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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 46 

While the previous installment of Antennae lingered on the “surface of things”, the current gets 
straight to the heart of the matter. Across thirteen original contributions, this issue explores the 
newly emerging complexities that materiality poses to the creative sphere. New Materialism has 
certainly brought artists and scholars to challenge our anthropocentric conceptions of materiality and 
this new decentralizing philosophical wave is now substantially reshaping artistic practices. Artists 
more carefully consider the essence of the materials they choose to work with. They want to know 
about the histories of these materials, their past heritage, and present signification within the 
context of contemporary politics in the knowledge that these aspects will play important roles in the 
meaning of their work. 

In a sense, the renewed attention to materiality can be seen as the unequivocal marker of the 
end of postmodernism. It is never right to generalize, but it is fair to say that much postmodernist art 
conceived materiality as an offense to the purity of modernism, to its rules, and hierarchies. The 
messiness postmodernism relished was a challenge to the purity of the gallery space, good taste, and 
notions of authorship. 

But at the turn of the twenty-first century artists still predominantly addressed symbolism—
the great silencer of materiality. The idea that materials can be more than a slap in the face to the 
tradition of classicism started to take hold as the world became more and more uncertain following 
September the 11th and the controversial war that followed. A landmark piece in this context was 
Lintels by Mexican artist Gabriel Orozco from 2001. Hanging from clotheslines like ghostly shrouds 
abandoned on a deserted island, Orozco’s cloths were made of lintel collected from the laundromats 
of New York City soon after the collapse of the two towers. Once the provenance of the material is 
revealed the meaning of the work is forever anchored into a bedrock of loss, remembrance, and 
mourning. From the irregular shape to their geographically situated machine-made origin, Orozco’s 
lintels never cease to speak of very human ecologies of trauma that forever changed the world. As 
material traces of events that many of us only experienced through photographs and images on tv 
screens, facing Lintels entails a disquieting proximity with the suffering of those who experienced 
NYC’s tragedy first hand. This deep investment in the history and biological make up of an artist’s 
material bares the trademark of a new sensitivity in contemporary art that we felt compelled 
to further explore.

Somewhat unpredictably, some of the best submissions we received came from artists and 
scholars working with the written and spoken word. Writing, reading, breathing, and vibrating lead 
the way to new conceptions of materiality in art. From Rebecca Beachy’s existentialist questions 
about the relationship between materiality, form, and symbolism, through Marta Smolińska’s focus 
on plastic as emblem of our particular socio-ecological milieu, to the depths of digital decay 
explored in Patrizia Costantin’s essay, this issue of Antennae provides many opportunities to rethink 
materiality at a time of uncertainty.  

As always, our gratitude goes to all the artists and scholars who have made this issue possible 
through their dedication, patience, and care. 

Dr. Giovanni Aloi 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Sotheby's Institute of Art New York and London 
Tate Galleries 
Editor in Chief of Antennae: The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture 
Co-editor of Art after Nature 
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orn in Marysville, Kansas, in 1932, Michael 
McClure adopted a fervent interest in 
biology at an early age. His first collection 
of published poems, Passage (1956), 

included poems such as “Point Lobos: Animism” 
and “Night Words: The Ravishing” that already 
revealed the central role naturalist observations 
and environmental concerns should continue to 
play throughout his oeuvre, up to and including his 
latest volume published in 2016. During his first 
public appearance among the San Francisco poetry 
scene at the Six Gallery reading in 1955, McClure 
performed his activist poem “For the Death of 100 
Whales” alongside the Beat and San Francisco 
Renaissance poets Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, 
Philip Whalen, and Philip Lamantia. Therein, he 
voiced his outrage at the killing of one hundred 
orcas by American G.I.’s “with enthusiasm […] rifles 
and machine guns” (quoted in Scratching the Beat 
Surface 1994, 30). [1] The poem powerfully merges 
open environmental protest with dark, surreal 
images inspired by Goya’s Horrors of War. Ever 
since the pivotal event of the Six Gallery reading, 
McClure has worked in loose cooperation with 
various poets, songwriters (such as Jim Morrison 
and Janis Joplin), but also central figures of 
20th century natural science such as Francis Crick, 
unfolding his vision of a new “POLITICS […] THAT IS 
BIOLOGY” (Antechamber 1978, 17). 

