 
a non-human other involved an industrial 
T3 robot and was a collaborative project 
with roboticist Dr. David Bourne at 
Carnegie-Mellon University in the 1970’s, 
my early training had a rigorous focus on 
traditional oil painting and anatomical 
drawing with access to facilities at University 
of Pittsburgh Medical School. My interests 
as an artist evolved afterwards to address 
the physiological function of color and 
material, and the technical, conceptual, 
social and political mechanisms of 
perception.  

My research in these areas resulted in 
my developing university courses in Color 
Theory for several institutions. I entered into 
the use of computer technology to further 
explore these issues of color function and 
perception, additionally adding the 
experience of temporal proportion, duration, 
and synchronized audio to the mix through 
my collaboration with the composer, Jay 
Alan Yim. Following his student days at 
Harvard, Jay had fulfilled commissions for 
orchestras such as the New York 
Philharmonic, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 
and multiple European orchestras and 
chamber groups. At the inception of our 
collaboration on Dancing Cranes, I asked 
him to  expand his practice by incorporating 
electronic dance music as a reference  point 
and   he   began   to    explore    perceptual 

aspects of music composition. 
That project used color function and 

liminality to induce unstable images and 
the perception of motion in the viewer’s 
mind that are produced neurologically; the 
rhythmic scheme gave the false impression 
of stability when it was actually 
asymmetrical, and lopsided. 

From that point on, our 
collaboration quickly moved forward, 
developing a number of different projects 
that addressed questions of perception, 
borders and boundaries, human rights, 
climate change, and other socially related 
topics. In some cases we invited other 
practitioners to join our collaboration, and 
several works gave agency to audience 
participants, one of whom was the 
neurobiologist, Malcolm MacIver, who 
studies electric fish from the Amazon 
River Basin.   

Subsequently the three of us 
discussed collaborating on an art project 
together. When we witnessed the 
methods MacIver used in his laboratory 
work and learned about the remarkable 
contributions to science from these very 
special fish, it seemed appropriate to 
make an interactive sound installation that 
allowed a large audience to experience 
how the fish use self-generated electric 
fields as their primary sensory apparatus. 
After learning more about their habitat, 
we felt this would be a great opportunity 
to bring attention to the fragility of their 
Amazonian environment and we set 
forward to develop the project.  

In the course of our collaboration 
with MacIver, we learned that these 
remarkable fish have contributed greatly 
to human understanding of how the brain 
works, yet few people outside of 
specialists   are   aware   of  their qualities. 



localStyle
Fluid Mechanics Remix, 2007, single-channel video with stereo sound © localStyle. 
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To paraphrase him, most of the input to 
our sensory systems is due to our own 
movement. Were it not for our ability to 
"subtract away" this self-produced input, 
we would be swamped with unhelpful 
sensory data. Through a special neural 
circuit whose workings have been 
decoded thanks to the electric fish, we 
now comprehend how our brain does this 
subtraction of expected sensory input so 
we can remain sensitive to things 
happening around us. 

   When we received our first 
curatorial invitation to present the piece 
at the STRP Festival, Jay and I traveled to 
the venue in Eindhoven, The Netherlands 
to meet the festival director and to 
confirm that their organization could fulfil 
the many important requirements we had 
developed  in  working with these specific  

 
 

live animals. Within the science 
community there were already strict 
regulations in place for the health of the 
fish and we all added more detailed 
regulations for the safety of the animals in 
this different environment.  

Novak and Jay Alan Yim: scale is an 
interactive installation that features twelve 
electric knifefish from the Amazon River. 
Each fish of this type produces a constant 
electric field and each species has its own 
characteristic frequency.  
           They use their fields to detect their 
surroundings and their prey while hunting; in 
our project those fields are picked up by 
custom built sensors and then amplified. 
The signals are then routed so each fish is 
given its own channel and speaker, for a 
spatialized sound experience; arrays of LEDs  

localStyle in collaboration with Malcolm Maclver
scale, 2009-10, installation view at TransLife Triennial (2011), National Art Museum of China, Beijing, interactive 
installation using Amazonian electric field-emitting fish, custom-built aluminum stands and acrylic tanks, 12-channel 
spatialized audio system, custom LED displays, custom software, Lemur touch screen, Mac and PC computers, photo 
by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
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under each tank provide visual feedback. 
The resulting sonification of each fish can 
vary widely in pitch (depending on the 
species), falling within the range of 30 to 
1700 hertz — from the lowest B natural on 
a piano to the G-sharp key six octaves 
higher.  

These sonified electrical fields 
provide the source tones for an immersive 
audiovisual environment. The fish 
comprise an ensemble, made up of 
twelve different species. Participants act 
as producers, using a touchscreen 
interface. Each interactor can cue an 
individual fish or combine the sounds of 
several tanks together. The transduced 
electrical signals from each fish can be 
heard unprocessed or with digital effects 
added, with immediate control over 
individual volume for each of the twelve 
channels.  

 

The fish are housed in individual tanks, 
sculpturally arranged in an arc with a 
podium in the middle. The aluminium 
frames were all custom fabricated to 
conform to a visually harmonious and 
internally-coherent proportional system. 
In a separate room, there is a state of the 
art system that maintains ideal water 
temperature, oxygenation, and purity with 
UV light and a bio filter. The water used in 
our installation is deionized (or reverse 
osmosis) and pH-adjusted to match the 
fishes' natural habitat. 

The world premiere of scale took 
place in Eindhoven, The Netherlands, in 
November 2010 at the STRP Festival, one 
of Europe's most important presenters of 
art and technology. That year 30,000 
people attended STRP from many 
countries, ranging from schoolchildren to 
adults.    The   curator   for    the   Translife  

localStyle in collaboration with Malcolm Maclver
scale, 2009-10, installation view at TransLife Triennial (2011), National Art Museum of China, Beijing, photo by Marlena 
Novak © localStyle 
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Triennial experienced scale at the STRP 
Festival, and immediately put in motion 
the process to exhibit the work the 
following summer, in 2011 at the National 
Art Museum of China, in Beijing. 
           Although in both cases the festival 
organizers considered the outcome of the 
exhibition to be successful, there were 
several important ethical questions and 
concerns that arose for us as a result of 
working with live animals. We have been 
asked to present scale at multiple other 
venues and have so far declined most of 
them due to some of the concerns listed 
below: 

— Did people look at the 
individual fish; did they 
acknowledge their special 
qualities, or was it 
experienced merely as an 
unusual interactive spectacle? 

— Were the fish more protected 
than if they remained in their 
native environment? This 
depends on protection from 
what (e.g. their natural 
predators); how do we 
determine quality of life for 
another? 

— Were the fish comfortable? We 
quadrupled the tank size from 
the established scientific 
guidelines, the water filtration 
and temperature conditioning 
system was very sophisticated, 
and they were fed the live 
bloodworms that they prefer 
to eat in the wild. (There is 
even a specification in the 
exhibition rider that requires 
each venue to provide a 
refrigerator  for  the  fish’s food  

localStyle in collaboration with Malcolm Maclver
scale, 2009-10, installation view at STRP Festival (2010), Klokgebouw, Eindhoven, NL, photo by Marlena Novak, ©localStyle 
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supply.) Still, how do we 
gauge another species’ 
sense of comfort? 

— Were the fish stressed in this 
environment? Probably so, 
although all efforts were made 
to eliminate as much stress as 
possible. The lights were kept 
on at night when the 
exhibition was closed: as 
nocturnal creatures, they 
needed light as the cue for 
them to sleep during what 
would normally be their diurnal 
period, even though vision is 
obviously not their primary 
sense. 

— Was the educational 
dimension of the exhibition 
successful? Otherwise, it 
would not seem justified to 
have these fish serve as 
ambassadors to the mission of 
ecological pedagogy, in light 
of the questions above. 

— We wanted to have the 
possibility for audience 
participants be able to 
make ringtones from their 
sessions DJ-ing the electrical 
signals, in return for the 
donation of one euro/dollar. 
The proceeds raised would 
then go to a charitable fund 
for the protection of the 
Amazon River. During the 
initial development phase of 
scale, the challenge of 
guaranteeing  that   that   part  

of the project would achieve 
its goals exceeded our ability 
to realize it at that time, so it 
remains latent. 

Novak: Consequently, I was invited by the 
former College Art Association President, 
Dr. Paul Jaskot, to join a task force with the 
mission of addressing various historical and 
contemporary art practices working with 
human and animal subjects, and to develop 
guidelines and recommendations for artists, 
curators and institutions going forward. 
(CAA published the results of the task 
force’s work in the fall of 2011). I’m grateful 
to have had the detailed and sustained 
experience working on an ambitious and 
logistically complex project like scale in the 
context of two international exhibitions, 
both of which reached audiences of 
thousands of people; this first hand 
research informed the discussions I had as a 
task force member and shaped my 
recommendations for the guidelines. 

Bird is a piece that had its material 
and concept predate its form by a 
number of years. The year that Jay was on 
a Guggenheim Fellowship and I was 
preparing for two solo gallery exhibitions 
abroad, our work was based in 
Amsterdam. In the early Spring we found 
ourselves awakened at 4:00am by a nearly 
magical and clearly remarkable birdcall 
from a nearby roof terrace, a performance 
that was sustained for approximately half 
an hour. The formal complexity and the 
non-repetitive improvisational character of 
this sound was fascinating, and kept us 
from being irritated by what would 
subsequently turn out to be many 
repeated instances of interrupted sleep. 
We found ourselves transfixed at that 
hour of the day — as  well as during other  
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periods — while we heard the European 
blackbird, (called a ‘merel’ in Dutch) 
singing in the very center of this densely 
populated neighborhood.  

Novak and Yim: We realized we needed 
to make a work in response to this 
ongoing occurrence, and wanted the 
piece to reflect our encounters with 
merels, as well as to initiate a kind of 
flaneur’s videomap executed as a 
conceptual procedure. Though that 
process had an anthropocentric point of 
departure, in the course of working on the 
piece it became clear that the birds were 
also encountering us. We became 
conscious of being objects to their own 
subjectivity,    subsets    of    their   worlds, 

essentially tangential to the structure of 
their own relations to their environment. 

In 2014, Zone2Source presented 
Bird — an interactive audiovisual 
installation that uses an infrared camera to 
track the presence, number, and location 
of visitors in real time — for two months in 
Het Glazen Huis in Amsterdam’s 
Amstelpark. This unique venue has a large 
square glass pavilion in front, connected 
to an adjacent oval room. The two-part 
installation features an unseen, virtual 
blackbird whose actions are modeled in 
software.  
          Upon entering the glass pavilion, a 
visitor is immersed within a spatialized 
sound field produced by a hexagonal 
array   of   speakers.  This  space  featured  

localStyle in collaboration with Jesus Duran
Bird, 2011-14, composite of four still images, photos by Marlena Novak © localStyle. 
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what we are calling “experimental bird 
grammar.” The virtual bird algorithmically 
improvises artificial phrases from a 
database of individual notes and lexemes, 
and moves around in the space based on 
the motion tracking data.  

The smaller oval chamber is 
darkened and features single channel HD 
video and an additional two channels of 
audio. There is an overhead IR camera to 
track the motion of viewers in that space, 
and a computer system algorithmically 
selects which video clip is projected from 
three related categories: 1] close-ups of 
different blackbirds — sometimes being 
elusive, sometimes challenging to 
approach, and other times unperturbed 
by our presence — where the soundtrack 
is made from digitally processed 
birdsong; 2] location shots where we 
heard a bird singing even if it was not 
visible, without intentionally aestheticizing 
the site (as a reference to Douglas 
Huebler's conceptual photographic series 
Duration Piece #5, New York, April 1969);  

 

and 3] 3D animated dream sequences 
inspired by the merel’s sound production 
anatomy and its preferred habitat.  

Novak: The merel has a double-
chambered syrinx and can use it to 
polyphonically sing two notes at the same 
time. Or it can alternate very rapidly 
between those two notes, much faster 
than a mammalian larynx can manage. 
This image is a screenshot presenting a 
3D software interface where the virtual 
environments are constructed. Here the 
bird’s syrinx inspires a form that becomes 
a metaphorical chamber or a vessel where 
sound is created. The far right side of the 
image shows the Attribute Editor section 
with some of the parameters involved in 
the creation of a virtual object in 
Cartesian space. In the approximate 
center of this image (to the left of the 
Attribute Editor) there is a dark blue 
wireframe representation of the vessel 
situated in its world, providing a semi-
transparent   mesh   view   of the vessel. A  

localStyle in collaboration with Jesus Duran
Bird, 2011-14, still image, interactive audiovisual installation, widescreen HD projection, eight channel (6+2) spatialized 
sound, infrared sensor, Mac and PC computers, custom software, photo by Jay Alan Yim © localStyle 



50 

small green camera icon is highlighted 
with a line connecting to the point where 
the camera is aimed. The position of this 
camera and its ‘aim’ determines what is 
seen in the split window to the left of the 
wireframe image. One can also observe 
the tiny red star-like and plane-like icons 
which indicate computer generated 
software lighting. These virtual lights are 
carefully arranged, enabling the software 
camera to record a properly lit portion of 
the object, just as would take place in 
setting up a physical camera shoot. The 
far left image shows what the camera sees 
and what it will capture for the movie. 
Two perspectives are represented here: 
the perspective of the software artist 
positioning the object, camera and lights 
(in the middle pane), and the perspective  

 

of the camera itself (on the far left side). 
All of the polygons in the image are 
referred to as ‘faces,’ each virtual object 
one makes is called a mesh, and each 
mesh has at least one, or in this case, 
hundreds of faces; and there are many 
interconnections and hierarchies at play 
within the software. Although it’s industry 
jargon, I find it an interesting way to think 
and talk about the presence of the virtual 
object and its many relationships.  

Yim: These next three images show — via 
a progressive zooming-in process — an 
extended recording of a Dutch blackbird’s 
song being divided into 466 separate 
sound clips. In all three images, the entire 
birdsong is seen in the upper, violet 
overview  window,  and the  bottom  pane 

localStyle in collaboration with Jesus Duran
Bird, 2011-14, still image, interactive audiovisual installation, widescreen HD projection, eight channel (6+2) spatialized 
sound, infrared sensor, Mac and PC computers, custom software, photo by Jay Alan Yim © localStyle 
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with the black background presents more 
detail. The first one shows six phrases, 
separated by silences. The second shows 
three of those in more detail, and the 
third reveals the contours, and how much 
variety comprises just a single phrase. I 
analyzed the database of morphemes as if 
they were abstract musical objects, 
compared them taxonomically for timbral 
similarity and gestural similarity, and then 
sorted them into categories of lexemes, 
such as: repeated note, trill, signature, 
glissando, et cetera. This gave us a better 
understanding of what kinds of elements 
the blackbird used in composing its song, 
and what the possible syntactical rules 
might be for a computer to plausibly 
recombine the sounds into new phrases.  

 

What this audio dissection process reveals 
is threefold: 

a. The form of a phrase typically
consists of 5-9 lexemes.

b. The phrases range from 2-10
seconds in length, with a
median duration of 4.75
seconds.

c. There is a pause in between
phrases of typically 2-3
seconds.

Our collaborator on this project, Jesus 
Duran, wrote the software to create the 
Virtual Blackbird that moves around the 6- 

localStyle in collaboration with Jesus Duran
Bird, 2011-14, 3D computer generated still image, image by Marlena Novak © localStyle. 
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channel space, and which is continually 
generating new phrases of birdsong. The 
software also re-orders the sequence of 
the video clips based on interactivity. 

I have referred to these 
morphemes as ‘lexemes’ since my 
taxonomical analysis groups together 
instances where there are slight inflections 
or variants, but where there are more 
parametrical similarities than differences. 
Though that term in some minds could 
imply a more anthropomorphically 
linguistic context, even if we discount that 
interpretation, it seems uncontroversial 
that the bird’s singing carries meaning for 
it and for other blackbirds. However, we 
are admittedly quite far from being able 
to unpack those meanings in any specific 
way. 

A hypothetical next version of the 
project might attempt to address the 
logical question of how wild birds react to 
the insertion of a cyborg merel into their 
midst. Adult males sing from spring 
through midsummer to establish territory 
for breeding, and an individual will 
typically choose an elevated perch that 
oversees the territory he is claiming. This 
singing may even be competitive; males 
can sometimes be observed listening to, 
and singing in response to one another at 
a distance.  

During the course of the exhibition, 
several of our visitors remarked on 
noticing how some of the bird residents in 
the park seemed curious enough about 
the sound of an unfamiliar bird to 
approach the pavilion for a closer look. 

Novak and Yim: Our most recent project 
is titled Naming Things. It comprises 
single channel video with stereo sound, 
and can be presented either as a  looping  

audio-visual installation or as a screening 
event. As with Bird, we chose to use 
representations of animals rather than live 
animals. This tactic allowed us to flatten 
the hierarchy of relations to a greater 
degree, which is essential to the intention 
of interrogating the supposed logic of 
human systems of organization. 

In Jorge Luis Borges’ essay, ‘The 
analytical language of John Wilkins’, there 
is a passage where he recalls:  

...a certain Chinese encyclopaedia 
entitled The Celestial Emporium of 
Benevolent Knowledge. In its pages 
it is written that animals can be 
divided into: (A) those belonging to 
the Emperor, (B) those that are 
embalmed, (C) those that are tame, 
(D) pigs, (E) sirens, (F) imaginary
animals, (G) wild dogs, (H) those
included in this classification, (I)
those that move as if crazed, (J)
those that are uncountable, (K) those
painted with the finest brush made
of camel hair, (L) miscellaneous, (M)
those which have just broken a vase,
and (N) those which, from a distance,
look like flies.

By blurring the line between fact (John 
Wilkins was a genuine historical figure) 
and fiction (the non-existent Chinese 
encyclopaedia), Borges subverts our 
confidence in the infallibility of mankind's 
efforts to make sense of the world. This 
passage was an inspiration for Michel 
Foucault's book, The Order of Things. 
Similarly inspired, our work's sometimes 
playful appearance aims to destabilize the 
misplaced assumption of a coherent 
underlying logic in how we organize the 
world  around us. As one of the Borgesian  
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tactics that Naming Things emulates, 
existing fauna are juxtaposed with invented 
organisms into a fictitious taxonomy whose 
credibility invites interrogation of how 
culturally specific systems of categorization 
and knowledge are imposed and 
perpetuated. 

Additionally, we created a number 
of new categories to expand the bestiary. 
For example: 

— Creatures who only exist within their 
descriptions. 

— Animals from higher dimensions 
whose shape changes as they pass 
temporarily through ours during 
their annual migration.  

— A type of parasite shaped like the 
lowercase letter "e" that camouflages 

 

itself by gathering consonants and 
hiding in documents.  