McClure’s Naturalist Poetry and 

New Materialist Ethics 

Considering himself “a poet and a naturalist,” 
McClure uses his writing to work towards “the 
liberation of the body, […] the liberation of the 
imagination and the liberation of consciousness” 
(Lighting the Corners 1993, ix; 7). Central to this 
endeavor is the quest for the “biological self,” the 
“biological person” and “biological functions” of 
the individual human being. McClure asserts that 
with the individual’s recovery of the “biological 
self” comes a heightened awareness of the 
biological interconnectedness of all beings along 
with a moral responsibility towards both human 
and nonhuman others (1993, 11). US and 
European society, permeated with the divisive 
tendencies of the humanist thought-complex that 
favors dualistic thinking, has indoctrinated the 
individual with a belief in the mind as separate from 
and superior to body, the subject-object divide, and 
anthropocentrism. In attempting to counter these 
forces, by reevaluating the materiality of existence 
and of conscious experience through the lens of 
contemporary natural science, process philosophy 
and East Asian mysticism, McClure’s poetic vision 
anticipated the emergence of posthumanism and 
new materialism decades later, co-laying the 
foundations  of  both  environmental  and   ecocritical  

B 

MICHAEL McCLURE: 
MEAT THYSELF 

This essay traces the development of a New Materialist ethics in the poetry and poetics of Michael 

McClure. Anticipating posthumanist and new materialist discourses, McClure’s oeuvre undertakes the 

effort to emphasize the material aspects of being by recovering the “biological self.” Therefore, McClure 

writes poetry that employs both conceptual as well as aesthetic means to rematerialize human conscious 

experience. This includes lyrico-philosophical reflections on the biological nature of revolt, poems written 

in “Beast Language,” the visualization of biological patterns and principles, and the application of 

projective verse. Rather than taking a radically materialist stance, McClure works towards replacing 

notions of strict substance-dualism with the idea of intricate substance-interaction. 

The full title of the essay is: “Meat Thyself: New Materialist Ethics in the Poetry of Michael McClure” 

Text by Stefan Benz 
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discourse.xViaxinvestigationsxinto McClurean  bio-
politics and “biocentrism” (Bellarsi 2008, 174), this 
essay argues that his naturalist poetry and poetics 
give rise to an elaborate new materialist ethics 
pervading his poetry.  

McClure’s 1985 volume Specks differs 
from his other works in that it is closer to a 
philosophical treatise than to lyrical poetry. It is 
predominantly held in prosaic form and showcases 
the innovative and inclusive character of McClure’s 
thought (Specks 2012, xi). The collection includes 
five sections of aphoristic prose. These are 
complemented by quotes from the work of 
biologist Ramon Margalef, and of ecologist 
Howard Thomas Odum, ancient Japanese poetry, 
colored drawings by the evolutionary biologist 
Ernst Haeckel, microscopically amplified pictures 
of flatworms, as well as McClure’s own poems. Via 
this conglomerate of visual and literary images, the 
reader encounters McClure’s most elaborate 
lyrico-philosophical treatise of what may well be 
termed his new materialist ethics. While his early 
work displayed a radically materialist stance, 
convinced that “there is no mind because body is 
all” (Meat Science Essays 1970, 8), by the time 
McClure conceived Specks, he had discarded 
this view: “TO SPEAK OF MEAT / is too 
simple. / Vertebrates / are / STREAMING SPIRIT / 
divided up / (But still one substance)” (Specks 
2012, 3). Early in the first section of Specks, 
McClure’s speaker defines the objectives of the 
poem’s philosophical quest of writing against the 
Cartesian, humanist tradition: “DUALISMS GIVE 
BIRTH / to clouds of demons” (2012, 4). Yet, rather 
than subscribing to a radically anti-Cartesian 
position, Specks demonstrates that McClure’s 
mature thought qualifies as post-Cartesian for its 
avoidance of dualisms (Coole & Frost 2010, 8). 