— Square animals that compete with 
each other to live in round holes. 

— Heisenberg Tortoises, a species that 
improbably jumps to another 
position as soon as one tries to look 
at it directly.  

Novak: Some of these representations 
are realized through 3D software 
technology, whereas others are 
activated in a transparently performative 
manner, theatrically acknowledging the 
intervention of human subjectivity while 
attempting — though clearly also failing 
in a literal sense — to maintain an 
adopted posture of simulated neutrality. 
The invented virtual creatures, the toy 
animals   and  the  filmed  animals are all  

localStyle 
Naming Things: Dining Tsars, 2015-16, still image, from looping installation comprising single channel video and stereo sound, 
photo by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
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‘flattened’ by the technology to live within 
the same computer space of zeros and ones. 
You may also find, to borrow Donna 
Haraway’s term, companion species[1] 
cohabiting the same territory, sometimes 
even the same ‘being,’ with relationality and 
agencies shifting from one segment of the 
movie to another. Naming Things consists of 
twelve different sections; a selection of five 
discontiguous movements of the complete 
piece are presented here. 

The first, Dining Tsars, creates a 
dreamy speculative banquet scene as the 
site where three different worlds overlap and 
interpenetrate, superimposing Catherine the 
Great’s exquisite dinnerware, taxidermied 
peacocks and porcelain figurines as they 
appear to melt and decay, while vigilant 
Haniwa horses secure the perimeter, and an 
inquisitive flock of bio-bots explore the 
territory.  

In birds just want to have fun, seven geese 
patrol their farmyard environment, and 
wooden songbirds twirl like dervishes via 
a classic Technics SL-1200 turntable.  

Shelf_Life [New Nature] presents a 
metal shelf menagerie as metaphor to 
Borges written list, which hosts a myriad 
of representatives from the animal world: 
virtual creatures mobilize and the remains 
of once living entities intermingle with 
animals that have been molded, carved, 
sewn, or folded. In …far from the 
madding crowd, a quintet of mechanical 
goldfish discover the complexities of 
their own relational capacities. 

…After and Before proposes five 
survivors of the post-Anthropocene 
display social behavior on an unidentified 
world and challenge an interloper’s gaze 
with their own. 

The work in its entirety was curated 

localStyle 
Naming Things: birds just wanna have fun , 2015-16, still image, from looping installation comprising single channel video and 
stereo sound, photo by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
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by Darko Fritz and premiered at siva)(zona 
gallery, Korcula, Croatia, August 2015 and 
subsequently was on exhibition in Moving 
Minds at the Oriel Sycharth Gallery at 
Glyndwr University, Wrexham, Wales. One 

 
 

section, Dining Tsars, was screened 
independently by Los Angeles 
Contemporary Exhibitions in the Femmes 
Video Art Festival in April 2016.  

Feedback  from  diverse cultures who 

localStyle 
Top:  Naming Things: Shelf_Life [New Nature], 2015, still image, photo by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
Below: Naming Things: …far from the madding crowd, 2015, still image, photo by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
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encounter our works is valuable for us. In 
Korcula, an audience member spoke of one 
of the sections echoing her thoughts 
regarding the ecological wound her island 
culture was experiencing and that led us into 
discussions of the Anthropocene and the 
climate-based devastations experienced by 
the local islanders. A passage featuring a 
quintet of mechanical goldfish interacting 
unpredictably with each other — and thus 
demonstrating object-to-object agency 
apart from human control — induced 
feelings of poignancy and melancholy in 
another viewer. Yet another commented on 
their experience of a shamanic (or psychic) 
transformation of the coyote skull and what 
then became its chimerical body through its 
relationship with the physics of the turntable. 
We  look  forward   to   more   opportunities 

to interact with an engaged audience 
when the complete work will receive its 
American premiere during the Ear Taxi 
Festival at the Harris Theater in Chicago, 
in October 2016. 

Audience: A technical question and then 
a more substantive question. I was curious 
about the source of the sound for that last 
movement of the piece, because it 
sounds much like an escalator quite near 
here in a subway station that I absolutely 
love. 

Yim: Field recordings. [laughs] 

localStyle 
Naming Things: ...After and Before, 2015, still image, photo by Marlena Novak © localStyle 
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Audience: Yes. I have field recordings of 
that same escalator. 

Novak: I love that and I said, "Jay, you have 
to come downtown. I know you're in 
Evanston all the time but we have this 
escalator that malfunctions so beautifully," 
and that's it. 

Audience: It's so beautiful. That's 
amazing. Yes, I have an extreme 
fascination with that exact same escalator. 

Novak: We got into trouble, though. CTA 
sent us away and told us to put our 
recording equipment in our bags. 

Audience: Absolutely amazing. Thank 
you. The more substantive question, now 
— I was struck by the implications of the 
ethics that you raised in the first piece, 
and the shift towards representation. 
Could you expand on the thinking that 
drove that shift; and also thinking about 
the question that was raised after 
Giovanni's talk in terms of affect and the 
relationship with that to sort of moralizing 
quality and the disjuncture that he 
pointed out between the theory and the 
work of art, that all is in this domain, or so 
it seems to me… 

Novak: Two very good questions. I'll 
answer the first one and let Jay respond 
to the second. When we took on the 
project to work with the live fish, we were 
all based in Chicago, and, of course, that 
presentation was in the Netherlands. The 
fish had to be transported and that was a 
source of concern to us, because we 
usually don't work with fish. The scientist 
involved was much more relaxed about it, 
but we were very anxious about it. 

All of the regulations that needed to be 
followed, of course, were very stringent, 
but nevertheless, it was just the concern 
for the lives of the fish. 

We went to the airport to pick 
them up, transport them, and do all of the 
paperwork required. Through that 
experience, we found ourselves staying in 
the exhibition as much as possible; so that 
we could be there to answer questions — 
the idea was to inform people about their 
environment and hope to really create a 
better habitat for them. Without that kind 
of communication, we felt that that would 
be lost. That raised more questions. If we 
were going to use the fish as 
ambassadors, if they were going to have 
to go through this stress to do this kind of 
good work, then we really wanted to be 
sure that people were getting that 
message. 

We have since turned down other 
offers to stage the piece simply because 
of the concerns involved with the 
wellbeing of the fish. 

Yim: To answer the second part of your 
question, the bit about affect… The 
theme for this talk, in a sense, threads 
together this journey we have been on in 
terms of our practice. We started out, 
maybe even naively, with scale in that we 
were interested in the phenomenological 
aspect of the project and we thought that 
we could make a piece that tried to 
foreground some of the aspects that we 
cared for.  

The sense of whether or not there 
was an ethical or moral dimension to it, 
that emerged throughout the working 
process. We thought of the way that 
laboratory   animals   are  used—there are  
ethical   guidelines  that  scientists  follow. 
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We felt that we wanted to try to, at least, 
start with those as a point of departure 
and increase the sense of how much we 
were willing to try to safeguard the 
animals in terms of wellbeing.  

In a sense, our ethical 
consciousness was raised through the 
process of taking care of the fish and 
trying to make sure that people had, in 
the course of their experience with the 
work, not just a sense of wonderment; 
that this is how another species 
experiences the world through an 
electrical sense, but also that as a 
correlated effect that the people would 
think more about fish and the Amazon 
and the river. 

Novak: We did also have a video that 
people could see outside of the 
exhibition, because there was really quite 
a line to get in to it. The video I made 
introduced visitors to some of this 
background, so they would learn about 
the environment, because that was 
something of paramount importance for 
me from the very beginning. 

Audience: Can you tell me a little bit 
about your experience with the venue and 
with the duration or restrictions related to 
working on projects such as the ones you 
have presented? 

Novak: For the second or third piece or 
both of those? We've actually shown 
them in varying types of places. The first 
place had a very quite — The University 
of New Mexico had a very small, I think, 
presentation. 

Yim: It was about 12 feet by 24 feet. 

Novak: But it was effective. Then, in 
Taipei, it was an extremely large space.  

Yim: The rider said that we needed a 
space that was at least three to four 
meters wide and we got there, at the site, 
and it was six or seven meters wide and 
about 12 meters deep and really tall and 
it was much bigger than we had actually 
expected them to give us. 

Novak: The last project, Naming Things, 
is single channel video. It's 24-minutes 
long and we presented it on a loop when 
it was first premiered. We were surprised. 
Well, the gallery director was surprised. 
He said that the audience sat through the 
entire 24 minutes without getting up  and 
having a cigarette or a glass of wine. He 
said he hadn't really experienced that 
before. Mostly people get up and come 
back. So they sat through this as a kind of 
continual film, so to speak. We weren't 
sure what to expect. 

Audience: I was just going to ask about 
the audience actually sitting through the 
24-minute video. I was actually reminded
of the incredibly creative take on the
YouTube cat video. I think that this desire
to connect with nature has manifested
itself in constantly watching these films
and our videos of recordings of people
and animals. It was really interesting to
see this as your invented creatures. Was
that an influence at all on what you do?

Yim: At this point in our culture, where 
we take    video   representation   as  a 
basic   condition,  a  lot  of  people don't 
even think about looking at the flat screen 
as  if  it's  some  kind  of  medium through 
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which they are accessing some part of the 
world, often really distant part of the 
world. I think we're used also to the idea 
that we can block out everything around 
the screen and be immersed in it.  

I happen to not be somebody who 
watches cat videos; I'm totally immune to 
cat videos. "It's not like I'm worried about 
this — given that one of our later 
speakers today is going to talk about cats, 
I'm not worried about getting 
toxoplasmosis through the screen — but I 
do find myself wanting to look more at 
videos of people with talking parrots”

Yim: We were more inspired by questions 
about how do we order the world around 
us and playing with those concepts with 
the materials that we had. I think that was 
really the beginning part for us. 

I think Andrew could also speak to 
this, that there's an ongoing 
reorganization in biology, about which 
species belong in which families, and 
they're finding that a lot of animals, which 
maybe are morphologically different, at 
the level of their DNA they are instead  
closely related, and so this is forcing a 
reorganization of thinking. 

It used to be that taxonomy was 
based strictly on morphology. If a 
butterfly was white and had two blue 
spots on its wings, then it was probably 
going to be classed as related to other 
butterflies that were white or some pale 
color with two blue spots on their wings. 

The primacy DNA has started to 
take, in terms of our rethinking of what 
does relatedness mean, has  forced  many 

botanists and biologists to go, "Oh well, 
this thing that I thought was really closely 
related to that thing, it's just convergent 
evolution or it's just  chance." Right there, 
there's a practical application in terms of 
where science is going that a supposedly 
logical taxonomy is under interrogation, 
and so our piece is just playing with the 
idea that we don't really know what it is 
that makes things related to each other.  

We are also experimenting with 
formalism. In the last sequence, there are 
five of what Marlena named "seabones", 
and there're always five goldfish. The 
"seabones", they're either living in some 
sort of primordial period or some post-
Anthropocene dystopia, where acidification 
has completely eliminated everything else 
that might be living on the ocean floor, and 
so they must be extremophiles that get their 
energy from some other source, because 
they don't have mouths. They have these 
big compound eyes on the front. They could 
be flying instead of swimming, but it's up to 
you to speculate on that.  
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Notes 

[1] “When Species Meet: Cyborgs and Dogs in Entangled
NatureCultures” Donna Haraway (author, professor and former chair
of the History of Consciousness Program at the University of
California, Santa Cruz) presentation at WCLV Lecture Series,
McCormick Tribune Center, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL
on Thursday, March 1, 2007

Online Links to Video Material 

scale at STRP Festival 
https://vimeo.com/19933816 

CAA published The Use of Animal 
Subjects in Art guidelines, 2011: 
http://www.collegeart.org/guidelines/use 
ofanimals 

Documentary about Bird 
https://vimeo.com/45934636 

Naming Things: Dining Tsars 
https://vimeo.com/137128368 

Naming Things: birds just wanna have fun 
https://vimeo.com/137128375 

Naming Things: Shelf_Life [New Natures] 
https://vimeo.com/137128367 

Naming Things: …far from the madding 
crowd 
https://vimeo.com/137128374 

Naming Things: …After and Before 
https://vimeo.com/137128376 

The collaborative localStyle was founded in Amsterdam in 
2000 by Marlena Novak and Jay Alan Yim. Their 
intermedia practice includes video, sound installation, 
interactive installations, live performance with electronics, 
and audience participation. Their goal is to use the senses 
to interrogate complacent acceptance of existing 
assumptions, and their projects explore how territories and 
boundaries—whether physical or intangible—are 
constructed, interpreted, and negotiated, via themes as 
varied as issues of trespass, the mating behavior of 
hermaphroditic marine flatworms, the sonification of 
electric fish from the Amazon, and experimental Eurasian 
blackbird grammar. These works have been presented in 
festivals, museums, galleries, and alternative venues in 
more than three dozen cities worldwide (a.o. Albuquerque, 
Amsterdam, Amersfoort, Barcelona, Beijing, Belgrade, 
Berlin, Boston, Brussels, Budapest, Camden, Chicago, 
Cologne, Duluth, Eindhoven, Den Haag, Huddersfield, 
Jerusalem, Kansas City, Korcula, Linz, London, Los 
Angeles, Mexico City, New York, the Orkney Islands, 
Richmond, Santa Barbara, Santa Fe, São Paolo, Sarasota, 
Shanghai, Sittard, Sydney, Szczecin, Taipei, Tel Aviv, 
Torino, Toronto, Valencia, Warsaw and Wrexham). Festival 
presentations have included the National Art Museum of 
China’s (NAMOC) TransLife Triennial, STRP Festival, 
Visioni dal Futuro, Taipei Digital Art Festival and others. 

Marlena Novak is a member of the faculty at the School 
of the Art Institute of Chicago, in the Department of Film, 
Video, New Media, and Animation. Prior to that, she 
served as Associate Director of Northwestern’s Animate 
Arts Program, and has been a faculty member at the 
University of Illinois Chicago and visiting professor at the 
University of New Mexico. She has been a visiting artist at 
the University of Chicago, Cleveland Institute of Art, 
Amsterdams Instituut voor Schilderkunst, Pädagogische 
Hochschule (St. Gallen, CH), and a resident at the 
Creativity and Cognition Research Studios 
(Loughborough, UK). She has received grants from the 
Arts Council of Great Britain, Illinois Arts Council, Center 
for Interdisciplinary Research in the Arts, and the City of 
Chicago’s Department of Cultural Affairs and Special 
Events. Her work is included in public (a.o. the Corcoran in 
Washington, DC and the Mondriaanhuis in Amersfoort, NL) 
and private collections in Europe and the USA, and has 
been presented in solo and group exhibitions in more than 
forty cities worldwide. 

Jay Alan Yim studied music composition at the University 
of California Santa Barbara, the Royal College of Music, 
and Harvard, and computer music at Stanford and MIT. He 
teaches composition, orchestration, and sound art at 
Northwestern University. He has received fellowships from 
the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for 
the Arts, Illinois Arts Council (three times), Tanglewood, 
Aspen, and many other awards. His music has been 
featured at international festivals (a.o. Darmstadt, Ars 
Musica, Huddersfield, Wien-Modern, Gaudeamus, 
Almeida, Tanglewood, ISCM World Music Days) and has 
been performed by artists such as the New York 
Philharmonic, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, San 
Francisco Symphony, Royal Stockholm Philharmonic, 
l’Orchestre National de Lyon, Nederlands Radio 
Filharmonisch Orkest, Residentie Orkest Den Haag, Los 
Angeles Philharmonic New Music Group, London 
Sinfonietta, Ensemble SurPlus, Arditti, JACK, and Spektral 
Quartets, Nieuw Ensemble, ICE, dal niente, Gareth Davis, 
and Frances-Marie Uitti. 
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Aridity, acceleration, evaporation, 
condensation, concentration. 

The term extremophile applies broadly to a 
prolific set of organisms (bacteria, archaea, 
cyanobacteria, yeast, fungi, algae) that have 
closely adapted themselves to specific 
environmental conditions. Extremophiles are 
found thriving at the bottom of alkaline lakes 
in the far-north of Russia (alkiphiles); floating 
on the surface of super-saline evaporation 
pools in the Great Salt Lake (halophiles); 
nestling   in  hydrothermal  vents   on   the 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mid-Atlantic Ridge (sulfur-metabolizing 
thermophiles); and swimming through the 
human gut (acidophiles). The category of 
“extremophile” – named in the early 
1970s by NASA exobiologist Robert 
MacElroy – was first recognized in a 
European workshop titled “Microbial 
adaptation to extreme environments.”[1]  
Adaptation has continued to play a key 
role in our perception of these organisms: 
they are often turned to as models for 
observing the mechanisms of evolution in 
action. Extremophiles are valued, even 
fetishized, for their resilience and 
flexibility. 

But resilience is contextual. Take, 
for example, the category of halophiles: 
microbes    that    face   desiccation   from  

O
oservation I:
Environmental Conditioning

ARID SYSTEMS: 
OBSERVATIONS ON  
EXTREMOPHILES IN AN AGE OF  
EXTRA-, HYPER-, SUPER-OBJECTS 
 
In a world increasingly produced by Timothy Morton's theory of hyperobjects—a term borrowed 
from computer science to conceive of objects massively distributed in time and space as non-
localized yet cohesive entities—what is the role of the localized organism? Taking up 
extremophiles, strange organisms that thrive in very specific extreme environmental conditions, 
from the industrial sludge at the bottom of the Calumet River to the arid deserts of the Atacama, 
this talk will explore the economic, environmental and social positions modeled and enacted by 
these organisms in a world increasingly characterize by volatile cycles of drought and flood, 
"extreme" fuel extraction, and fluid hyper-connectivity. 

Text by Marissa Lee Benedict 
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the saline rich pools they inhabit. To prevent 
water leaching from their cells, many 
halophilic bacteria and algae flood 
themselves    with    osmoprotectants   (or 
“compatible   solutes”)   such    as      amino

acids or sugars to elevate their interior 
pressure and mimic exterior conditions, 
averting lysis. Saturated in brine, these 
organisms remain suspended with 
perfectease. But when dropped in a glass of  

Marissa Lee Benedict and David Rueter
Top: Video still, Loss on Ignition, Condensation forming on the interior glass of Biosphere 2, 2016 © Benedict 
Bottom: Video still, I Can Only See Shadows, Gobi Desert, Marissa  Lee Benedict and David Rueter, 2016  
© Benedict/Rueter 
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 distilled water halophilic bodies tend to 
instantly rupture. There are few organisms 
that can withstand such extreme volatility. 