While the mind-body problem remains 
at the center of Specks’ philosophical reflection, 
McClure does not engage with a re-discussion of 
the parameters of substance dualism. Instead, the 
poem portrays the search for interaction between 
mind and body, and the dissipation of the two into 
the occurrence of the “bodymind” (Specks 2012, 
5). One such manifestation of the “bodymind” is 
language, being mentally conceived and physically 
performed[2] as “an extension of the body” (2012, 
7). Specks performs the manifestation of the 
“bodymind” by featuring seemingly random, 
affective interpositions within its philosophical 
musings, such as “The taste of wild ginger” or “Toes 
clutching the floor.” Thus, readers bear witness to 
how sensations of tasting wild ginger root arise 
within   them,  while   the  sudden   image  of   “toes  

clutching” might even cause their own muscles to 
contract. McClure believes that, in this manner, the 
“bodymind” manifests in our conscious experience as 
the interplay of the mental and physical. 
‘Consciousness’ can thereby serve both as an object 
of philosophical reflection as well as the focus of the 
practical demonstration of McClure’s endeavor to 
deconstruct dualistic thinking. 

Vaguely defined and widely used 
throughout his oeuvre, the term does not only 
represent a state of awareness or the capacity to 
experience, but it comprises such mental entities as 
‘mind,’ ‘reason,’ ‘soul,’ and ‘spirit.’ Building 
thereon, McClure’s poetry aspires to investigate 
the material dimensions of conscious experience 
and to demonstrate how the mental and physical 
realms mutually define each other. His poems 
feature microbiological observations that see 
“conscious experience as constructions of nervous 
systems”[3] (Specks 2012, 67), arising from the 
smallest building blocks of our body. In Specks, 
McClure is most specific about how the formation 
of consciousness might be dependent on the 
collective activity of “our sub-beings.” The 
stimulation by a specific “event” triggers the 
“aggregate” of “sub-beings” to bring “us into higher 
being,” to supply us with conscious experience of 
“the event.” Alternatively, the speaker muses that 
we might “move through an event,” with 
perceptual awareness emerging out of reciprocal 
perception between the “event” and our self: “we, 
and the event, […] bring each other into being and 
shape the totality of what is perceived” (2012, 41). 
The biological reasoning employed in these strands 
of thought is scientifically sound. Physically, 
conscious experience is shaped by the synaptic 
activity of our nervous system. It requires an 
intricate interplay between the “agentic capacities” 
(Coole & Frost 2010, 10) of the subatomic and 
intracellular entities that form our body, of 
“DNA/RNA,” “Mitochondria,” and “Cytoplasmic 
streamings,” so that “[s]wirling dimensions tak[e] 
the shape of our senses.” (Specks 2012, 42) 

Comprehensibly, McClure’s quest for 
the materiality of consciousness starts with the 
rhetorical question of “CAN / I / KNOW / MY / SUB- 
/ BEINGS /AND / not know myself?” (2012, 3) In 
comparison, the emergence of conscious 
experience through the co-dependent perception 
between our self and an external event may 
require further explication. Contending that “[a]ll 
life is one trillionically multiplex molecule: panda, 
snow leopard, jellyfish, amoeba. Past. Present. 
Future. One piece of information. Infinite.  Surging  
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[…]” (2012, 18) McClure envisions the 
interdependency of all life forms and forces through a 
scientific rendering of the Taoist notion that conceives 
all reality as a unified, “Uncarved Block” (Specks 2012, 
10). Thereby, his assertions invite not only the monist 
tendencies of East Asian philosophy, but also those 
permeating the evolutionary thought of Ernst 
Haeckel, whose drawings complement the prose and 
poetry of Specks. The deliberate vagueness of the 
term ‘consciousness’ allows McClure’s writing to 
merge biological and mystical conceptions of 
consciousness in order to reevaluate the formation of 
conscious experience without the anthropocentric 
aberrations of traditional Western humanist science 
and philosophy. 

In light of the new materialisms as 
introduced by Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, 
McClure’s quest for the materiality of 
consciousness takes the shape of a posthumanist 
and new materialist ethics that reflects and 
denounces a humanist tradition which has fallen 
victim to “[t]he addiction to solutions [that] is 
dualism” (Specks 2012, 38). Unswayed by the 
radically constructivist tendencies of 1970s 
poststructuralism and postmodernism, McClure’s 
oeuvre does not settle for the “critique […] of 
ontological dualism,” and for a flaunting of 
“antipathy toward oppositional ways of thinking.” 
Instead, it presents viable and productive ways to 
rethink and to re-experience the “immanent 
vitality” (Frost & Coole 2010, 8) of matter through 
means of lyrical art. Its interdisciplinary disposition, 
spanning from science to mysticism, allows for a 
new materialist ontology to evolve that is not in 
need of a “definitive break between sentient and 
nonsentient entities or between material and 
spiritual phenomena.” (2010, 10) Anticipating Jane 
Bennett’s (and others’) work on ‘Vibrant Matter,’ 
McClure’s poetry postulates as early as 1965 that 
“MATTER IS ALIVE, BY GOD! / MATTER IS ALIVE!” 
preparing its investigations into the lively vibrancy of 
“our sub-beings,” i.e. intracellular and subatomic 
entities and processes that constitute “the 
molecular consciousness” (Huge Dreams 1999, 148). 
McClure’s trademark critique of anthropocentrism, 
however, remains his endeavor to (re)instate that 
“MAN IS NOT AN ISOMER OF MAMMAL – he is 
precisely mammal” (Scratching the Beat Surface 
1994, 138). Therefore, his poetry reconnoiters forms 
of “MAMMAL” consciousness as both revealing the 
commonalities between human and nonhuman 
animal biology as well as representing a common life 
force, the “Undersoul” (1994, 26), that spiritually 
connects all organisms.    

McClure withstands the claim of 
Cartesian dualism that denies linguistic reflection on 
the materiality of consciousness without the creation 
of an irreconcilable distance between observer and 
object of investigation (Frost & Coole 2010, 2). His 
work assumes central importance in these ongoing 
renegotiations of the significance of matter beyond its 
philosophical reflections in that it showcases how 
poems can become “exercises of consciousness” 
(Lighting the Corners 1993, 7) that elicit the 
dissipation of the dualisms of mind-body, internal-
external, as well as the subject-object divide. The 
remainder of this essay explores the various forms 
these “exercises of consciousness” take, beginning 
with McClure’s quest for the recovery of the 
“biological self” as a means to solve both intra- and 
extra-societal grievances. Subsequently, I will 
elucidate his aesthetic techniques to materialize 
conscious experience through visually and 
acoustically stimulating poetry.      

Towards a McClurean Biopolitics[4] 

“YES! THERE IS BUT ONE POLITICS AND THAT IS 
BIOLOGY” 

(Antechamber 1978, 17). 

Albeit not considered as the prototypical Beat poet, 
McClure’s continuous exchange with central Beat 
writers, among them Gary Snyder and Allen 
Ginsberg, has furthered the manifestation of a 
strong countercultural momentum in his oeuvre. In 
particular, his work reflects upon the different forms 
and realities of revolt and rebellion, investigated, 
however, not from a socio-political perspective. 
Unlike many of his contemporaries, McClure does 
not indulge in elaborate criticism of capitalist society 
while calling for socialist or communist alternatives. 
In one of his most political volumes, Poisoned Wheat 
(1965), he diagnoses the ongoing Vietnam War as a 
“symbolic symptom […] resulting from a corrupt 
society which clings to political dogma rather than 
biological realities” (Phillips 2000, 114). His 
eponymous long poem denounces the idea that any 
of the known political systems provides a proper 
long-term solution for such disasters created by 
society. Not only “CAPITALISM IS FAILURE.” Just as 
much, “COMMUNISM WILL NOT WORK!” (Huge 
Dreams 1999, 133) To McClure, the artificial 
imposition of such political constructs of the mind 
does not fit the biological realities of the physical 
individuals inflicted.   
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While McClure still does not entirely deny 
the necessity of socio-political measures, reforms, 
and revolts to bring about change, he remarks that 
these are often likely to be ineffective and short-
lived since the problems that require revolt are 
often not of a socio-political, but rather of a 
biological nature:  

I can align myself spiritually with the 
guerillas in El Salvador, and with raising 
money for them. But I don’t believe that 
helping them is going to make any kind of 
permanent change for Central America – 
which is going to be in a permanent state of 
revolution and in a permanent state of 
disarray until something can be done about 
the overpopulation problems that there as 
well as the problems of colonization. The 
only thing that’s going to make anything 
better for them is to find a biological 
solution to the problems. Some solutions to 
their need for basic resources and 
agriculture and some resolution of their 
overpopulation. Those are both biological 
problems (Lighting the Corners 1993, 5).  