Observation II: Sand Storms 

Networked space is itself a medium, 
or whatever one might call a 
medium’s promiscuous, posthumous 
state today…But this space is also a 
sphere of liquidity, of looming 
rainstorms and unstable climates. It is 
the realm of complexity gone 
haywire, spinning strange feedback 
loops. A condition partly created by 
humans but also only partly 
controlled by them… We thought it 
was a plumbing system, so how did 
this tsunami creep up in my sink? 
How is this algorithm drying up this 
rice paddy? [2] 

Aridity is the quality of “lacking interest and 
life”[3]: of bareness; of fruitlessness; of low 
productivity; of sterility. Water underlies all 
forms of value: keep hydrated, keep liquid, 
keep flowing, keep wet.[4] Aridity is volatility. 
It is the enemy of smoothly functioning 
networks; of predictable bumper crops; of 
the unrestricted exchange of capital; of the 
free flow of information. Aridity, in its 
anxiety-inducing fluctuations, spurs the 
creation of redundant backup systems and 
wide  buffers - attempts  to  avert  crash  and 

collapse. 

Aridity is accelerating agitation. It 
is the frictional breaking of molecular 
bonds as, energized by photons from the 
sun, liquids become  gaseous and pull 
apart, expanding and cracking the earth 
in  a  rapid  exit  towards  the  atmosphere. 

One of the primary effects of global 
warming – as described by atmospheric 
climate models, and by observable 
patterns – is an increased volatility in water 
systems. Storms, such as Hurricane 
Patricia,[5]  swell in ferocity even as they 
appear and dissipate at precipitate 
speeds. Sea levels rise and water 
evaporates out of places already 
considered deserts. Fog dissolves quickly 
in arid climates. Aridity is the result of 
humidity drawn elsewhere – a condition 
understood not by what is materially 
present but by what becomes absent. 

Arid environments – extreme 
environments in general – erode 
boundaries, requiring life forms to either 
network and share valuable resources or to 
pour energy into strengthening barriers. 
Bubbles and bio-domes abound in volatile 
circumstances and organisms at every 
scale are observed to behave in their own 
resource-specific self-interest. Take, for 
example, Jeffrey Marlow and Jennifer 
Amed’s observations on bacteria B. subtilis 
in their article “The energy of life”:

B. subtilis is commonly found in
soil environments susceptible to
feast or famine swings in energy
availability. When one of these
cells senses nutrient stress, it
draws on energy stores, activating
flagella to search for food,
flooding its surroundings with
antibiotics to kill off competitors,
or desperately importing foreign
pieces of DNA in hopes that a
novel capability will be the ticket
out  of  a  bad  situation. If all else
fails,   it    replicates    its     genetic
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Marissa Lee Benedict 
Top: Video still, Loss on Ignition, Exterior of Biosphere 2, 2016 © Lee Benedict 
Bottom: Video still, Loss on Ignition, Marissa Lee Benedict, 2016. Hygrometer attached to a carbon dioxide monitoring tower 
installed by Dr. Gabriel Yvon-Durocher in a field in Cornwall. The data collected from this field, and others like it, is intended to 
contribute more specific and accurate information to global models and predictions of carbon dioxide sequestration and emission 
patterns.  
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material and partitions it into a 
protective capsule that can withstand 
extreme heat, radiation, chemical 
stress, desiccation, and energetically 
untenable conditions. [6]

Perceived volatility can, with 
frightening rapidity, lead to an increased 
desire for withdrawal, homogenous 
control, and smooth functioning. But 
withdrawal is less and less of an option, 
even for those few individuals and 
corporations whosequester vast 
personal resources in offshore accounts. 
Regardless of our geographic position on 
this planet, we are living in a world 
exponentially produced by theories 
such as Timothy Morton’s 
“hyperobjects” (a term borrowed from 
computer science to describe objects so 
massively distributed in time and space 
that they are perceptible only via 
their “symptoms”); by scientific 
conceptions of complex systems and 
“superorgansims”; and by new, invisible 
and expanded forms of networked 
infrastructure that dominate and define 
global protocols, as argued in Keller 
Easterling’s book Extrastatecraft. 
Embedded in these prefixes (hyper–, extra– 
and super–) is an implication that we have 
gone “over,” “beyond,” “above,” or have 
“exceeded” something – or perhaps 
everything. Forms, bodies, architectures 
and societies that were previously 
understood, in the Western World as 
bounded are now being theorized, and – in 
a doubling back – constituted as networked 
and interconnected. The boundaries 
between organism and organisms, 
organism   and   environment,  environment 

the sciences. Bubbles and bio-domes shift 
from representing order, natural cohesion 
and balance to appearing as fragile, 
defensive structures insufficiently skinned 
in glass.[7] And for those who 
see sequestration as the only option, 
the more arid the exterior environment 
the more worrying any cracks in the 
dome become.  

But what if we look to extremophiles 
– some of the most diverse and varied
organisms on the plant – to model different
modalities? Stranger and more unfamiliar
interactions? For example, there are the
extremophilic bacteria Chelatococcus and
Saccharothrix, which have been observed
clinging tightly to grains of sand blown
across the desert.[8] Self-preservation does
not need to result in stronger walls, but could
instead come through the recognition of
oneself as already existing in a state of
suspension: a particle amongst particles. As
Timothy Choy and Jerry Zee observe in their
essay “Condition – Suspension”:

Subjects of suspension are agitated 
into atmospheric recognition by 
proximity, into episodes and 
dealings with the condition of 
being surrounded and filled with 
the particles with which they share 
a medium, as well as with others 
who share this condition.[9] 

Observation III: Niche Differentiation 

In a talk she delivered in 1996 titled “If I 
Were   You   I’d  Call  Me Us,” A. Laurie
Palmer notes:  

The image of a “self” as a 
COLLECTIVE, loosely organized 
through        conflict,        discussion, 
resolution,  truce,  compromise    and  

and    apparatuses,    are     again       under
reconsideration   in    the humanities and in
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degrees of freedom - feels like a 
more productive model for my 
lived experience than the single 
whole… [however,] as much as 
ideas about fractured, multiple, 
split and cloudy selves have been 
discussed and elaborated in 
theoretical contexts for decades… 
the imperative for wholeness - 
which also means clearly defined 
identity articulated through 
difference - has a nagging and 
persistent voice…  

 

Sometimes boundaries need to 
congeal and be defended. How 
can we imagine both continuity 
and definition within a social 
field?[10] 

Palmer goes on to provide a multitude of 
biologic examples that imagine possibilities 
for continuity and definition within self and 
across species: the octopus; the co-
evolution of an Angraecum sesquipedale 
orchid and a wasp; the rhizome. The forms, 
structures,  and  exchanges  narrated by these  

Marissa Lee Benedict 
Screenshot from commercial design firm ZEITGUISED’s project page geist.xyz . The images are a grid of animated gifs. 
The project description reads “A synthet ic ghost shi f ts s imulated text i les from passive matter to l ive 
organisms. They behave l ike apparit ions in  an art if icia l choreography, with  movements that are imaginary 
yet fami liar.  L ike a constant metamorphosis,  the same sequence gets transformed over and over 
again.  At each step, all aspects of the designs are modi fied, from algori thmic pattern to color scheme to 
fabric behaviour.  The resu lts are meandering layers o f style changes.” Microbial aesthet ics catch on 

 when fed through algor i thmic formulas. Taken July 29 2016 ©  Benedict 
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organisms are models of non-human 
interaction (in that models are selective 
representations of, or metaphors for, the 
world). Palmer evocatively sows the thought 
that these non-human models could help 
imagine new and radical forms of social, 
political, and cultural engagement. My brain 
alights on possibilities, but stumbles on the 
difficulties (as Palmer acknowledges) of 
becoming a truly stranger animal. Adopting 
complex forms of strangeness seems limited 
to the context of niche environments. 
Circulatory systems most readily absorb 
images and models that are simple, 
algorithmically recombinant, and easily 
infectious. 

But is it such a problem to be limited 
to a niche? What is the role of the niche in a 
world obsessed with ultimate connectivity? 
A niche suggests a specifically bounded 
territory with perceptible edges and close 
spatial   proximity.   In   the   architectural or  

sculptural sense it refers to a recession, a 
crevice, a crack: a defined space that can 
only be occupied by something of the right 
scale, shape or form. In the ecologic realm, 
a niche is a position within a system – a 
relational role – that fluctuates as the 
system modulates itself based on varying 
inputs and feedback loops. To restate the 
point in another way: in sculpture and 
architecture the niche is a distinct and 
(relatively) static enclave; in ecology, the 
niche is indexical, a variable that is subject 
to growth and change. In the ecologic 
model, niches become nodes in a network 
and the organisms that occupy the niche 
are specifically non-specific: carefully 
adapted but replaceable units. Cybernetic 
thinking smooths the differences and any 
losses are rationalized as necessary 
gestures for adaptation. As extreme as 
the extremophile is, is this not a far more 
disturbing form of extremity?

Marissa Lee Benedict 
Video still, Loss on Ignition, Marissa Lee Benedict, 2016. An automated soil carbon dioxide efflux system installed by Dr. Gabriel 
Yvon-Durocher in a cow pasture in Cornwall. The chamber collects an d measures carbon dioxide levels from this 6-inch patch 
of grass, monitoring sequestration and emission patterns over the course of a 24 hours cycle. © Benedict 
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Observation IV: Algorithmic 
Ecosystems 

C.A. [Craig Adcock]: You would 

argue then that there are 

important differences between 

your pieces and the earthworks of 

such artists as Michael Heizer and 

Robert Smithson?   

N.H. [Newton Harrison]: Yes. 

They used earth as material; we 

feel that our works were among 

the first to deal with ecology in 

the full sense of the term. The 

key test for ecological art is the 

concept of the niche. [12] 

No shade in sight, I imagine the 
concrete radiates heat. Blinding, clear 
Southern Californian light sinks into the 
surface of the water of four shallow wood-
rimmed boxes, each 10 feet by 20 feet by 
8 inches deep. The pools glow in 
varying hues: pink; brackish red; 
fluorescent; yellow-green; and an 
unnameable blue grey. It is 1971, and 
the piece titled Notations of the 
Ecosystem of the Western Salt Works 
with the Inclusion of Brine Shrimp: Survival 
Piece #2  – is Helen Mayer Harrison and 
Newton Harrison’s contribution, in 
consultation (with scientist Richard 
F Feynmao 

N.H. [Newton Harrison]: During 
the months we worked on the 
project for the “Art and 
Technology” exhibition, we 
mapped out the basic terrain of 
the kind of work we still believe in. 
At that time, we were especially 
interested in primitivity and 
strength in ecosystems…  

C.A. [Craig Adcock]: The brine-
shrimp work was important, then, in 
terms of the insights it gave you into 
basic patterns of nature, into basic 
ecological interdependencies?  
N.H.: Yes, it was. [13] 

One of the first works in the 1970s to 
pointedly align itself with “ecology” and 
“ecological thinking,” Survival Piece #2, 
turned to the extremophile Dunaliella 
salina, a chromatically volatile halophilic 
algae, to model the new science – a 
science of systems diagrams and 
feedback loops.  

The piece consisted of a “simple” 
three-step system: sun (and added 
nutrients) fueled the growth of D. salina; 
D. salina was consumed by Artemeia
brine shrimp; Artemeia salina shrimp were
harvested to be eaten by Homo sapien –
who began the cycle again by feeding D.
salina. Green algae turned to yellow to
pink to red as water evaporated from the
pools, salinity increased, and the
extremophile organism shifted into
producing higher levels of beta-carotene
and glycerol to resist growing osmotic
pressure. To right the “balance” in the
system, Newton Harrison and assistants
would monitor the brine shrimp in the
pools. Once and once all the algae had
been eaten, turning the water to a lighter
almost clear color – Harrison and his
“caretakers” would harvest the shrimp to
being the process over again. Although
not explicitly referenced by the Harrisons
in their conversation, the work clearly and
directly builds upon the Howard and
Eugene Odum’s machinic approach to
concepts of “natural balance,” Ludwig von
Bertalanffy’s general systems theory (GST) [14] 

Feyman to the LA County Museum  of 
"Art and Technology" Program.
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and Norbert Wiener’s mechanistic 
cybernetics.[15] Described in his 1948 
“cybernetic hypothesis,”[16] Norman 
Wiener – the self-proclaimed founder of 
cybernetics – proposed that mechanisms 
of self-regulation, or the forces of control 
and balance within a system, are 
constituted through a series of interacting 
feedback loops. Cybernetic systems are 
liquid and oily, righting and rebalancing 
themselves with uncanny ease. As a silent 
voice-over narrates in the trailer cut for All 
Watched Over by Machines of Loving 
Grace: 

We live in a dream world created 
by the machines / Where we are all 
connected / And we are all free / 
Even in love / But the machines 
brought with them another idea / 
That we are all components in 
systems / Nodes in a global 
network / We dreamed the systems 
could stabilize themselves / 
Through feedback / And create a 
perfect balance / In nature’s 
ecosystems / And in human society 
/ And in capitalism / Without 
politics and the old hierarchies of 
power / But power hasn’t gone 
away / It never does.[17]

Although Donna Haraway in her seminal 
Cyborg Manifesto takes Weiner’s cybernetic 
hypothesis as a disruption of “organic 
wholeness” – as a fusion and confusion of 
organic and technologic component so that 
“...one can no longer be the resource for 
appropriation or incorporation by the other” 
allowing for a “pleasure in the confusion of 
boundaries”[18] – the cybernetic  vision  is just 

as easily taken up by proponents of the 
“The Californian Ideology,”[19] where it 
spawns innumerable social, technological 
and environmental modifications and self-
serving regulatory apparatuses. Cybernetic 
theory becomes the foundation – the 
unspoken justification – for acting in the 
interest of the “greater good”; mega-
geoengineering projects and networked 
social experiments are unleashed.[20] Spurred 
by the implicit need to retain “stability” 
within society and the environment, the 
dominant biologic form (the human) 
imagines methods of algorithmic 
maintenance and remediation. In practice, 
more often than not, Homo sapiens create 
tangled loops, complicated snares and 
unexpected ruptures. But far more 
insidiously, it becomes clear that “stability” – 
rather than promoting social and ecologic 
equity – tends toward furthering a small 
portion of the species’ specific interests. 
And, perhaps even worse for future 
projections, we are well on our way to 
embedding and perpetuating these biases 
in our machinic systems. 

Observation IV.I: Modeling Volatility? 

In a systems-based reality, models – 
ecologic models, climate models, financial 
models, network models (models of 
models) – gain power and plasticity (both 
real and imagined). Increasingly fearful of 
what the future holds, a collective desire 
emerges: a desire for exponentially finer, 
more accurate predictive systems. 
Extraction of personal information is readily 
permissible in exchange for access to 
predetermined menu options, more fluid 
traffic simulations, and more precise 
weather apps. Demand for elaborate 
modeling    software   and   data   collection 
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apparatuses abound, and – as predicted in 
Tiqqun’s Cybernetic Hypothesis – we 
(wittingly and unwittingly) allow these 
apparatuses to engage us in closer and 
closer proximity.[21] As Jack Burnham critically 
noted nearly half a decade ago in his 
seminal 1968 essay “System Esthetics”: ”In 
the emergent ‘superscientific culture’ long-
range decision-making and its 
implementation become more difficult and 
more necessary.”[22] Like a nervous tick, we 
model, we map – but in doing so we 
virtually (and by extension physically) simplify 
modes of exchange and methods 
interaction in order to communicate and 
predict what might come next. 

Aridity, acceleration, evaporation, 
condensation, concentration. The crisis of 
the environmental global commons — the 
shared spaces of the atmosphere and the 
oceans — is   a  crisis  of  increased  volatility  

and “extreme” environmental conditions 
that tend towards producing homogenous 
organisms. Under such conditions, the niche, 
ecologic, or otherwis,becomes increasingly 
valuable and rare.

Perhaps, instead of tracing networks, 
I should find myself falling into crevasses 
and getting side-tracked by searching for 
bits of matter stuck between my teeth. 
Maybe there I’ll find the microbes who are 
not orderly pixels, aligning a to form a 
coherent image. Maybe I’ll find  
extremophiles who model rougher, grittier, 
sandier, more fragile behaviors. I think they 
might leave behind a slightly saltier taste. 

What we ultimately find is 
confirmation of a bizarre biological 
partnership operating at the edge 
of what is energetically possible.  As 
has  been  found  at  other methane  

Marissa Lee Benedict 
Video still, Loss on Ignition, Biosphere 2, “Desert biome”, 2016 
. © Lee Benedict 
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seep sites around the world, certain 
types of archaea and bacteria 
aggregate together in multicellular 
clumps, with tens, hundreds, or 
occasionally thousands of 
microbes linked by mutual 
energetic necessity. The details of 
the association are still up for 
debate, but it appears that 
archaeal partners oxidize methane 
and transfer electrons to the 
bacteria to enable the reduction 
of sulfate to sulfide, generating 
energy to power cellular 
functions…Remarkably, when the 
energetics numbers are crunched, 
the archaea come out in the red—
their half of the arrangement does 
not appear to produce enough 
energy for their own survival. This 
means that the sulfate-reducing 
reaction performed by their 
bacterial partners must supply 
power to both species. How this 
mutualism works, especially in an 
evolutionary framework, is far 
from certain.[23] 

Benedict: That was a big ball. [laughs] 

Audience: That was an amazing poetic 
and beautiful ball. 

Benedict: Thanks! 

Audience: I have a few comments and 
then maybe one question but I did feel 
it's a lot to absorb and I'm still processing, 

so please indulge. I thought it was a really 
articulate and interesting performance of 
your theory on a speculative aired 
ontology, especially in this air aphoristic 
form and I was really taken by the way that 
you talked in the beginning about how it's 
not only through materialization but it's 
through theorization that a speciation of an 
extremophile class is produced both 
scientifically, cybernetically and also 
through the production of visual artist. I 
thought that you did this really beautifully 
both in your lecture and in your 
performance.  

I do have some questions about 
this idea that you're talking about of a 
extremophilism that's also built on a 
feedback loop system. There are many 
questions but one of them is that there is 
a logic and a recursivity between 
theorization and our experience or 
capacity to experience extreme objects, 
extreme environments and your attempt 
to kind of locate that extremism as 
precisely an anthropocentric experience 
into more shifted towards the center to 
embed another fold in our experience of 
what is constituted as normalcy or normal 
range. But then in the end you also talked 
about how we should think about whether 
or not it's the medium in which the 
organism is constituted that should give 
us an opening to think about selfing 
systems. 