Such misjudgments of essentially biological issues 
bring significant harm to afflicted societal groups 
and the individual human being, as well as to 
nonhuman beings and the environment. In line 
with contemporary, new materialist bioethics and 
biopolitics, McClure purports that the materiality of 
our existence has been pushed to the margins of 
socio-cultural and political discourse. (Frost & 
Coole 2010, 1) To him, a recovery of our “biological 
self” is a first necessary step to counter these 
developments. Faced with the repressive dynamics 
of postwar US society, McClure observes the 
suppression of material human experience on 
many levels, beginning with the sexual repression 
by the far-reaching specter of puritanism. He 
contends that society, in general, undermines the 
conscious experience of the individual through 
normative indoctrination or, borrowing from 
Herbert Marcuse, “introjection” (Lighting the 
Corner 1993, 10). Since there is no clear-cut 
separation between the “interior and exterior 
dimension” of consciousness, i.e., between mental 
and physical experience, repressive norms have 
not merely mental but also physical, biological 
effects on the individual, so McClure. Respectively, 
‘mental' illnesses, such as depression, and their 
repercussions on the physical body as a 
consequence  of  a  repressive  society  represent a  

recurring theme within the whole Beat canon. 
Designed to keep the individual in line as functional 
cogs in the societal engine, this indoctrination 
upholds and aggravates dualistic thinking which 
entails the mind’s superiority over the body. Thus, 
these societal dynamics work towards the severe 
oppression of free expression of physical, individual 
being. Declaring that responsibility to inspire 
change lies not only with politicians and 
philosophers but also with artists (1993, 8), 
McClure is positive that the only viable resistance 
against such socio-political oppression is to find a 
“biological solution” to the given “biological 
problem:” poetry (1993, 5). With the individual’s 
consciousness hijacked by societal norms, he 
proposes that the poem as “exercise […] of 
consciousness” (1993, 7) can develop the means to 
assemble a powerful form of protest and an 
effective way to re-sensitize the individual towards 
biological self-recognition. 

Meat Thyself: The Affective Force 

of Vibrant Matter  

As indicated by its title, McClure’s 1990 poetry 
collection Rebel Lions sets out to conceptualize 
revolt and rebellion in the context of biology, 
through investigations into the commonalities of 
human and nonhuman mammals. Its main 
objective is the recovery of the human mammal 
self, underlining the kinship of the human-animal 
to other mammals such as lions. These animals 
possess and remind us of what humans have been 
led to repress in the wake of their construction of 
artificial, mental constructs such as political 
systems: “The real mammal life / with its clear 
sensorium / and the wisdom of the gut” (Rebel 
Lions 1991, 109). The poem intends to underscore 
the “the liberation of body, […] of the imagination 
and [consequentially] of consciousness” (Lighting 
the Corners 1993, 7). that comes with the clarity of 
the mammal “sensorium” unaffected by societal 
normative indoctrination. Thus, it encourages 
readers to acknowledge and to reconnect with 
their mammalian nature and their intuitive 
“wisdom of the gut.” 

Throughout Rebel Lions, McClure 
initiates this recovery of the corporeal human 
existence not only through explorations of human 
mammalxlife,xbutxalsoxviaxax ubiquitous  figura 
etymological of “meat.” McClure’s work in general 
gives precedence to the term “meat” over “flesh” 
in  order  to  highlight  the  physicality  of  mammal  
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existence including “the reference […] to a 
chopped-up piece of an animal” which the latter 
term helps to avoid (Lighting the Corners 1993, 
20/21). Triggered by the lyrical I’s direct contact 
with nature,[5] the repetitive, almost mantric 
invocation of “meat” or “MEAT” is aimed towards 
an “EN-FLESHIFICATION / […] of spirit into this me / 
[…] a real thing with strong meaning” (Rebel 
Lions 1991, 34/35). In “STANZAS FROM MAUI,” the 
speaker records the sensations that occur when 
experiencing nature on the island of Maui such as 
“mountain caves,” “green hillsides,” and “fog 
pour[ing] over cliff” (1991, 19). These impressions 
trigger the feeling of a deep connection with the 
natural environment. The speaker, able “to feel the 
earth,” is left in paralyzing awe which is signaled by 
a triplet of almost identical lines: “IT OVERWHELMS 
ME / OVERWHELMS ME / OVERWHELMS ME.” 
Beyond these sensations, the close presence of 
nature appears to have a physically engrossing or 
incorporating effect on him: [6] 

OVERWHELMS ME / 
MEATS ME               MEATS ME 
IT    M E A T S    ME, MEATS ME 

MEATS ME, SUCKS ME IN, SUCKS ME IN 
(1991, 20) 

In what follows, the lyrical “I” continues to 
emphasize the connection between these awe-
inspiring, natural landmarks and the self being 
“MEAT[ed],” which culminates in the triumphant 
mantra of “[w]e’re meating, we’re meating!” 
(1991, 21) As in earlier poems such as “Fuck Ode” 
(Bellarsi 2008, 180),[7] this “act” of “meating,” this 
communion with the environment, features a 
strongly sexualized component: 

I MEAN TO TELL YOU WHO ARE LISTENING 
hearing of this meating 

THAT 
I’M 

THAT WE’RE, 
MATING 

mating, that we’re mating, 
THAT WE’RE MATING, THAT WE’RE MATING, 

THAT WE’RE MEETING AND MATING 
AND I FORGIVE ALL OTHERS 

in this act 
this art 
this fact 

this coupling 
this fantasy 

this imagining of nature. 
(Rebel Lions 1991, 23/24) 

The homophonic “MEETING” between the speaker 
and the natural forces also effects a “MEETING” or 
reencounter with his physical body. The physicality 
of this act of “MEETING” is enforced by its 
superimposition with the image of “MATING” in 
the form of the speaker having sexual relations 
with himself and then with another (“THAT / I’M / 
THAT WE’RE, / MATING”), before indicating that, in 
fact, multitudes are partaking therein (“ALL 
OTHERS / in this act”). This linkage to sexual 
intercourse renders the act of reencountering 
one’s material body as an essentially intimate and 
private process, accompanied by powerful 
sensations, and eventual satisfaction. In the 
following lines, the poem’s imagery transcends the 
sexual, literal meaning of “MATING,” further 
defining it as a “coupling” between “this act” and 
“this art,” “this fact” and “this fantasy.” In this 
manner, the dichotomies of “act” vs. “art” and 
“fact” vs. “fantasy” are dissolving in the conscious 
experience of the speaker. The “MEETING,” and 
“MATING” between nature and lyrical inspires the 
“imagining of nature” that in turn inspires renewed 
awareness of the speaker’s material existence: the 
“act” of “MEATING” recorded in the “art” of the 
poem displays the “fact” of the biological self as 
part of nature. Consequently, this revelation affects 
the misguided self-conception or “fantasy” about 
the human self as a mind superior to its body. The 
affective force of natural phenomena that allows 
for a reunion of the speaker’s mental and the 
physical experience is denoted by the henceforth 
frequently repeated amalgamation “MEATING” via 
which the poem dismisses any strict notions of 
substance dualism. 

The affective force of nature that 
“MEATS” the speaker by “SUCK[ing] [him] IN” 
pushes him towards the physical communion not 
only with himself and others, but also with the 
“body of Nature” (Bellarsi 2008, 180). While the 
speaker regards himself separate from nature as 
“this other body” (Rebel Lions 1991, 25) at the 
beginning of the poem, through the “MEETING” of 
and “MATING” with nature, his perspective 
changes from external observer to ‘internal’ 
participant of the “MEATING” act, transgressing 
the subject-object divide: 

I’M INSIDE 
I’M INSIDE 

I’M DEEP INSIDE 
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this Cave of Wonder. I’m deep inside this 
CAVE OF WONDER 

and I’m erect here, erect here, 
I’m erect here 

NOW 
BORN. 
NEW 

BORN. 
NEW 

BORN. 
NOW BORN 
NEW BORN 

IN HERE 
in arms and gut and deep 
in arms and gut and deep 
in arms and gut and deep- 

er than ever. IT’S O.K. 
IT’S O.K. 
IT’S FINE. 
(1991, 26) 