Benedict: I'm working to figure it out 
through many avenues, by – as you 
mention – performatively poking at things 
both with material and language. I 
picked this topic because I've been 
personally interested in extremophiles in 
particular through the algae I've been 
working with in my studio. I've been 
struck   by   the  resilience and flexibility of 
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this organism, but the deeper I thought 
about it, the more upset and kind of 
disturbed I became that the extremophile 
is actually a perfect model organism for a 
particularly cybernetic-driven form of 
ecological thinking (alla the Harrisons' 
early survival pieces. The extremophile 
algae seemed to be a way to directly 
observe and theorize a single feedback 
loop in a clean and precise way, ignoring 
the strange outgrowths or erratic 
behaviors of the organism the might 
occur outside the cycle and relationships 
under consideration. The scientist may 
limit themselves to modeling feedback 
loops in their research, but other 
disciplines that are interested in acting in 
the world (contemporary art being one of 
these, and again the Harrisons' early work 
being a specific example) might want to 
question the parameters by which 
knowledge about ecologic systems and 
biologic forms is theorized and produced. 
I'm scared by the cybernetic hypothesis. 
An much of my critique draws from 
Adam Curtis's “All Watched Over By 
Machines of Loving Grace” and really 
trying to think through like, "What 
are these regulating mechanisms 
that we're trying to deal with?" And 
as I begin to ask that question I begin to 
thinking that these organisms 
(extremophiles) have certain regulating 
mechanisms and maybe there's some 
way we can look at how they 
encounter regulating that are outside 
of our perceptions. For example, could 
the color change in D. salina be affective 
on the organism in ways we can't even 
begin to imagine? I don't know, but as an 
artist I want to ask questions that perhaps 
don't have logical answers.

Audience: No, that was great. It 
was actually really helpful. 

Audience: Yes. I was just thinking about 
how then—in a way what's so interesting 
is that this kind of shifting towards the 
center of our own theorization of an 
extreme or limit to life makes me think 
about our own very actions and agential 
tendencies to shift the environment has 
forced us now to keep shifting "What is 
the edge of life?" Because we've created 
environments   that   more  and  more  
areforcing life to be recontextualised 
in a different way. That was kind of 
what I wanted to hear you speak about 
and so you did, and it was great. I will 
open the floor for anyone else who has 
questions because I can keep asking. 

Benedict: Also, Andy, if you need to 
correct me on any science, I would love 
some feedback. [laughs] I do a lot of 
research, the Internet makes it easy but 
also very troubling. Sometimes I worry 
that I'm drawing a metaphor too far -
but part of it is the fun is drawing it 
until it breaks to see where it goes. 
But the extremophiles are tricky. There's 
so many of them and I was hoping to  
actually get a little more into the 
specifics of organism, but they kept 
presenting themselves in multiple. But 
perhaps that's the point.

Audience: Marissa, I loved that. I had 
a question about and I think you kind 
of addressed it but I might have missed 
it. It seems like in thinking about 
extremophiles, the idea is that they live in 
this extreme environments, and that's 
their niche, but then there's also this idea 
there of the way the organism 
constructs its own niche, niche 
construction and then how that works 
for an extremophile. It seems like 
in many cases the extremophiles 
serve someone who lives on a frontier 
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of an environment they didn't create but 
that they just sort of happen to cross in a 
sense. But is it also part of your thinking 
that maybe the extremophile is doing 
niche construction? But then if that's the 
case, does that make it loose its 
extremeness?   Like  if  it  creates  its  own 
domestic  space  as   a   niche,  then  is   it 
extreme? Then that seems like a relative 
question of a normophile and the 
extremophile. 

Benedict: Yes. That's actually what I 
was hoping to propose - that 
the extremophile maybe isn't extreme at 
that extremophile is perhaps a total 
misnomer for these organisms in the 
first place. What would we actually see if 
we could actually be in closer proximity 
with these organisms? B u t  as a limited 
human, you can't really go sit at a 
thermal methane land for 10 hours once 
or twice a week If we could actually sit in 
proximity, what strangeness might we 
observe? Because as of right now, the 
primary mode of interacting with these 
organisms is through extraction or 
cultivation within a regulated or 
controlled environment (aka in a lab or 
other replicated environment). It seems a 
difficult problem, but I like thinking that 
there might be some deeply unusual 
forms of co-constitution and encounter 
that these organisms engage in – forms 
we can't even begin to imagine.

Audience: They way you just put it 
now makes it seem as if we might 
be the extremophile, right? 

Benedict: Yes. 

Audience: Because you're saying 
there's  so  many  of  them but in so many 

cases we can't reconstruct the conditions 
for their life but that would seem to be a 
limitation for us not for them. 

Benedict: Right. 

Audience: I guess maybe from our 
periphery as an extremophile everything 
else is extreme, I don't know. 

Benedict: Yes. There's something poetic 
and intriguing to me about that single-
celled organism -they're so wonderfully 
strange. They have such porous 
boundaries , as in the case of B. subtilis – 
that bacteria that sends enzymes out of its 
body to manipulate and literally 
biologically terraform its environment. 
Single-celled organisms are saturated in 
medium, and they are a medium – a kind 
of porosity that speaks to suspension as 
Timothy Choi and Jerry Zee discuss. I 
think there is something about the 
simplicity of the single-celled organisms 
that is both dangerous and easy to co-
opt but these organisms also provide 
unexpected models – models that may 
turn out not to be models at all but other 
ways of being in the world.

Audience: Great. 

Benedict: Excellent. Thanks! 
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o begin I’d like to acknowledge that I
have been influenced in direct and
indirect ways by nearness to the texts

of Michael Marder, by Jussi Parikka’s 
conceptions of media, by Jane Bennet’s vital 
materialism, by Brian Massumi and his 
elaboration of proprioception, by bell hooks, 
Donna Haraway, Anna L. Tsing, by the 
conversations with colleagues and friends 
both casual and formal, by reading groups 
and students and actions and spaces held, 
the texts of landscapes equally social, 
political, academic that I have imbibed in a 
range of ways sometimes consciously and 
sometimes  not.  And   so  these   listed   are 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

perhaps the most obvious, but there are a 
number of influences that have not 
appeared here in this form. 

This has been a soft winter. 

I experience January and February as a 
hardness. The ice allows this of course, 
where snow has melted and frozen again, or 
piled along walkways and driveways and 
roadways, accommodating movement. But 
more than that - in the tiny molecules of 
water that inhabit every structure - the 
ground swells, water molecules expand in 
the   concrete,  pressing up against my walk,  

T 

WEAK MEDIA, PHYTOCENTRISM AND 
GESTURES TOWARDS 
TRANSGRESSING THE SELF 

In Plant-Thinking, Michael Marder calls for, “an i nfinite loosening up, a weakening of the 
self’s boundaries, commensurate with the powerlessness (Ohnmacht) of the plants themselves.” In 
an ongoing search for adopting a photocentric pe rspective, can gestures of weakness and  
powerlessness open us to plant modes of being?  I n loosening our identities, what new selves 
might we embody? Phytovision, as both a practic e of perception and a plant-oreinted media, 
begins as an experiment to destabilize the primac y of vision, and quietly opens a number of  
modes of perception beyond the clear distinctions of  our human senses. In this talk I consider and 
present a number of practices aimed toward  adopting a phytocentric perspective, weaker 
boundaries, passive actions, and distributed selves. What is plant media? How can we be both 
mediated by, and media for, a phytocentrism? 

Text by Lindsey french 
In keeping with conventions of botanical nomenclature, the first letter of the last name was left intentionally lower-case.
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lifting slightly away and asserting their edges 
against my body, a certain kind of resistance 
in this subtle expansion. 

The frozenness of winter draws for 
me a pattern of expectation around which I 
can organize my reactions. It is within a 
pattern that the edges of my being can 
respond non-linguistically. I brace myself for 
the winter. For the dry heat of a building, for 
the quick release of molecules when I step 
outdoors. For the softness inside which I 
retreat, wrapping myself with layers of 
feathers or architecture or the sounds and 
movements and heat of the HVAC systems. 
Padding layers around me, I control the 
medium through which my own edges 
extend or retreat. 

A signature is a recognized pattern, 
a characteristic by which some entity can be 
identified. Used actively, to sign is to mark, 
but    signals    can    be    passive,  identities  

constructed without full consent. 
            Plants signal in a way that is passive, 
distributed. This is not to say a plant’s signal 
lacks intentionality - simply that a signal may 
or may not have an intended receiver. 
            Plant identification involves a long 
history of naming. But to know a plant’s 
name is not to know a plant - only to know 
where to place a plant according to its 
perceived characteristics. I can know a plant 
as Quercus velutina or Toxicodendron 
diversilobem. And I can even know a quality 
about it - some approximation of poison, 
perhaps. But it isn’t until I have exchanged a 
duration of breath and word and vibration 
with a particular black oak, or felt the 
reaction from the urushiol contained within 
the leaves, stems, and berries of a particular 
poison ivy plant, that I can move from this 
naming structure to the plant before me, the 
organized  instance  of  a  particular mode of  

Lindsey french
Phytovision: naming, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA (Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike International 4.0) © French 
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growth and material and position that is 
roughly categorized and named. And even 
then, I don’t know it - something withdraws, 
and I am met with the limits of my 
perceptibility. I have felt a small sign, but I 
do not know the entire signature. 
            This year has been a soft winter, a 
slight deviation from a pattern of 
expectation around which I have learned to 
organize my reactions. When I step outside, 
I brace myself for the pressing up of the 
sidewalk, the hard expanding edges, but 
find instead that it withdraws and I am 
pressing into it, stepping into a slightly lower 
register, a slightly deflated surface, and I 
don’t know how to relax into it. 
            In the translation of Michel 
Serres’s book The Parasite, translator 
Lawrence R. Schehr describes three ways 
one can think about a parasite. In French, 
as   in   English,   a   parasite  can  mean a  

biological parasite or a social parasite. But 
in French, a third possible meaning is 
embodied in the world - static. Noise in a 
transmission. 
           “Well,” he writes, “The rats came 
back. They are, as the saying goes, always 
already there. Part of the building. 
Mistakes, wavy lines, confusion, obscurity 
are part of the knowledge. Noise is part of 
communication, part of the house. But is it 
the house itself?” (12). 
             When we experience a parasite on 
us, we might experience the terror of 
depersonalization or objectification as our 
body becomes object, or more particularly, 
our body becomes the landscape or 
backdrop to the intentions and volition of 
another agent. The backdrop, or 
landscape, then, is the overlooked and 
over-used, the resource to be exploited, 
placed  against  and  seen not as singular or 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: parasite, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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individual but instrumentalized, a resource. 
            Quoting Whitehead, Shaviro writes, 
“We are made uneasy when we feel ‘the 
haunting presences of nature’ (Whitehead 
1925/1967, 83)” (13). And I would press 
further to extend this uneasiness to 
absences. I step on the soft ground and a 
new signature is felt, proprioceptionally. My 
body extends further than I meant it to, and 
it is in these absences that I feel the 
greatest unease, the silence that is spoken 
in the withdrawal of the materials around 
me. 

Brian Massumi writes: 

Proprioception folds tactility into 
the body, enveloping the skin’s 
contact with the external world in a 
dimension of medium depth: 
between epidermis and viscera. The 

muscles and ligaments register as 
conditions of movement what the 
skin internalizes as qualities (58-9). 

A puncture is a small thing that removes 
the tightness of a system. It is the escape 
hatch, the incompleteness, the thing that 
cannot be accounted for. Michael Marder, 
describing weak thought and philosophical 
approaches toward plant-thinking, suggests 
that deconstruction 

...permits us to focus on that which 
has been otherwise marginalized 
without converting the margin into 
a new center. Weak thought resists 
the tyranny of ‘objective’ factuality 
and welcomes a multiplicity of 
interpretations, even as it takes the 
side of the victims of historical and  
metaphysical brutality (7). 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: posture, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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Systems are incomplete. I’m interested in 
the moments where something doesn’t 
hold air, where something bends or 
breaks. What tiny gesture can let 
something leak? What can break a surface 
or barrier and allow for something to 
deflate? 
             My friend used to say that gravity is 
not just a good idea - its the law. Can you 
feel it? Imagine that every cell in your body 
knows where gravity is - and orients itself 
accordingly: here roots, and above there, 
ground.[1] It is a constant presence, an 
orienting factor. It positions your cells, 
which stay where they grow. Imagine every 
cell in your body has a stiff cell wall. Rigid, 
internal. You cannot move except to grow. 

Plant postures are meaningful, 
expressive. It is in the spatial (and temporal) 
positioning of a plant, a way to take space 
or make space - that plants express 
intentions. Literally through photosynthesis 
their embodiment is the form of expression 
- growing toward or away. A plant’s position
is the best way to read it - but the
communications, expressions, move beyond
these static moments. Intimacy is formed at a
distance, sex as surrogate, through
positioning, signaling, the subtle, slow
movement of molecules, organs.

Consider all of the skin cells you 
lost today. The last time you washed your 
hands the bacteria was cast off and washed 
down the drain through the vasculature 
connecting Chicago’s wastewater. Thirty 
years into Chicago’s Deep Tunnel, the 
project aims to protect us from waste water 
and flooding in another twenty years, 
especially during high rainfall. Think of the 
rainfall rising, or the glacier that just 
disappeared. Of the pollen that was stored 
inside of it. Can you recall the photographs 
taken of pollen, the lenses that bring it into  

focus, the computer programs that colorize 
it so that our eyes can see it? 
          The image projected onto the screen 
is made of 3 primary colors - red, green and 
blue, RGB. It is designed specifically for 
eyes with these three cones. 
            Plants perceive lightness and 
shadow. Most plants perceive the colors 
red and blue. If I were to walk by in a red 
shirt or this blue dress, a plant would 
register that color against a bright light. 
Plants also perceive gravity, and electric 
fields, and water content of soil and air, and 
touch, and sound, and a host of chemical 
interactions, airborne or passing through 
the soil. 
             Phytovision, as both a practice of 
perception and a plant-oriented media, 
begins as an experiment to destabilize the 
primacy of vision, and quietly opens a 
number of modes of perception beyond 
the clear distinctions of our human senses. 
According to Trevawas in ‘Plant Behavior 
and Signaling’, the varieties of plant 
behaviors include the ability to: 

- Exhibit discrimination and choice
- Correct erroneous decisions
- Assess the nature and

characteristics of signals or stimuli
- Sense, position, and avoid

entanglement with the parent plant
- Sense and grow along gradients of

signals.
- Eliminate sensing of a repetitive

signal: habituation
- Learn and prime a signal,

increasing the response to its
reputation: the potential of
conditioned behavior in plants

- Investigate, search, survey,
examine, observe, and discover

- Assess likely futures: active as
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     against passive agendas 
- Be purposeful and intentional in

behavior (84-9)

My skin is the site for material 
communication. 

Media is an assemblage of affects, 
propensities, and gestures. It collectively 
transmits and mediates - and we in our 
bodies and bodily extensions carry and 
transport these transmissions. 

What does it mean to be media, or 
of media? 

I want to focus on feeling because 
it moves us away from communication being 
strictly cognitive. While cognitive process 
are still based in a physical realm (just as the 
world wide web requires the physical 
infrastructure of the internet), the focus here 
is on the physicality of exchange. 

          I play host to and facilitate 
conversations happening beyond the limits 
of   my  understanding  and perceptibility. In 

the exchanges of molecules and pressure 
and heat and light that happen around me 
and through me, I am only sometimes 
liminally aware of my participation. I am 
made up of an assemblage of forces and 
materials. 
            Martin Schaefer and Graham Ruxton, 
in Plant-Animal Communication, describe 
communication in a way that moves away 
from “information” and provides a broader 
conception of biological communication. 
They write, 

There is communication between one 
individual (the sender) and another 
individual (the receiver) if trait values 
of the sender stimulate the sensory 
systems of the receiver in such a way 
as to cause a change of behavior of 
the receiver (compared to a situation 
where the trait values of the sender 
where different) (1.1). 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: facilitation, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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It could be disquieting to acknowledge the 
promiscuity of the communication that is 
happening around us, within us, through 
us, without our consent. This focus on the 
receiver, rather than the sender, opens the 
idea that we, a (crowded) we, are in a 
constant state of negotiation with our 
boundaries, and that the strong definitions 
we hold of ourselves are some form of 
protection against the vague terrifying 
everything around us.  
          But what this definition also allows for 
is a practice in acknowledging our 
objecthood, where we are the receivers, or 
even the message, rather than the subject 
of communication. And there is a certain 
amount of relief in experiencing ourselves 
as materials. As the “anthropos” of the 
anthropocene, this role allows for a certain 
reprieve, a moment of passivity and 
reflection,   in   the   deep   responsibility  of 

identifying with the most geologically 
influential species on the planet. 
           In the carboniferous period, tall trees 
grew in swampy regions, growing to 
become huge, tall bodies. At that time, 
there were no bacteria that existed to 
decompose the trees; without bacteria to 
break them down, these trees were the 
plastics of the carboniferous period. When 
these giants would fall into the swamp, they 
would stay there, the weight of their bodies 
crushing the tiny, dead, carbon-rich animal 
bodies into what would eventually become 
fossil fuels, metabolized into plastics by 
industrial processes. These trees, the 
plastics of their era, were responsible for 
the plastics of our era. And we, along with 
the complex assemblages of machinery 
and desires, are the media of their dispersal 
and transformation and release. 
             Marder poses, 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: instrumentalization, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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What is in question, then, in any 
retrieval of the “plant-soul,” is the 
very meaning of life handed over to 
extreme objectification and treated 
as though it were a plastic image of 
death. At the present historical 
conjuncture, when the wholesale 
transformation of all forms of 
vegetation into sources of food and 
fuel (at any rate, into something to 
be burned and calories of as 
combustibles) proceeds at an 
accelerated pace, it is urgent to 
resist the same process in thinking 
and to interpret the meanings of 
vegetal life — its precariousness, 
violability, and, at the same time, its 
astonishing tenacity, its capacity for 
survival — all the while steering clear 
of its objective and definitive 
determination (19). 

In 1986, Peter Vitousek et al wrote a paper 
attempting to answer how much of the 
earth’s annual biomass flow is used by 
humans. The first estimate in 1986 claimed 
40%. A study in 2007 by H. Haberl et al, 
revised that number to 23.8 % of potential 
net primary productivity. 
             At the beginning of their paper, 
Haberl et al provide some context: 

Material flows resulting from human 
activities have become a major 
component of earth’s biogeochemical 
cycles. Human alterations of 
photosynthetic production in 
ecosystems and the harvest of 
products of photosynthesis, often 
referred to as ‘‘human appropriation 
of net primary production (NPP)’’ 
or HANPP,          have             received  

considerable attention. NPP is 
the net amount of carbon 
assimilated in a given period by 
vegetation. It determines the 
amount of energy available for 
transfer from plants to other 
levels in the trophic webs in 
ecosystems. HANPP not only 
reduces the amount of energy 
available to other species, it also 
influences biodiversity, water 
flows, carbon flows between 
vegetation and atmosphere, 
energy flows within food webs, 
and the provision of ecosystem 
services (1). 