Again, with mantric repetition, the self-celebrates 
its communion with nature and its rebirth as 
human-mammal “in arms and gut” as part of 
nature’s material reality.[8] This revelation climaxes 
in the speaker’s complete submission towards a 
final orgasmic “MEATING:” “YOU / HOLD / ME / I’ / 
M / Y / O / U / R / S / YES YOURS YES YOURS YES 
YOURS / BUT THAT’S NOT HALF OF IT / […] WE’RE 
ONE BEING / WHEN WE DO THIS” (1991, 28). Thus, 
the communion with nature takes on a spiritual 
component, blending Christian images of the 
transubstantiation of wine and bread into the 
blood and the body of Christ, signaling the “EN-
FLESHIFICATION / […] of spirit into this me” (Rebel 
Lions 1991, 34-35) with the monist implications of 
the Taoist notion of the universe as “ONE BEING” 
or as “uncarved block” (Specks 2012, 10) 
constituting the whole universe. Through these 
notions of communion, transmutation, and 
universal interconnectedness, “Stanzas of Maui” 
underscores how the act of “MEATING,” the full 
devotion to the body of nature, challenges clear-
cut separations between mind and body, subject 
and object. Its mantric formulas of “natural 
imaginings” serve as a meditative re-sensitization 
of human self-conception as mammal, while also 
pointing to the intricate interconnectedness of all 
life forms and forces. 

In this manner, the poems in Rebel 
Lions all record the liberation of the speaker’s body, 
his imagination and, consequently, his conscious 
experience. Eventually, the shackles of socio-
cerebral  indoctrination  are  lifted,  and   the  body  

becomes unbound: “my chest heaves up and I 
breathe free as the night sky!” The speaker of these 
poems takes on a prominent (inter)active role not 
only to spread the word about their liberating 
experience, but also to invite readers to work towards 
their own liberation: “Take these solid thoughts, / 
they’re a wing on which you can fly” (Rebel 
Lions 1991, 36). As such, Rebel Lions represents 
a poetological confirmation of poetry as a means to 
reconnect the mental and the physical realms of 
experience, and, hence, to affect biopolitical change. 

The Curious Case of the Planarian 

For a basic relevant meaning of revolt to us as 
many-celled meat creatures I seek in a lower 

phylum of the animal kingdom – the one first to 
have so many of the characteristics we have. 

(Meat Science Essays 1970, 74) 

True to his claim of being a “naturalist” poet by 
profession (Lighting the Corners 1993, ix), McClure 
writes naturalist observations into lyrical form. One 
of the organisms most present throughout his work 
is a parasitic microorganism, the planarian. It 
features in various poems, as well as in the essay 
“Revolt” showcasing McClure’s philosophical 
tenets on the eponymous process. McClure 
accounts for his choice by explaining the biological 
relationship the planarian has to humans. Being 
“our farthest close-cousins” (Meat Science 
Essays 1970, 75), they are the first organism to 
develop a nervous system comparative to that of 
humans in its complexity, whereas, at the same 
time, their ways of reproduction are quite alien to 
ours. While planarians do have the ability to 
reproduce sexually, they are also capable of 
asexual reproduction. They literally and quite 
violently split themselves in two halves: “the tail 
end of the beast tightens itself upon an object in 
the water, a stone or twig, and vigorously shakes 
from itself the head end” (Meat Science 
Essays 1970, 75). Purposefully, McClure envisions 
the planarian as one being that consists of 
“subindividuals” (1970, 75; italics mine) who solve 
discrepancies between them via a revolt against 
the respective other. Significantly, the planarian’s 
anatomy is close to that of humans in that it forms 
a head wherein a brain is located, and which is 
hence clearly distinguishable from the rest of its 
body in terms of nerve tissue. Remarkably, its 
asexual reproduction allows for it to split itself into 
two  distinctive  parts:  one with and one without a  
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head and brain (Pagán 2014, 128). As such, the 
planarian becomes the epitome of revolt in 
McClure’s oeuvre, and his Beat/countercultural 
agenda. It embodies the disavowal of “the 
domination of the old head that has made all 
decisions with its brain and eyes,” as such 
representing an ideal of revolt all “higher beasts” – 
especially humans – are to strive for but ultimately 
cannot for their obvious physical limitations. 
McClure nevertheless, and almost didactically, 
portrays the planarian’s ‘revolt’ as a guiding 
metaphor to rebel against the oppression the 
individual is suffering through its own “Head,” a 
stand-in for our socio-culturally formed 
“preconceptions” about us and our “vision of the 
outer world” (1970, 75) that “ignores the demands 
of its body that follows with its load of less 
conscious desires and needs and protoplasmic 
instincts and intuitions” (1970, 76). Thereby, the 
image of the planarian functions as a bio-
philosophical tool to outline McClure’s new 
materialist ethics through naturalist observations. 
Very much in line with the Beat Generation’s 
criticism of a 1950 US society that continues to be 
dominated by puritan morals, McClure sees the 
body as oppressed through the internalization of 
predominant socio-cultural dogmas by its “Head” 
(Philips 2000, 108). 