In other words, humans as a species are 
responsible for the appropriation of nearly 
one quarter of the total amount of energy 
available to the planet each year. While 
methodologies differ, and the number is 
not exact, it is the question itself that 
allowed for such a pointed investigation 
into humans as materially influential 
species. And more than that, it highlights 
the extreme instrumentalization of plants.  
             The bright green sea slug, Elysia 
chlorotica, co-opts DNA from algae it 
consumes, using the photosynthesizing genes 
to produce energy from sunlight. Pea aphids, 
Oriental Hornets, spotted salamander - each 
form partnerships to complete photosynthetic 
processes. Coral work with microscopic algae, 
known as dinoflagellates, in an edosimbiotic 
relationship -  living inside the cells of the 
Coral, these dinoflagellates photosynthesize 
from within. 

Christina Maria Agapakis injected 
zebra fish with photosynthetic bacteria. 
Nothing happened. That is, the cells were 
not rejected. Some animals host 
photosynthetic   cells,     or      photosynthetic  
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creatures as parasites on their bodies. If as 
humans we could photosynthesize, it is 
estimated that one would need to either stay 
outside for 150 hours per day, or grow large, 
leafy protrusions that would maximize our 
sun intake. Currently we gather, control, and 
appropriate plant life for our use (and abuse) 
as we do with their concepts. And in this 
instrumentalization, we refuse to really love 
them. 
            Weak media is softly related to weak 
thought - if weak thought avoids organized 
metaphysical and objective truths, so too 
does weak media, a media instead of 
‘affects, potentials, and energetics,’ as Jussi 
Parikka describes. 
            Weak media dodges identity, and 
objective truths. Weak media is queer, the 
kind of botanically queer that Catriona 
Sandilands talks about when describing 
their    destabilization   of   taxonomies  and 

other heteronormative constructions of the 
world. 
            Weak media is an assemblage of 
loose associations. Weak media preserves 
alterity. In practices and gestures of 
connection, what is revealed is the profound 
otherness of a reaching out, perhaps a 
glimpse momentarily of our own otherness. 
The best we can hope for is an experience of 
our own otherness - ourselves as outsiders, as 
the bounds of our identities weaken and fall 
part, even if momentarily. 
           Weak media is precarious. As Anna 
L. Tsing writes,

A precarious world is a world
without teleology. Indeterminacy, 
the unplanned nature of time, is 
frightening, but thinking through 
precarity makes it evident that 
indeterminacy also makes life 
possible (20). 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: weak media is, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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Weak media softens the edges of identity, 
opens up our bodies to the contamination 
of other materials and organisms. Weak 
media is sensual, in that it negotiates 
boundaries, deals with sensation and 
proprioception and physical feelings and 
alterations. Weak media destabilizes not 
only the anthropocentric, but the centric. 
Weak media is not phytocentric. While 
writing this piece, I realized the flaw of the 
word phytocentric. Phytocentrism in a word 
that puts plants in the center of things, or 
asks us to experience things from the 
centrality of plants. But plants are marginal, 
they resist the center. 
             Weak media allows that words fail 
us, and a word used at the beginning of a 
talk might not be relevant by the end. 
Weak media deflates airtight systems. 
Weak media can be found at the cracks and 
in the bends, in the moments where 
something gives. It is the thing that gives. 

Weak media is passive, inactive, and weak, 
but it is not without consequence or 
intention. Weak media operates within a 
spatio-temporal realm that is not a human 
realm.  
          Weak media transmits promiscuously. 
To be receptive to weak media, one must 
open themselves up to this promiscuity. 
One is always involved with weak media. 
Weak media is underground. So 
underground. It might be more underground 
than you. 
           What then are the practices of weak 
media? To dodge identity, or at least a 
stable identity. To hold space - to 
acknowledge passive gestures as actions. 
To consider the receiver as a participant. To 
publicly, quietly negotiate boundaries, and 
the boundaries of self, when some 
interaction with the world (itself) demands 
it. A plant can recognize itself at moments 
when  it  is important. The weakness then is  

Lindsey french
Phytovision: practices, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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its ability to dis-solve into the environment, 
to open itself up to be the environment, at 
moments for itself, and at times, for its 
other. 

      The phytocentric perspective is not 
about moving the margins to the center, 
but rather, recognizing the margins within 
oneself, and extending that self to included 
that which is withdrawn or overlooked. This 
might include latent histories, or memories. 
            When I say practices, I might mean 
something that one might already be 
doing. Or not doing. 
           Transgressing the self might involve 
reconsidering the edges of self - and then 
crossing them. For this, I lean on Donna 
Haraway, of course, as well as Brian 
Massumi. Proprioception as a way to 
sensually extend the self beyond the 
bounds of the physical body - through 
sight, touch, through direct contact with 
materials and the strange new assemblages 
you form in those material communications 
from one to another. Proprioception is also 
where the spatial and temporal are most 
difficult to detach - a quality which marks 
plant-being.  
          I’m thinking here of the coevolving, 
or perhaps convolving, of self and 
environment: one arises with the other. 
There is a confusion of alterity when the self 
and environment occur at the same time. 
Someone once asserted to me that you 
cannot ask a question unless the answer is 
already somehow known, or available. 
           Plants recognize a self and actively 
make decisions based on it - mostly for 
purposes of reproduction, but the decision-
making processes are distinct and occur at 
the moments when it is relevant. Self is 
determined only when a situation 
necessitates it - otherwise, identity is 
dodged, obscure, unclear, and porous. 

And so the practices of transgressing the 
self involve using position as an assertion. 
Where is your body? When does it matter?  
           Michael Marder, in “Resist Like a 
Plant,” describes a politics of space, not of 
time. He uses the Occupy movement as an 
example at hand, describing the exteriority 
of so many bodies in space - tents pitched 
in urban centers, not much going on but a 
lot going on, in small negotiations, each 
moment of contact another negotiation. 
          Resistance can be performed in 
positioning, protest through holding space. 
The word “protest” all too easily becomes 
“riot” in the words of a reporter, or even a 
reader scrolling through a news feed. In 
Chicago earlier this year, the positioning of 
bodies, and the refusal of media, 
established a form of resistance that was 
potent, powerful. Bodies held space and 
media was refused in a way where the 
absence, the withdrawn, held a potent 
space of resistance. Anyone not present, by 
identity or distance - by alterity in space or 
time or experience - was fruitfully denied 
the ability to misuse the unique spatio-
temporal expression of moments of silence 
and quietness. 
             It has been a soft winter. It is an 
uncanny sensation to experience viscerally 
a small instance of climate change. Is it an 
edge we detect, or a complicated surface 
of exchange? In the softness, is there room 
to quietly resist naming, resist outlining the 
edges, resist being certain about a solution, 
proposing a useful step based on a 
precarious, momentary certainty? 
           Virginia Woolf writes, of words, 

They hate being useful; they hate 
making money; they hate being 
lectured about in public. In short, 
they hate anything that stamps 
them    with     one    meaning     or 



87 

 
 

confines them to one attitude, for 
it is their nature to change (206). 

A signature is a different kind of static - 
something unchanging, unmoving, or at 
least the illusion of such. A tiny puncture 
deflates an otherwise airtight system, and it 
is in this deflation that identity can be 
resisted. 
             White noise approximates a range 
of frequencies played all at once. Pink noise 
filters this approximation into octaves. By 
carving away and filtering, one can subtract 
until a voice is heard. But when the static 
remains, it slightly confuses the certainty 
that we can hold on tight and strong to any 
kind of identity. 
            By considering the contamination, 
deflation, puncturing, of the solid, pure, 
and airtight systems we hold as ideals, we 
can practice the intimacy of being object to 

other agents, acknowledging that while we 
may not be at the periphery of “the world,” 
the periphery is valid, its own world, even if 
(especially if) it is central to no world. 
            I play host to other entities. I recede 
into the background. I practice the rats that 
make up the house. I hold space with the 
plants as ambient backdrop and cafe 
music. So do you, I imagine. 

Audience: Thank you so much for sharing 
the thinking in and around your work. I was 
also trying to take a photograph of you, 
because I'm photographing everyone and it 
was really hard to get a sharp image. I 
thought that was kind of interesting,   that   I  
was  struggling to get a sharp  image of you, 

Lindsey french
Phytovision: background, video still, 2016, CC BY-SA © French 
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while you were holding back your soft 
winter. I guess over the last year or so, I've 
heard you talk about your work, possibly 
more directly, and I always appreciated this 
vulnerability that came along with your work. 
I think I was interested in it, in respect to 
weak thought, and if you felt that-- and I 
don't know if you think that the work puts 
you in a vulnerable place, but if it does, I was 
curious as to whether that was a kind of pre-
existing condition that you had, that sort of 
brought you to this area of investigation or 
it's something that was prompted by your 
investigations. 

french: That's a great question, thank you. 
Yes, I would say that for sure, that kind of 
experience of vulnerability has led me to 
resonate with a lot of the readings and 
practices that I've been engaged with in the 
past few years. In early grad school I was 
really trying to adhere to expectations of 
some kind or another. Then, when I started 
working with plants, which is something that 
I've kind of been attached to, for, probably, 
my whole life, something started to resonate 
in a way that was really exciting and then I 
was turned on towards text and things; 
especially Michael Marder’s work and ideas 
of weak thought that really resonated. Right  
now, my practice feels very much about 
acknowledging and kind of validating ways 
of being in the world that are maybe more 
overlooked and then also maybe ways of 
making work that can be overlooked. 

Audience: In the presentation of your idea 
of weak media, there was a consistent 
negative structure in how you organised 
everything, so it was always against 
something.  There  was  terror,   promiscuity, 
transgression, negation. In other words, 
there    was    always   something   that   was 

presupposed in this-- and so the fantasy of 
the dissolution of boundaries and of porosity 
and network things, seems to me not 
actually a critique of the anthropocentric, 
but reliant on it, as the precondition for 
laying out these possibilities that are all 
negations of-- I mean essentially an 
enlightenment subject, so I'm just trying to 
see how this works out beyond that moment 
of negation. Where are the moments of 
positive articulation, positive identification 
and so on; and I don't mean positive in a 
happy sense, but as in one that does not 
presuppose a negative structure. 

french: Yes, I think certainly in positioning 
and growth-- those I think are, in terms of a 
kind of weakness at least, like a present 
weakness-- if a plant can look, for example 
to look to a plant for a moment, if a plant 
expresses itself through positioning and 
growth through it cells kind of building on 
itself. Even if it does it in a very slow and 
quiet way, I would argue that that's still a 
positive in the sense that it's making and 
taking space and not necessarily against-- I 
mean maybe it is against the kind of faster 
mode, but it's kind of irrelevant of whether 
there's other stuff going on around that. 

I do wonder… a kind of carving out 
against something or that kind of negative 
approach, I think is maybe like -- I would 
maybe call it an approach of withdrawal 
maybe, or at least in the sense that there is a 
relationship to an existing structure; like a 
plant needs a substrate, a weak media 
needs a kind of substrate in order to break 
apart or grow into, but that's certainly 
something to continue to think about. I 
don't know if that answers the question. 

Audience: I loved your presentation. I 
wonder   if   you   find   that   with  plants the 
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particularities of plant life begin to 
complicate some of the arguments-- how do 
they, as you look at specifics, and you name 
a couple of a plant species and genus. I 
wonder if you find in their life ways, their life 
stories, that it pushes at different aspects of 
this in innovative or interesting ways. 

french: Yes, absolutely, and I mentioned 
just a couple of plants, but I was looking 
quite a bit at poison ivy over the summer 
and throughout the fall, as a particular plant, 
that, I think, has so many narratives in or 
around it. It turns out there's actually several 
species of poison ivy. 

   Specifically the plants that I was 
working with, the actual bodies of the plants 
I was working with, were really quite 
different from one another, but in that I 
started to understand quite a bit more about 
how do they grow and their own 
vulnerabilities. I tried to transplant these 
poison ivy plants and it totally failed. It was 
this kind of-- yes, some of these 
expectations about the kind of solidness or 
adaptability of certain species, was really put 
to the to the test in these particular 
engagements. I think also looking at invasive 
species, specifically Japanese knotweed I've 
worked a little bit with, and that 
species is particularly interesting, because 
there's so much rhetoric around invasive 
species. Ecologically, where I'm from in New 
England is right near where lyme disease 
started and there's this whole complicated 
relationship with the deer, and in those 
areas where there's a much higher deer 
population, there's a lot more Japanese 
knotweed because the forests are a little bit 
unstable.  

It  turns   out    that Japanese knotweed has 
the only known chemical that can treat Lyme 
disease. There are these kind of strange 
moments of learning where-- there is 
something that's incredibly active about that 
and incredibly responsive, that I think 
continues to challenge how I understand all 
of this.  Yes. Thank you for the question. 

Audience: Could you comment just 
briefly on the interaction of plants and pain? 

french: Yes I'm not sure that I'm super 
qualified to answer that, but from some of 
the readings that I've done, I do know that 
plants will often dope themselves with 
certain pain medications, like pain 
chemicals, that they’ll grow inside their 
bodies. Willow is used for making aspirins, 
and often times if a willow tree is under 
attack, or experienced some kind of wound, 
it will dose itself with that chemical that’s 
contained in aspirin. Maybe that’s more 
of an anecdote, but that’s something I 
know about plants and pain.  
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d like to contribute two different 
things in 30 minutes; we'll see how 
well that goes. My original idea was 

to talk about deep-sea fish and other 
creatures that have bioluminescence. I 
decided I really should try to set that up, 
and so I'll introduce the subject for the first 
ten or fifteen minutes, and then a little bit 
of bioluminescence in the second half.  

1 

For me this subject has emerged as part of 
a book that I'm co-authoring with an art 
historian working in Berlin, Erna Fiorentini. 
The book's working title is Visual Worlds; it 
will be published in 2017 by Oxford 
University Press.  The  notion  is to try in the 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

compass of a thousand pages or so to 
introduce a student in any field of the 
university to the visual world and to visuality 
in general. Given that, we thought that it 
was inevitable to begin with questions of 
the gaze. Part One of the book's five parts 
plays the role of “theory.” The second and 
third chapters of Part One propose the best 
argument we could assemble that visuality, 
vision, seeing and especially the theory that 
continues to be known as the gaze, can be 
comprehended as one thing, as one 
subject. And then the rest of the chapters in 
Part One of the book try to dismantle that 
in different ways. I'll give you some 
examples of this, and a general picture of 
the  structure  of  the  book,  its  other  four 
parts, so you can see what we are trying to 

I' 

SOCIAL NETWORKS OF 
NON-HUMAN SEEING 

This will be an excerpt from material in the forthcoming book "Visual Worlds" (Oxford), 
concerning the visual capacities of pelagic fish and invertebrates. The notion is to avoid at least 
five possible approaches: Flusser's half-serious aesthetization in "Vampyroteuthis Infernalis," 
the temptation to expand Lacan's models of seeing to nonhumans, the abstractions of object-
oriented ontologies, and the anti-anthropomorphisms of Uexkull and others. Pelagic communities 
offer a good example of complex networks of seeing and being seen than cannot be fully 
interpreted given the current resources of biology: we can watch acts of seeing, and we can 
appreciate their complexity, but we cannot fully interpret them: they exist as languages of seeing 
that are not assimilable to existing models. 

Text by James Elkins 
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do with bioluminescence. 
Chapter four for example tries to do 

a little critical work against the idea that 
there is a single theory of the gaze; it is 
called “Variants of Seeing.” And we do a 
bit of theorizing about things like peering, 
staring, glimpsing, glancing; we were 
inspired by what are called minor aesthetic 
qualities--the creepy, the dumpy and other 
subjects that were introduced by J. L. 
Austin as answers to Kant’s focus on the 
sublime and the beautiful. This chapter on 
peering, glimpsing, and so forth tries to 
particularize seeing, to claim in effect that 
seeing cannot be comprehended under a 
general theoretical rubric.  

So the question is, in this context, 
can you theorize something like peering? 
And if you can, is the result sufficiently 
different from gazing, staring, looking and 
the other more normative words so that we 
can say we're dealing with a number of 
different subjects (peering, glimpsing, 
glancing...), rather than just one, which is 
what the theory of the gaze continues to 
imply? 

Chapter 6, still in Part One, is about 
science. We recognize that this chapter will 
remain an outlier in the book. The two of us 
tried valiantly to integrate scientific 
questions with the questions of the rest of 
the book, but visuality, the term from the 
humanities, is still very poorly integrated 
with vision, the term used in neurology and 
the biology of vision. Chapter 6 therefore 
also functions as a way of undermining the 
notion that visuality is a single subject. 

Chapter seven is called “Language 
Helps Looking and Also Hinders It"; it's 
about the history of the idea of what’s 
usually called “word and image." We 
consider   a  dozen  or  more  synonyms  for 

that pair, and we then look at accounts that 
doubt such pairings, especially Jean-
François Lyotard's and Jean-Luc Nancy's. 
So again this will hopefully be a way of 
rethinking the assumption that there is a 
single adequate theory of the gaze. 

Then just to finish this survey of Part 
One, the last chapter is on sight and other 
senses; looking at other senses is yet 
another way of thinking about limitations of 
any sort of unified theory of vision. 

After the dialectic between a single 
theory and many particulate theories in Part 
One, the book considers a series of 
individual objects, practices, institutions, 
genres, media, and other subjects. Part 
Three is called "Handling Images”; it’s 
about attempts to administer images: to 
order them, classify them, to construct 
taxonomies of images, and also the ways 
images escape those taxonomies. 

Part Four comprises of individual 
acts of looking, what are sometimes called 
practices of looking and interpreting. We 
did this in order to raise the question of 
particularity. How cogent is it to propose - 
as we implicitly do – that looking at a 
sunset (the subject of one chapter) is a 
subject of equal complexity to looking at an 
oil painting (the topic of another chapter of 
equal length)? There's only a small 
literature about looking at sunsets, while 
there's a massive literature on looking at oil 
paintings. Part Five, the last part, is about 
disciplines. The chapters there are about 
how the military sees, how doctors look at 
images, how lawyers think about images, 
how scientists use images, and how art 
historians look at images. So it’s 
Foucauldian, and it has to do with the 
possibilities and limits of an institutional 
division of forms of looking.  
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that I think any project like ours has to place 
on the theory of the gaze. Is visuality a single 
subject, as it is usually assumed to be? Is it 
dispersed in different fields? There basically 
aren't any textbooks like the one we’re 
putting together, because introductory 
textbooks are almost always either art 
appreciation (formalist sorts of things, 
rehearsals of commonplaces about 
composition and so forth), or they’re art 
history or visual studies, both of which 
assume coherent senses of vision and 
visuality across various regimes and 
histories. 

2 

The chapter which contains the 
bioluminescent fish examples is chapter 
five, on animal vision. The first thing we try 
to  do  in  that  chapter  is describe in a very 

straightforward way some non-human 
capacities of animal seeing. For example, 
there's the mantis shrimp that I'm sure 
some of you know: it has compound eyes 
on stalks, and each eye has three so-called 
pseudo-pupils, which you see as dark 
regions in the eye, where all the ommatidia 
(the individual "lenses" of the compound 
eye) are pointing in the same direction. In 
effect they have three pupils per eye. They 
therefore see in stereo in nine different 
ways -- lower pseudo-pupil of left eye in 
combination with middle pseudo-pupil of 
right eye, and so forth. All the pairings of 
the different pseudo-pupils yield produce 
3D information. 

This mantis shrimp also has amazing 
spectral sensitivities. It has multiple infra-
red sensors and multiple ultraviolet sensors, 
I think six different wave lengths in the infra-
red,  in  the  way  we have sensors for three  

Maratus spaciosus  
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wavelengths   in   the  visible  spectrum.  It's 
also sensitive to polarized light and 
circularly polarized light, which almost no 
other animals can perceive.  

And I can't resist mentioning that 
it has the fastest strike of any animal in the 
world. Its strikes quickly in order to break 
gastropod shells - so fast that it boils the 
sea water in advance of the appendage 
that does the striking. 

The beginning of that chapter lists a 
number of such examples, having to do 
with marine animals and in particular 
pelagic and benthic communities.  We  also 

touch on examples from elsewhere in the 
animal kingdom: the double foveas of 
some raptors, which permit them to see in 
stereo when they look straight ahead, and 
also monocularly at high resolution to 
either side; and the color displays of some 
small spiders known as Maratus, which 
imply those species possess a tremendous 
visual acuity. 

The notion is to try to de-naturalize 
human vision. Vision, as it's understood in 
the humanities, is naturalized in the sense 
that it is never compared with other forms 
of vision; and in everyday life,  human vision 

Mexico City - Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent 
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is "naturally naturalized" because we do 
not normally think of what our eyes don't 
let us perceive. 

Our theoretical position in relation 
to the bioluminescent examples is more or 
less in the form of a number of negatives, 
things that we don’t want to do. We don't 
want to emulate Vilem Flusser and Louis 
Bec's book Vampyroteuthis Infernalis, for 
example, which presents an aestheticized 
fantasy about the conceptual and 
experiential world of this creature. I'd rather 
think of Vampyroteuthis as an example of 
an art piece than a philosophic text.  

We’re also trying to avoid the anti- 
anthropomorphisms of people like Thomas  
Nagel, who wrote the famous essay "What 
is It Like to be a Bat?" just because he was 
arguing that it’s not like anything to be a 
bat. That kind of refusal, we thought, 
probably wasn't the best way to present the 
case for the interest of individual specific 
forms of seeing. 

We're also trying to avoid the 
temptation which occurs in a fair amount of 
art historical and anthropological writing to 
extend Lacan’s famous schemata of seeing 
into apparently new territories such as non-
European art. We provide several examples 
to suggest that Lacan's theory is best 
understood as specific to its time (mid-
twentieth century) and place (Paris, in the 
context that includes surrealism). One of 
our examples is a small pyramid at 
Teotihuacan outside Mexico City, called 
Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent. It has 
Quetzalcoatl heads and Tlaloc heads with 
corn motifs on them. The pyramid is 
damaged, but originally had heads on all 
tiers, on all sides.  

If you want to think of seeing 
perspectively, as art historians and film 
theorists tend to, they’re all looking straight  

ahead. But even to say that, you are 
reading something into it. It's not clear the 
people who made these intended each one 
to look straight ahead. And when you are 
on the site they always seem to be looking 
at you. The effect is especially insistent 
when you are walking up and down the 
steps of the pyramids. There's no literature 
that I am aware of that applies Lacan to 
this, but we have this in our book as an 
example of why it's a good idea to be wary 
of assuming that the Lacanian model can 
expand itself outside of its European, North 
American purview, simply because these 
gazes are not reciprocal gazes, they aren't 
"chiasmatic,"  they  don't  involve  a subject 
that is seen, they don't localize, they don't 
clearly represent seeing -- they aren't well 
fitted to Lacan's model. 

We also are not using Graham 
Harman. I basically don't trust him in what 
he calls connoisseurship. He said in a couple 
of interviews that he wants philosophers to 
become more like connoisseurs; his book 
about H.P. Lovecraft is an example of that. 
According to Harman, Lovecraft’s 
supposedly bad writing was intentional as a 
way of signaling the inadequacy of 
imagination at crucial points. But Harman 
himself seems to have a really rum sense of 
literary history and literary criticism. He 
doesn't read anyone after Edmund Wilson. 
He doesn't read anything in the last 50 or 60 
years in literary criticism; he doesn't seem to 
be aware that there are many other authors 
he could have chosen who do the things 
with ontology that he’s interested in; and he 
seems to be completely deaf to the fact that 
Lovecraft was actually a really awful writer all 
the time and not just when he was 
describing Cthulhu. So I'm just signaling my 
mistrust. The doctrines could indeed work, 
but not for us. 
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And here's a last rejection: we are 
not using Jakob von Uexküll, the Estonian 
biologist who was known to Heidegger. He 
is mainly remembered now for ways of 
imagining animals consciousness, especially 
his idea of the Umwelt of the animal, the 
world that the animal experiences. There 
are a couple of Uexküll books and essays 
that have spectacularly wonderful attempts 
to visualize this Umwelt. He also visualizes 
the Umwelt; there's a picture, for example, 
showing how a hen visualizes its memory of 
a guinea pig. Mystical might be too strong 
a word for what he’s doing in such cases, 
but  it's not the direction that we wanted to 
go   in    because   it   is   very    much  about 

 

potentialities of experience, rather than 
representations of vision and visuality. 

3 

So, finally, I come to bioluminescence, which 
is the principle example of animal vision in 
our chapter. The idea is to suggest that 
there are communities of animal seeing that 
are at least as complicated as theorizations 
of human seeing, and that could therefore 
be used as models for understanding seeing 
when you’re talking about Rear Window or 
some other more familiar example.  

We don't apply communities of 
bioluminescent seeing to art or popular 
culture   examples  in   this book, but instead 

James Stewart, Grace Kelly and Alfred Hitchcock on the set of Rear window, 1954 
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we show these examples and say: "Look, 
conceptually this stuff is very intricate, very 
interesting, and if you judge a theory by its  

power to explain complex phenomena, then 
you may have some difficulty in justifying not 
using the ecologies of seeing that happen in 
some animal communities." Here, to give an 
idea of the field, are some of the 
commonest proposed functions of 
bioluminescence. 

(a) Counter-shadowing. Fish and other
invertebrates that live at about 1000 feet
below the surface live in near-darkness. If
you look up from that depth, depending on
your visual acuity (speaking here outside and
beyond the human) you'll see there's a small
amount of light filtering down, and if there's
an animal that you would like to eat that’s
up above you, it may appear in silhouette.
Some animals have bioluminescent organs
on their ventral surfaces, which provide
counter-shadowing, canceling the silhouette
effect. Or so the theory goes: I'll return to it
in a while.

(b) Another reason for bioluminescence is
prey detection. You use your bioluminescent
organ as a flashlight. The Photostomias fish
has an especially strong photophore, as
they’re called, posterior to its eye. It can close
the photophore if it feels it is under threat;
then when it’s hunting, it can open it again.
So it's a pretty unambiguous example of a
using bioluminescence in order to see
potential prey.

(c) Prey luring. An organ called a barbel,
which looks like a stem with a bulb at the
end, hangs off some fish's jaws; it glows like
something another fish would want to eat.
Prey luring is a well-attested function of
bioluminescence.

(d) Startling predators: the bioluminescent
organ suddenly flashes or flashes in an
unexpected pattern and startles a potential
predator.   Apparently,   it's  been observed

Photostomias guernei 
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that some bioluminescent jellyfish flash 
when they feel they are under threat in 
order to lure an even bigger fish to eat the 
fish that is about to eat them. (It sounds 
improbable, but it seems to have been 
observed.) 

(e) Attracting mates is maybe the most
obvious use of bioluminescence: color
displays are attractive as they are in other
animals.

In passing, I'll note that there is also 
a literature on the specially adapted eyes of 
creatures in these communities. The 
famous giant squid has the largest eye of 
any   animal;   I'm   not  aware if anyone has 

studied its resolution, but I would assume 
it’s very high. And yet for a fair amount of 
this animal’s life cycle, it lives in depths 
where the giant eye would not help it. 
There’s not enough light down there at all. 
So in terms of evolution, it's an interesting 
mystery why the giant squid has this 
enormous visual capacity, unless it's 
spending a fair amount of its time at lesser 
depths, and at the same time needs a very 
high resolution to see its prey. 

Back to the subject: these five 
proposed functions of bioluminescence 
combine to evoke a very complex 
ecosystem--what we call a "community"--of 
seeing   and   being   seen,   certainly  more  

Bioluminescent jellyfish 
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complex in some visual sensitivities than 
human seeing. 

4 

I'm going to end with three examples of 
this complexity. First, regarding counter-
shading: Many of the fish and arthropods 
(kinds of shrimp) that are cited as examples 
of counter-shading do not have evenly 
illuminated ventral surfaces. Instead they 
have bright rows of lights. No kind of 
seeing that we can intuitive picture would 
blur those dots into a perfect gray that 
might equal the ambient gray light from the 
surface. Could counter-shading therefore 
have other functions?  

A second example is the very large 
Siphonophore (invertebrates, like jellyfish) 
named Praya dubia, that lives in communal 
chains up to 40 meters long--collectively 
they are the world's longest organisms. 
They are a relatively recent discovery 
because when a net sweeps by them they 
fall to pieces. The interesting thing about 
them from this point of view of 
bioluminescence is that they glow. Many of 
them glow along the entire chain, the 
whole 40 meters, and I don't think that 
anyone has come up with a theory of why 
that should be. Why would that possibly 
help? Unless of course it wants to warn 
away  potential  predators  by  signaling it's  

Praya dubia 
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poisonous. 
My last example is a Ctenophore 

(comb jelly) that has an astonishingly 
intricate color display, presumably for the 
purpose of attracting a mate.  

It has been said of creatures that 
have very intricate displays in other parts of 
the animal kingdom, that what they're 
doing is essentially competing, under 
severe competition for mates. For example,  
the lyrebird in Queensland has these 
amazing long songs it will sing for hours, 
but it will sing even after it's attracted its 
mate. In this case no one knows what the 
other gender of comb jelly sees, how much 
it sees, whether these are patterns, whether 
some sequences might be more   attractive  

and others less, whether this is, as some 
natural historians like to assert, an 
"aesthetic" activity something like art. 
That's not a position we take in the book: 
the only thing that we claim in the book is 
that this is evidence of regimes of seeing 
that make some of ours simple by 
comparison.   

There are networks of seeing and 
being seen that are incompletely theorized, 
but they're already complex enough so it 
seems to us that we could use them as 
potential models for understanding sorts of 
seeing, attempts at camouflage, and so on 
that happen in many other places and 
especially in human interactions. Our 
general position is that an optimal model of  

Ctenophore – comb jelly 
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any phenomenon would be one which can 
articulate the maximal number of instances 
and structures and formations in that field, 
and by that standard, these bioluminescent 
communities are very much the equals of 
existing varieties of the theory of the gaze, 
like Lacan’s. And that's it, thanks.  

Audience: I have two questions. One is 
about the Uexküll reference as being a 
mystical approach to vision, and I wonder if 
in part it's because Uexküll imagined the 
Umwelt in relationship to music, rather than 
vision. And I wonder if there's some 
difficulty in translating Uexküll into a visual 
approach to the Umwelt because he 
wanted to use the trope of music. And the 
second is about the bioluminescence 
questions, and I wonder about 
adaptationist approaches. If the approach 
to vision in these marine invertebrates for 
the most part is predicated on adaptive 
processes, and a lot of evolutionary biology 
would imagine many different variations of 
evolutionarily becoming these organisms 
that aren't necessarily adaptive. I wonder 
about those two points.  

Elkins: Yes, two great points. I’d have to 
think about this question of music but 
definitely his was a non-visual imagination. 
His most famous example is of a mite that's 
blind and has very limited sensory input 
and yet might have a very rich Umwelt, 
experienced world. If I remember right the 
mite only senses gravity and oxalic acid (a 
byproduct of mammal respiration, so it can 
find its hosts). It's poetic in that  sense,  and  

it definitely has a musical sense to it. But it's 
not right to think of Uexküll's limitation as 
being his inability to visualize things, 
because that's not the direction that he was 
thinking of going. Uexküll's account is 
compelling, you really feel for the 
symphonies of sensory input that this poor 
mite is possibly living through even though 
you will never understand them, because 
you don't smell oxalic acid and because 
you sense so many other things.  

I don't  have  an  answer for how and 
when. I think it has to be opportunistic. I 
suppose maybe the best strategy would 
just be to note that readers of Lacan tend 
to be opportunistic. People read their 
favorite passage, like the one on the 
screen, and bypass whatever else the text 
may be doing. Our chapter is too short to 
get even close to those problematic 
questions, but yes, you're right.   

Audience: Okay, and then second one 
being the case of people like the recently 
documented cases of humans who 
echolocate, that supposedly seem to 
process that through their visual cortex. I’m 
just getting to this question of like, “Where 
is the image projected? What does it mean 
to see if you are maybe using technically a 
different sensory modality than what would 
be usual for vision?” Right? Does that find 
any place or not in the kind of treatment-? 

Elkins: That is a great example. I didn’t 
know about it. You’re reminding me of 
some of the other things that we have that 
are a little bit like that, where there are 
sensory crossovers and attributions of 
experience from one sense to another and 
that sort of thing, famous examples like 
blindsight and other instances of anomalous 
sensory  processing.   Yes,   it’s   a really hard  
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subject to do justice to because it’s one of 
several subjects in the book that threatens 
to quickly engulf the entire book. I mean, if 
we were to show the chapter I've been 
talking about to my colleague Joseph 
Grigely, who theorizes sensory 
combinations and is himself deaf, he might 
say, “Okay, fine, take this chapter and 
stretch it out, cover the entire book with it 
and you’ll be done with your whole 
privileging of vision.” What can I say? I 
mean, starting out to privilege vision gets 
you in trouble, and this is one of the ways 
you end up in trouble. 

Audience: Yes, well that’s where I was like, 
I could see it working both ways. It could 
de-privilege, but then at the same time it is 
this other way of seeing I mean at least 
from the human perspective since it 
operates in the visual cortex supposedly, 
that’s what the science says, then what 
does that say about the question of vision? 
Anyway, very interesting. 

Elkins: Exactly, yes, yes! It’s very, very 
accurate, yes. 

Audience: So I have a question about the 
third part of your talk and how it informs 
some of the components of the first part of 
your talk. Because it seems to me that 
when you were thinking about what 
happens in the complex, three-dimensional 
space of underwater, and the way vision 
works in that, that three-dimensionality 
distance, these are all kind of crucial 
components. But the accountive images 
when we get to human are all two-
dimensional images, or they were visions of 
the three-dimensional, like the sunset, 
which are so distant as to be a two-
dimensional   image.   So   I’m wondering 

about all of the complex, three-dimensional 
representations and images that we 
encounter both in nature, but also for 
instance in the history of art. From statues 
to dolls and so on, and these are all 
different kinds of images. And does that 
add to, complicate or is that something 
completely different? 

Elkins: [laughs] I would loved to have 
spent the last three or four years writing the 
book that would start with these kinds of 
things and go into and go back to Rear 
Window or something like that, and see 
what would happen. We didn’t, so all I can 
say about that is that in the book there 
would be no answer to that, because the 
way it is proposed in the book is, “Here is 
why you should question your reliance on 
your favorite theorists." But if you were to 
do something like that, I would think one of 
the things that might happen would be that 
you would unexpectedly strengthen certain 
interpretive moments, and other things 
would fall away. So the question of space 
and three-dimensionality underwater is 
especially an interesting one because 
there’s also -- aside from gravity -- no 
points of reference, so in relation to either 
those Fine Art examples that I showed for 
example. So you’d be looking in a very 
particular way. 

But I would be 90% happy if in such 
an account, you could also say something 
like, “But look how strange the world is 
when you look at it through Lacan’s eyes.” 
You have all these static images out there, 
and you have these webs of vision, I mean 
how weird is that? And how much are we 
ignoring our need to talk about that? As I 
said it is really an irresponsible answer to 
the question but that’s the sort of direction 
I’d go. 
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Audience: Glad to hear that we have a 
shared interest in animals and a shared 
mistrust for Graham Harman, it’s really 
funny to know that. The book sounds really 
interesting, very topical. I guess where we 
are at with evaluating the importance of the 
gaze and anthropocentrism. I was 
wondering if within the book itself you’re 
planning to bring in - for instance in the 
animal vision chapter - some art examples 
upon which the being seen and seeing in 
the marine environment could be marked 
upon as like some form of cognition that 
applies to art works, whether that’s a plan 
you have? 

Elkins: You know, I’ve been thinking about 
that today [laughs] because it’s purely a 
rhetorical, conceptual, anti-theoretical 
move that we make. I’m open to 
suggestions for what might be put in - 
obviously it would have to be a single 
example. What would that example be? 
What would we do with it? In the case of 
Vermeer for example, there’s an awful lot 
you could say about -- not camouflage 
exactly -- but assimilation to surroundings. 
It would be really nice to go back just 
briefly to an example. I don’t have one yet. 
Thank you! 

James Elkins  is E.C. Chadbourne Professor in the 
Department of Art History, Theory, and Criticism at 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. His many 
books include Pictures and Tears, How to Use Your 
Eyes, The Object Stares Back, and What Painting Is, 
all published by Routledge. 
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 had initially thought I would talk about 
Ellen Gallagher’s watery aesthetics, 
and the work that she’s doing on the 

‘middle passage’, and Osedax, which are 
bone blooming worms. She carried out a 
wonderful exploration of this particular 
organism, and how it matters in her 
aesthetic practice, in her making of art. 

I wanted to talk about her, but I 
also wanted to discuss Freud’s really 
beautiful illustrations of sea creatures. He 
spent much of his early career opening up 
eels, looking for the testis of eels, and 
discovering in his words, “Cutting into the 
fair sex.” I find that quite interesting, but I 
opted for something different and  maybe 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

more whimsical, so forgive me for that, or 
not.  

I would like to think about two 
aspects of my work. One is the question 
of the human and the non-human, which 
has been important to me especially in 
the context of marine invertebrate life. 
The other is on Trans, and Transgender 
studies. I want to try to put those two 
conceptual areas of my scholarship in 
detention for today’s talk. Actually, in 
preparing this talk I kept stumbling, or in 
the language of cat’s cradle, loop 
dropping a pass, as you call it - I hope all 
of you had played that wonderful string 
game - over   the   relationship    between  

I 

CAT’S CRADLE:  
AIDS, TOXOPLASMOSIS GONDII, AND 
IMPURRRFECT LOVE 
 Altering the string figures held by Donna Haraway—most notably from her essay “A Game of 

Cat’s Cradle: Science Studies, Feminist Theory, Cultural Studies” where she opens with the line: 
“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not 
the exception but the rule” (59)—I want to pull forward questions about microbial life, 
particularly Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), Toxoplasmosis gondii, and Feline 
Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV). So often the accounts of human and nonhuman interaction are 
defined by face-to-face, immediacy, and direct modes on contact, which reinforce 
anthropocentric (and colonial) notions of encounter. However, microbial life not only 
complicates “contact zones,” but also the certainty of liberal humanist notions of agency, 
subjectivity, and power. Starting with the ball-of-string figure the  “crazy cat lady,” this talk 
follows the ways that human/feline relationships are done and undone by “para-affective” 
(microbes that alter affect) forces.  

Text by Eva Hayward 
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Trans and humanness, wondering how 
existence, beingness, or more cleverly said 
ontology, or exactly that which is being not 
denied to Trans. In other words, Trans is 
not-yet-human. 

To pose this point as a question: 
how do our questions about human, non-
human relationships make assumptions 
about the category of the human as already 
always in the reading sense inclusive of all 
of us in the room? 

The problem of non existence or 
not-yet-human is what has me today 
thinking about AIDS and Trans women, an 
epidemic which continues to ravage Trans 
women, trans women of color, poor trans 
women, and those of us who have needed 
sex work to survive, to try and become, to 
work toward existence. 

One of the strings in my talk is Louis 
Wain’s parasitized paintings, drawings and 
illustrations of cats. As they claw scratch 
and purr through my talk today, I want to 
think about how these cats index the 
layered failures of the liberal humanness 
subject that is structured through 
ontological assumptions about the 
category of the human. 

This is to us how might we 
understand the effective force of say, 
aesthetics as shaped by, in this instance, 
Toxoplasma gondii, a microbial agent 
changing perceptions of cats, which I’ll 
explore in more detail. Now remember 
sensation for Alphonso Lingis following 
Merleau-Ponty, sensation is a composite of 
affix and percepts -- affects and perception. 
How might microbial life shape our 
relationship to the world? 

Secondly, if we follow Freud’s 
understanding of the echo as shaped by 
bodily sensations then microbial activity is 
also    at   play  in the emergence of psychic  

life. As you remember in Freud’s discussion 
of infantile sexuality, he references, “The 
wonderings of intestinal worms” as part of 
the “Normal” workings of sexuality. In this 
way human to human sex has always been 
beast-show, is always a reaching torture of 
lover through a menagerie. 

Thirdly, Wain’s cats may teach us 
how parasitism, that which literally lives 
nearby, exposes other assumptions about 
ontological investments, and perhaps, as I 
will try to argue, reveal something about 
transphobia, while also, and this is the tricky 
part where I will publically get tangled in 
knots, offering us way to conceptualized 
trans as relational rather than ontological, 
and in doing so pull back into play the 
stitches of humanness more broadly. 

Getting started for me always begins 
with prepositions. It maybe a cat, the way 
their purr touches my ear -- percussing my 
inner drum. It might sound pedantic or 
overly grammarian, but those little words: 
with, through, of, in that govern relations of 
space and time, seem like ripe of possibility 
to me - how waves are both on and off 
oceans, or how a cat slinks sulkily through a 
room. Prepositions aims for attachment 
sites. They are hungry for connections. 
Prepositions, we might say, are libidinal; all 
crossed through with relations that flood 
and anchor us. 

After all, connection is a site at which 
relationality becomes invested with 
promise, risk and threat. It is the catalysing 
potential — prepositions that finds me 
looping together to central analytics here. 
The first, how does the prepositional nature 
of the prefix trans, remember trans means 
across and through. Does it offer insights 
into the conditions of trans life? In other 
words,    how    might    trans    expose   the  
“Whereness” of the identity, rather than its 
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Selection of cats paintings in chronological order   
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“Whatness.” 
The second question is about 

microbial envioral precarity of living with 
HIV, AIDS. A reality for one in three trans 
women, according to recent NIH report. 
This is to ask for those who have HIV, 
AIDS, how are lives shaped by, for 
instance, mycobacterium avium complex 
which we would remember as MAC, or 
pnuemocystis pneumonia, or Kaposi 
sarcoma, and of special note for this talk, 
the parasitic protozoa and toxoplasmosis 
gondii – a critter that will help you 
understand something about my own 
affection for cats. But more of that later. 
For now, it’s important to know that the 
microbes that I have illustrated are several 
of the organisms I’m talking about.  

It’s important to note that these 
microbes are not AIDS, even as I have 
depicted HIV. As Adam Geary, one of my 
great colleagues at UFA teaches us in his 
recent book, Antiblack Racism and the 
AIDS Epidemic, AIDS is the effect of 
social inequality, of course. That trans 
women are more likely to be exposed to 
HIV, has to do with systemic sexism, and 
racism, as well as economic forces, not 
because they’re bad sexual subjects, 
which is often the discourse around HIV, 
AIDS. 

Following Geary, but pushing back 
onto the problem of the human, I want to 
emphasize microbial life to suggest how 
the human is, in fact, predicated on 
infection discourse which exposes the 
symptom that our body has never been 
our own.   

To investigate these theoretical 
yarns I want to first draw from feminine 
science studies, particularly the work of 
Donna      Haraway.      In      her       2003  
Companion Species Manifesto, which  has 

been cited other times today, she writes, 
“beings do not pre-exist their relating.” 
For Haraway, epigenetics, the ways 
organisms inherently change, (that is not 
bound to DNA sequencing or DNA 
genealogy), is always interwoven or in her 
vernacular “A games of cat’s cradle,” with 
of course biopower. For me, Hayward’s 
attention to relation, as the smallest unit 
of analysis, helps me to understand 
perhaps my own patent for prepositions.  

But for this talk, I am interested in 
the force of either/or, that not know to 
think about the known, not that continues 
to define humanous project of agency, 
subjectivity, individuality. How might we 
gesture to the space rather of inexistence, 
failed being? For trans, this impulse cuts 
this existence, a constant finding oneself 
not tragically abandoned, although it may 
often feel this way.  

Trans is a prefix, as I mentioned 
before; as in before ‘to fix’: Latin, prefexom. 
It is a prepositional prefix denoting where 
and when, before fixity. Rather trans 
emerges where, before, for what, or say 
differently, relational, before ontological, as 
such before I can even enter the room, 
even this room, I am enmeshed in 
grammars of sexual association. For 
instance, "She doesn’t sound like a 
woman".  

Laverne Cox, trans actress, as you 
all know, in Orange Is the New Black, 
points to this problem in her recent 
opinion piece, in New York Times. She 
describes an intense and pervasive stigma 
of non-existence. “The stigma,” she 
continues, “Is a state of emergency." 
“The results input many gay, lesbian and 
bisexual brothers and sisters" not wanting 
anything   “to do with us".   And  yet, Cox  
says,  "The  paradoxical  consequence  of 
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this non-existence is violence, under 
employment, or unemployment, lack of 
housing and health care especially for 
working poor trans people of color. You 
don't need to read the articles or 
comment feed, I don’t recommend it: 
there’s a terrible violence directed at the 
not-existing, the non-existing, the never 
having existed. 

The non-existence of trans is well 
defended in Elizabeth Grosz’s zrecent 
book, Becoming Undone - which 
hopefully some of you have read - it does 
interesting work on Darwin, which I'll 
explore later. She says: "Sexual difference 
is still in play even to the extent that one 
identifies with, or actively seeks the sexual 
organs and apparatus of the opposite sex. 
At most, one can change the appearance 
and social meaning of the body, but the 
sexually specific body that is altered 
remains a sexually specific, if altered, 
body." She continues, "However queer, 
Transgendered, or ethnically identified 
one might be, one comes from a man and 
a woman, and one remains a man and a 
woman, even in the case of gender 
reassignment, or the chemical and 
surgical Transformation of one sex into 
the appearance of another."  

There's actually quite a lot to 
admire about Grosz’s larger project, in an 
effort to bring, as I said before, Darwin 
into feminist folds, to expose the multi 
species dimensions of culture, and her 
capacious aim to attend to a politics of 
becoming. Yet, I stumble at the threshold 
of her argument that appears to vaccinate 
sexual difference from trans. 

Trans is not Grosz’s only target, 
"The queer and ethnically identified." She 
defines trans as little more than an iterative 
of  identificatory gesture,  with  regard   to 

the ontological order of male and female 
difference, which she argues is of an order 
unto itself. Working with Arigere and 
Deleuze, Grosz argues for a feminist 
pronunciation of identity and its various 
politics. Some of these we hear— they are 
in some of the papers we've heard, 
arguing for investment in the materiality 
of sexual difference, what she has called, 
‘the return of the real, real’. 

I do not want to spend the 
reminder of my talk sorting through the 
arguments paused by Grosz, instead, I 
prefer to approach the problems posed 
by both Cox and Grosz, by way of 
something closer to Trinh T. Minh-ha, now 
famous, I hope, para-tactic called, 
‘speaking nearby’: a conceptual framing 
and intersectional tool that has been a 
methodological friend for me in much of 
my work. When the path is both fixed, 
and here I mean fixed as in fastened, as 
securely positioned, and fixed as in 
having the outcome predetermined, such 
as the game is fixed, and fixed as in 
repairing or mending. ”Can we fix this 
problem?" 

The fix that I am looking for here is 
actually in the trailing hyphen that 
designates trans as prefixio, which is not 
so much a tail as it is a hitch. By hitch I 
mean an interruption, and a knot, a knot 
with a ‘k’ but also a knot with ‘not’. It is 
the hitch that has me for today in what 
might seem a rather unbecoming gesture 
or act, virtue unto both Grosz and Cox 
lead. Indeed the lead of many, until the 
problem of Trans is existence, or more 
precisely being, is in itself a generative 
problematic for the human broadly.  

This is not a sidestep of Cox’s 
worry.   Her   urgent   call   for existence, a 
worry  that  I  obviously share, leads me to 
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puzzle the prepositional nature of trans as 
a way of understanding something about 
the perceptual and affective texture of 
relationships. In fact I want to propose 
that it's the hyphen, that little 
typographical dash that is a provocatively 
noddle. The hyphen serves as an open 
section probe, a virus, a threshold. It is 
prehensile, poised to attach and alter, to 
otherwise make relational, whether trans 
hitches to knowledge, as Katie King has 
pointedly demonstrated in her work, or 
scriptions as Neil Bonje has done, or as 
migrations as Christine Cartyhas 
excellently articulated. 

It seems to me, and what I want to 
say it here, that trans is where there is a 
hitch. Trans then is located in prepositional 
textures that through, across, between, with 
and into relationally. By texture of course, 
I'm referencing Eve Cedrick description. She 
writes, sorry, "Texture in short comprises in a 
way of perceptual data that includes 
repetition, but who’s degree of organization 
have just below the level of shape or 
structure. In other word, texture is the 
unmetabolized more, more appropriately 
described as affect, but affect is not feelings, 
affect is feeling of the lies we tell ourselves 
about affect.  

There is a tissue of incitement 
moving across various kinds of bodies, 
making us with us, through the world. I want 
to now turn to another prefix to think about 
this prepositional texture of trans. What you 
might call--call it, quite literally, a syntactical 
sister to “trans-para,” as in, parasite, 
parataxis, paranormal, paranoid, and other 
paradigmatic devices. “Para” is also 
prepositional, attentive to the 
appurtenances of time and space. “Para,” as 
in  parasite,  is  alongside  and  with, literally, 
nearby,   describing   in   Greek,    parásītos, 

 “person eating at another’s table”. 
Parasite eats space-time. Maria 

Assad explains, “Para measures, both a 
difference between a reception, and, on 
the contrary, an expansion.” She 
continues, “The latter makes one’s own 
what is uncommon, and what will be even 
more, one’s own, living body.” Well, 
there’s always a danger of objecting trans 
with parasite. Consider, for instance, just a 
recent article that came out in a 
psychological journal, by Raj Kumar, that 
talks about gender identity disorder and 
schizophrenia, in which, he, in fact, 
proposes that toxoplasmosis might 
explain both gender disorders and 
schizophrenia.  

This discourse of trans as 
schizophrenic subjects is old news. We’ve 
all heard this before. But I want to stay 
with this trouble, for reasons that I hope 
to explain. In part, to highlight the 
political merits of these prepositional 
prefixes, and what they expose about our 
investments in humanist projects that are 
designed to exclude the not yet human. 
So, as to stabilize the non-human as never 
human.  

In other words, parasites reveal the 
failure of post-humanist projects that 
imagined the prefixial work of the 
unhuman, the inhuman, and the 
dehuman, as already finished. Derry does 
a wonderful play with the word hospitality 
and hostility. That parasite and trans 
hitched together for need, entangling 
needy propositions with equally needy 
prefixes. For me, a trans woman with HIV, 
having lived with chronic AIDS, my life is 
lived amid virality, an unequal microbial, 
and ecological proclarity.   

I   could   speak   about    how   the 
toxicities    of   antiretroviral,    antibiotics, 
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antifungal, and, what now constitutes the 
para-immune system for those who are 
HIV positive, trans-factant, transfigure 
neat narratives about wellness, realness, 
health, and immunity. I could talk about 
Lynn Margulis, whose work on 
endosymbiosis has helped many of us, 
including Haraway, displace humanism’s 
beloved unified selves. And how Margulis 
also was an AIDS denialist, writing that, 
“There is no evidence that HIV is an 
infection virus.”  

I could also recount that it wasn’t 
until 2001, that trans women went from 
vector carrier reservoir of disease to a 
high risk and vulnerable population, to 
now a key population. In the NIH report I 
cited earlier, trans women remain 49 
times more likely to have AIDS compared 
to other demographics. With African-
American and Latino trans women with 
the highest rates among trans women.  

And yet, still, all this remains 
outside of AIDS narratives and theoretical 
work. This is not ‘silence equals death’. To 
be silent or dead still requires being. 
Trans women are not living because they 
are not being. Holding on to these 
storylines, I want to now pull through Mel 
Chen’s toxic wording, and Animacies in 
relation to a particular parasite, 
toxoplasma gondii. Chen, in writing about 
immunitary affects and toxicity, says, 
“Toxicity, incontrovertibly, meddles with 
the relations of subjects and objects.” Chen 
asks how poison effects offer ways for us to 
challenge the conceptual integrity of our 
notions of the body. And Chen insists that 
such challenges to the body be attentive to 
the presence of many kinds of non-humans,  
many of them inorganic, like lead, mercury, 
etc. -- pharmaceuticals.  

I  want  to   parasitize   Chen—I’ve 

asked Chen if I can. So, I hope it’s okay, 
Chen-- to consider other textures and 
disrupted integrities nearby and with, 
toxoplasma gondii, an intercellular 
obligate parasitic protozoan that has, until 
recently, lived in obscurity. Enabled in 
part, by the conjoined forces of the 
rhetoric of companion species and 
colonization. Toxo, which I will sum up 
now, instead of giving it the whole Latin 
name, is, perhaps, the most common 
parasite on planet Earth.  

Nearly one third of humans live 
with toxo, but we are not its ideal host. 
We are intermediate hosts. Toxo’s 
definitive hosts are felines, domestic and 
non-domesticated. Toxo requires a cat’s 
digestive track for its sexual reproduction, 
which results in releasing oocyst in the 
cat’s faeces. There, the oocysts stay 
dormant for years, to be picked up by a 
rodent, bird, or other mammal.  

Once in an immediate host, like us 
humans, oocysts hatch, or sporulate, and 
the protozoa move through the body, 
looking for neural and muscle cell. Inside 
these tissues it feeds and reproduces until 
it tears the cell open, and the new 
parasites spill out. But, in hosts like 
humans, who are less frequently eaten by 
felines, the parasite insists themselves, 
literally building shells where they remain 
in our skeletal tissue, our heart tissue, 
brain, and eyes, in a state of perpetual 
asexual cloning, waiting. They live with us 
until we die, perhaps hoping that we 
forgot to feed the cat, with our last 
breath.  

Until recently, was thought that 
these insistive toxo were inconsequential 
fixtures of our microbial ecosystems, but 
recent  studies  in Australia, Brazil, Britain,  
and  Japan, have pieced together a more 
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dynamic story. Toxo appears to 
participate with our immune systems to 
avoid turning us into corpses. Toxo 
provokes inflammatory T-cells to break 
apart the protozoan that attempts to 
leave the cyst. So, uses our immune 
system to manage population control of 
its own reproductive capacity. 

Toxo has been an accidental killer 
of infants and those of us with AIDS, 
where the parasite has had little to no 
immune system to manage or work with, 
so has become recrudescent. Living and 
loving with Neptune, my cat companion 
of 20 years, I’ve tens of thousands of 
copies of toxo in my brain. At some point,  
I  inadvertently  eat  his  shit  or the shit of 

some other cat, in an act of promiscuous 
coprophagy.  

Already into whatever future his 
microbial life parasites, not parasites, 
literally, nearby, living nearby my own, 
microbial precarity. In what might seem 
paralogical, detoxifying and cramping 
refrain of clindamycin keeps us nearby in 
more ways than one. This is an error, this 
one.  

Toxo, as these studies have 
suggested, may be the peculiar agent of 
Freud’s death drive. Rats living with toxo 
are driven to cats, often getting 
themselves killed in acts of paraphilia, all 
of which sounds a lot like the problematic  
discourse of AIDS and risky sex, but what I 

Toxoplasma gondii 



112 

find interesting is how toxo makes a home 
with mammalian neurology.  

In humans, toxo is now thought to 
alter affect, transforming our affective 
selves. In her 2007 New York Times  
article, entitled The Crazy Cat Lady 
Conundrum, Rebecca Skloot is asked if 
toxo might "explain why some humans 
develop an unhealthy attraction to cats?" 
The article capitalizes on the popularized 
‘crazy cat lady’ figure, a bit of nasty name 
calling, another version of the hysterical 
woman and a pussy cat browsing in 
bubble. The ‘crazy cat lady’ of The 
Simpsons has a Yale Law degree, but 
suffered a breakdown that left her cat 
crazy, or consider animal planets 
confessions, animal hoarding, right? Or 
animal hoarders, I suppose: quick edits 
and steady camera work shows us dead 
cats in freezers and piles of despair.  

Louis Wain’s evolving cat aesthetic 
has been attributed, as I mentioned, to 
toxoplasmosis. Whether or not that is the 
case, his cats—still teach us something 
about parasites or nearbyness. His cats 
radiate into atmospheres of agitated color 
and line often suggesting our best and 
orientalist drops. They seem to suggest 
something about ‘species as resonances’, a 
vibration or atmosphere, or in my words, 
‘species as parasites’. This provides some 
parasiticlustiness to color for terrace 
reading of Derrida’s and counter with his 
part, which is also, she tells us, a queer 
encounter with differences, “Sex and 
species differences.” As a footnote, 
Derrida’s cats was called Insanity, and Jean- 
Paul Sartre was Nothing. I find these as 
wonderfully symptomatic relationships with 
men and their pussy cats, more on that 
later.  

When   Derrida   welcomes   in    the 
animal, it is he says, "A threshold of sexual 
difference, more precisely of sexual 
differences." Derrida emphatically called 
for differences - as I mentioned in a 
comment – for animals rather than the 
animal. Derrida writes, "The irreplaceable 
living being that one day enters my space 
into this place where it can encounter me, 
see me, even see me naked." Derrida here 
is attentive to the cats’ look: "To see 
without going to see, without touching yet 
and without biting, although the threat 
remains on its lips or on the tip of the 
tongue."  

Looking at this real cat, that is 
looking and licking, might also be an 
account, I want to suggest, of looking with 
toxo, a para-gaze, not just through toxo’s 
affective force, though one can’t help but 
wonder, but recall that this protozoan exists 
not only in our brains, but also in our eyes. 
In so far as Derrida’s look involves the eyes, 
and not all looks necessary have to, it’s 
interesting to think about, it may be that 
toxo parasitized Derrida’s real here: a side 
effect that Derrida himself seem to already 
welcome when he wrote: "The animal that 
therefore I am. The parasites that therefore 
we are, has become to define contemporary 
life or just life more generally,” as the case of 
toxo demonstrates.  

As I mentioned earlier, in Greek, 
being a parasite is eating at another's table. 
You can also hear Derrida’s ‘eating well’ 
here. It may feel that I’ve wondered off 
course, or dropped the cat’s cradle game 
altogether, after all I promised to say 
something about trans by working 
crabwise.  

To get us back to our trumps. I want 
to tell you another parasitic story, while you  
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begin  to  conceptualize  what  I’m trying to 
do here. It starts with a couple of 
hermaphrodites living in the North Atlantic 
Ocean. Here is Hemioniscus balani, and 
these are acorn barnacles. The small 
epicarid isopod parasitizes the reproductive 
system of the barnacles, called in the 
scientific literature ‘acaracity castration’. It 
begins life as a male, in its swimming lava 
state, but when it finds and attaches to the 
host, the egg form the barnacle, it turns into 
a female and inhabits the host’s mental 
cavity.  

The barnacle is also hermaphroditic, 
having both male and female gonads, but 
the   now   female   epicarid   feeds   on   the 

ovarian fluid of the barnacle such that the 
barnacle loses its female reproductivity, but 
can still generate sperm. Simply the parasitic 
relationship changes sex, or it quite literary it 
is the conditions of sex. Perhaps it will not 
surprise you to know that John Ruff urge, an 
important scholar on trans woman has 
written about sexual selection, and 
predicted Darwin's approach to sexual 
selection offers the germinal paper on this 
parasitic relationship. He was interested in 
how parasitism alters sex distribution and 
population, but more importantly how 
relationality itself is a function of dimension 
of sexing, that is sex is prepositional.  

Grosz  also  spends time attending to 

Hemoiniscus balani 
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Darwin's barnacles, hermaphroditic 
barnacles perplexed Darwin, spending 
nearly ten years studying them. Something 
about modernity and its obsession with 
hermaphroditic embodiments. He found his 
barnacles were predominantly female, but 
that parasitic male barnacles attached to 
them. Their hermaphroditism was 
constituted by parasitism.  

The story of acorn barnacles is one in 
which parasitism itself is the mode of sex, or 
becoming sex. For Grosz this instances, the 
emerging of sexual biofication and sexual 
difference, but for Rudd Garden and her 
gestation parasitized barnacles, the puzzle 
was how parasitism, the relationality of 
newness can describe both the multi 
species and the proconstituentive proximity 
of  sex.  It  seems  to  me  that  Ruff Garden 

sidesteps the question of ontology here, 
which is Grosz’s fix, remember - and 
considers how sex is changeable because it 
is relational. Parasites from this vantage 
describes the participating quality of sites, 
how spaces are constituted with and 
through ,describing both limits and reach 
upon possibility of the evangelicals coming.  
What is a parasite remains unclear and a 
crucial point here, partly because we tend to 
believe there is a clear cut characterizable 
entity, a definable organism which we know 
and understand already, but as 
toxoplasmosis and this small presitation 
demonstrate, that picture is misleading. 
Parasites are perfusing processes, they are 
relational. The disorder meet ontologies that 
organize our notions of difference, 
embodiment,   and  I   would argue, agency.  

Acorn barnacle (Chthamalus balanus) 
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Indeed  it  would seem that parasites, much 
like Chan's toxicities, make narratives about 
microbial invaders’ infections, immune 
warfare, not only politically problematic, 
but also just wrong.  

Parasites explain the non autonomy 
of immune systems, of illness of bodies. 
Parasites or relation, true relations are not 
in knots, into branches under canals. It 
would be a misread to think I’m chomping 
parasites, parasites with which I am part of 
and have that have deadly and severe 
consequences with. This sort of interspecies 
or intraspecies relationality and 
embodiment rest heavily on living and 
dying and that is the point.  

Parasites highlight the where over 
the what. In doing so, we begin to 
apprehend the wave as Donna Haraway 
teaches us, and other propositional 
knowledges that can carry significant 
effects for living and dying. For instance, 
attending to the sociopolitical articulation 
of parasites, Assad who I referenced earlier 
notes, “We repress the parasite in order to 
send or receive communications better to 
make them circulate in a distinct and 
workable fashion. Whoever belongs to the 
system perceives noises less and represses 
them more.”  

This cultural framing of parasite 
speaks back to Laverne Cox’s worry about 
the double bind of trans. You do not exist 
therefore you ought not to. Like para-trans 
attends to relations of time and space on 
the side next you shifted. It is not the 
things, but the relationship itself, just as 
with para-trans is with the hitches that I said 
before. It is where relationship transmits 
with texture. The hitch remembers, holds 
the multiple meanings of snag. In other 
words trans is with, through, across texture,  

as when you say snail slide and your mouth 
begins to pool  the  way  liquid  consonants 
drool.  

Texture is prepositional. How 
tongue, mouth and breath conjugate to 
produce a texture of meaning. Trans might 
literally sidestep these ongoing debates 
about existence by highlighting awareness, 
emphasizing instead how trans emerges 
not just in relationship but with the texture 
of relationships. To think about this let us 
return to Laverne Cox’s point about 
embracing an authentic self, right. Chan 
notes, this is one of the complicated parts 
of Chan's book that “Transsexuals often are 
compelled to own story that tells that they 
were born this way and a body that needs 
to be fixed”, to reach your true selfhood.  

What Cox is saying here is instances 
Chan is describing, and indeed as Chan 
also notes, get “Right to the heart of the 
current debate about transness in her 
studies”. Accounts of authentic-selves and 
‘trapped in the wrong body’ do appear in 
some trans narratives, but you see the 
hitch. Why is there an urgency to embrace 
authenticity. Again describing the political 
parasite, Assad writes, “People laugh the 
parasite is expelled. He has been made fun 
of, he has beaten, he cheats us but he 
invents a new,” establishing an unjust path, 
a diagonal.  

So what if we worked nearby or 
alongside literally parasitic ‘trans narratives’ 
of entrapment or authentic selves, such that 
we sidestep the problem of describing 
trans experience as either: one, re-
inscriptions of fixed or authentic selfhood; 
or two, that trans is nonexistence. For 
instance, trap might indeed describe the 
embodied quality of felt this embodiment 
like   no    one   can   deny   this,   but let us  
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remember trap is also a mouth, a mode of 
utterance the, o-curve of the lips and throat 
that   make   sounds   phonic  and name the 
apprehension of being embodied.  

A trap and weaving is also a break in 
the threads, an unravelling, loosening, and 
winding the opened space. Trap is also 
what we think of spider webs, a silk net, a 
sticky mesh that registers sensation. For the 
spider, its trap is its parasite. Its near 
blindness. Its weirdness. Its widthness, 
literally the silk made from their body. How 
then might we hear the phrase trapped in 
the wrong body as less about authenticity 
then about textures, less about fixity and 
more about prefixial potentials. This is 
where I want to end.  

By way of a conclusion, our 
postscript and efforts to begin to answer 
my own questions, which immediately I 
can't. I don't yet know where this will end, I 
want to consider the asterix, the diminished 
star like the soft Asterix of Poland or a 
tentacle viruses. Or in the cut by a vein, a 
profusive atmosphere which now follows 
trans. Trans asterix is meant in part to break 
open the category of transgender, trans 
woman or trans man, and some ways it 
instances of false notion of inclusion like the 
silent T in LGBT.  

To include all non-cisgendered 
gender identities in a side ‘cis’ is a prefix I 
find deeply problematic. Maybe it's partly 
having identified for so long as a cissy that I 
find ‘cis’ uncomfortable, but more on that 
later in a different piece. But I’m more 
interested in asterix as a paratactic. It can 
denote a database search. In Microsoft 
Word, asterixes around the Word will 
embolden it. It can be used to designate 
multiplication. It is sometimes a disclaimer, 
fine print, sometimes indicates pseudonyms 
or names that have been changed.  

I’ve described the prefix, your 
hyphen of trans as an invitation or 
attachment   site.    The   hyphen   marks   a  
hostile hospitality, but here the multi 
pointed asterix is tentacular, fingery, as if 
putting greater political emphasis on both 
the prepositional and the prefixial valances 
of trans. If trans was not understood, and at 
least one of its modes as relational working 
and playing parasitically at the level of 
language thought and etiology, then the 
asterix repurposes, displaces, renames, 
replicates and intensifies terms, adding yes 
more texture, and the possibility of new 
kinds of near bindness. The asterix is 
hungry for connection, to what end is still 
unclear to me. For me, however, I read 
trans asterix like veins cut here, as parasitic 
or potentially a paratactic. Thank you.  

Audience: Thank you so much. There is so 
much in this talk. I have a few related, or 
one unrelated question and the first is more 
of the whimsical writing. It was how you see 
these illustrations bearing on your text, 
because they're quite lovely and they were 
going pass the hold while and some 
workouts and some were not. And they 
have many other qualities. And then I had 
questions about this fraught category of 
humaneness and in what way you see the 
requirements or the symptoms of being 
fully human, and also who or what confers 
humanness. And based on what we were 
here, I was hearing, it felt to me as you 
were implicitly referring to social conditions 
and social relations, but I wondered if there 
was also not some threat of it being tied to 
economic value within that.  
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Hayward: I mean, in the first part, I abused 
the images by not spending more time with 
them, but I wanted them to function 
parasitically. I’m interested in other modes 
of talking about art for instance, how they 
can rely on different strategies that are 
central to my own theoretical argument. 
What does it mean for images to 
parasitized a theoretical argument rather 
than simply being illustrative, because I’m 
not sure that they are necessarily.  

That’s one point the second point is 
that the category of human is both 
registered at the level of politics, the social. 
Its condition of access in which many, 
although not many so called humans, do 
not have access to the conditions of all 
humanness. For instance we remember 
Hortense Spillers talking about African 
subjects being through the middle 
passage, being converted into blacks. The 
ways in which humanity is literally stripped 
from African subjects in this slave trade, 
and that humanity suddenly becomes a 
complex conundrum, or literally an 
unavailable existence for many.  

So I think it is partly about the 
politics, the sociopolitical etiological frame, 
of course as economics, it is also for me. I’m 
also interested in the biological of that, and 
to say that what we imagine as the subject is 
in some ways a hallucination of microbial 
activity. That at some point we are vast 
conjugated dynamic ecosystems, microbial 
ecosystems, which we are continuing to 
understand. For instance, if your gut isn’t 
properly colonized by specific bacteria you 
will have many developmental problems. So 
the conditions of becoming human are 
predicated on multicellular, multi-species 
colonization. That is the conditions of 
humanness and experiential or 
phenomenological method.  

I’m not willing to let go of politics, 
the problem of etiology, and the problem of 
violence.  I’m  not willing to let go entirely of 
the precariousness that many strive to have 
some access to the category of the human 
that remains permanently unavailable. So 
I’m unwilling to say why bother? Because I 
worried that’s a privilege that not everyone 
has access to, that privilege of abandoning 
the human so it’s both of those, I think. I 
hope I don’t know fantasy delusion.  

Audience: Thank you so much for that talk 
- too much amazing stuff to digest. I’m
really interesting in this point you barely
touched on. You said of companion species
and colonization particularly that the
parasite facilitation of colonization
operates at a bacteria and virus level in the
colonized as a double colonization both of
the body and geography.

Hayward: Yes. There is a lot there. So on 
one level I think that the discourse that we 
have around parasitology or immune 
systems already set up certain kinds of 
ontological problems that post colonial 
studies have begun to problematize. So 
that’s one issue, the second issue is that I 
am quite interested in veins of illustrations. 
How do discourses of orientalism and the 
arabesque in style, structure the colonized 
subject which is to say the colonizer. How 
orientalism or the arabesque become 
central logics, the anchor, the sense of the 
human subject for the colonizer.  

So I’m interested actually in what 
happens in for instance with schizophrenia 
and where colonial racism is revealed as 
structural fabrics for the organization of the 
colonizers. Imagine the self which exposes 
the complexity of antiracist work. That part 
of    what’s   happening   in   these    colonial  
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projects, is race, the colonial racism, 
structuring different category of the human.  
The   other   question   about   contact  and 
exposure to organisms that have 
decimating effects. There is a lot to say. I 
need to think about this more. That 
particular aspect is not something I’ve 
spent enough time with to answer you 
seriously. Thank you I love that question. I 
was hoping for it actually.  

Audience: I have a question about method 
and implications, because throughout the 
talk you used proximity as a kind of, as a 
key methodological to all and moments of 
contact that established the relationship 
that you performed between parent and 
trans, and between the multiple narratives, 
that have these moments of 
interconnection and the talk, that use of 
methodologically plays out its content in its 
structure.  

But one of the things that isn’t 
regarded, those kind of hinge moments of 
the toxoplasmosis as being the potentially 
disreputable cause for gender disorder 
that’s heard, and I’m just wondering 
methodologically when what is the end 
point to the ways in which proximities can 
be become parasites in the larger sense? Is 
it potentially endless methodologically, or 
is there a moment when proximity is nearly 
proximity and not parasitic in the more 
wider sense that you’re laying out?  

Hayward: Yes. I think that my attention is 
really the ways in which Freud is 
understanding bodily ego through bodily 
sensation. But I have begun to go back to 
the ways in which he complicates sexual 
aims and sexual drives. It's about the role of 
sexual aims that becomes central to the 
kind of things I want to work through with  

both parasite and trans. I often refuse to 
sort out gender from sexuality. I'm still 
quite   committed   to  the   ways  in   which 
sexuality, particularly sexual aims and 
sexual drive, produce condition, for lack of 
a better word, kinds of possibility that are 
not yet sorted. And for me, there is 
something about that that still seems vital 
for thinking about trance.  

I keep turning to the prefix of trance. 
I keep returning to the prepositional 
discourses, which said, ‘does it have an 
ending?’ I don't know. I think it's something 
that I would have to really be honest about 
how much of my argument is really about 
sexuality, and then in that I would have 
perhaps more layers of exposure about 
what are the limits. But it's partly my 
insecurity about re-conflating what so many 
trans scholars have tried to disaggregate, 
and I actually think that's an error.  

Hayward: Eva, that was a wonderful, 
wonderful talk. You have gone through so 
much and you've given these topics so 
much thought, I really would be interested, 
even if I weren't a cat lover and I didn't 
even know about this. Lewis Wayne and the 
pictures were tremendous. I'm wondering 
from the point of view of, you know, cat 
feeling cat AIDS and a person having AIDS, 
and every decade it seems like something 
goes wrong with the person's body. If you 
have a cat, you get that independence in 
you. You kind of relate to a cat, where as if 
you have a dog - I love dogs, but you have 
to take them out for a walk, and they’re, 
basically, more dependent on a person.  

Hayward: They’re unfinished cats. 

Audience: Yes, yes. [laughs] 
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Hayward: Dogs are a failed, failed species, 
striving to become cats. I know, I agree. 

Audience: I’m on Twitter and Facebook all 
the time, and I’m looking and I see all sorts 
of people who have their cat videos, and 
then you go back into literature, and if you 
go to Wikipedia and you put in “cats in 
literature,” “cats in music,” “cats in 
videos,” you have Puss in Boots, Cheshire 
Cat, Garfield the Cat, Felix the Cat, Grumpy 
the Cat.  And then if you want to go back 
and study the artist don’t you think that 
everybody has a form of mental illness, or 
they have OCPD or something or other? 
And is their art - like Mr. Wain, when you 
look at all that - coloring is big these days - 
his coloring may have caused his 
schizophrenia to become the terrific artist 
that he is today? You know what I mean? I 
mean-- you’re going to be a little bit nuts 
anyway, people just get diseases, they’re 
going to have parasites in their body, but I 
think they should really appreciate and take 
gratitude in whatever challenge that they 
face. No matter what. And I appreciate 
what you’re saying. I thought it was a 
fantastic talk. Thank you.  

Hayward: Just as a point about that, I think 
that it’s true, actually, that’s one of the 
arguments I’m making. We’re all not well. 
And we’re all microbially made up. And it’s 
often in cahoots with our own immune 
system.   Actively   engaged   in  making  us  

parasites ourselves. Multiple-sites, literally 
eating the self.  

I also think that FIV, feline 
immunodeficiency -a lot of work, actually, 
has been done looking at HIV and FIV, and 
a lot of transgenic cats have been designed 
by luminous in cats to work on Truvada and 
various retrovirals, medicines, rather. To 
think about how cats can help inform the 
discourse of HIV. Because it is so similar, 
except   cats  are  more resilient to their FIV  
than humans. So, it raises interesting 
questions: what do cats have to teach us 
about different kinds of immune 
relationships? I don’t know, but that’s just 
rambling.  

Thank you so much! 
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