McClure’s poems express both the 
deep longing for the planarians revolting capacity 
as well as deep adoration towards the animal that 
exceeds human capacity. For instance, in the 
appositely entitled “Canticle,” the speaker laments 
that humans “do not make way for creatures / OUR 
CREATURE” instead “denying- / -our guts cousins,” 
ending with the call to let them free their physical, 
human-animal nature, hoping that “[t]he thing 
comes out moved / by the man inside me who is a 
creature sprung / from the chain. Let me regain it” 
(quoted in Rod Phillips 2000, 108). Rod Philips 
asserts that the “thing” the speaker is attempting 
to regain is their physical human-animal, 
“biological identity,” in a yearning “for a biological 
wholeness” (2000, 109) that reunites the physical 
and the mental realm. The position of the planarian 
in McClure’s ‘biomythology’ is most lucidly 
developed in the long poem “Double Moiré for 
Francis Crick.” Beyond emphasizing the close 
kinship between humans and planarians, the poem 
portrays the latter as equally powerful as “lions and 
gravity,” even “as a comet,” for its capability of 
being “[f]ree to free yourself.” As a result, the 
speaker begins the respective stanza with the 
capitalized exclamation of “HAIL PLANARIAN!”  

(Mysteriosos 2010, 121) Through the invocation of 
the planarian as ‘spirit animal’ and its apotheosis, 
McClure’s lyrical vision merges a microbiological, 
naturalist perspective with the spiritual in order to 
emphasize the biological kinship between the 
planarian and humans as well as the significance of 
its asexual reproduction for McClure’s 
countercultural agenda and philosophical musings 
on revolt. Once again, McClure’s employment of the 
planarian showcases that we need to envision new 
biological solutions to solve crucial socio-political 
grievances, in this case, the suppression of the 
individual by societal norms. These grievances can 
eventually be pinned down as biological problems, 
i.e., humanity’s denial of its animal, physical nature 
and the resulting repression of “the demands of 
[the] body […] with its load of less conscious desires 
and needs and protoplasmic instincts and intuitions” 
(Meat Science Essays 1970, 76). 

While humans are naturally incapable 
of splitting themselves into “subindividuals” (1970, 
75) whenever discord between mind and body
occurs (Philips 2000, 113), the case of the planarian
allows them to see that such a need to revolt is
perfectly natural:

At all times revolt is the search for health and 
naturality. Revolt is a desire to experience 
normal physiological processes that give 
pleasure of fullness and expansion. (Meat 
Science Essays 1970, 76) 

In order to highlight that the desire for revolt 
represents this striving for “health and naturality,” 
McClure combines his own specific microbiological 
observations with Alfred North Whitehead’s concept 
of the function of reason in nature. According to 
Whitehead, the dynamics of life, inherent in any form 
of life, follow “a three-fold urge: (i) to live, (ii) to live 
well, (iii) to live better.” This general principle, termed 
“the function of reason,” always aims at “the 
promotion of the art of life.” Its “primary function […] 
is the direction of the attack on the environment” 
(1929, 5). In light of Whitehead’s process thought, 
every organism has the natural drive to revolt against 
the given circumstances in its environment that 
inhibit the fulfillment of its urge “to live, […] to live 
well, [and] to live better.” Respectively, the human 
body’s revolt against the mind represents a healthy, 
‘natural,' and therefore a necessary attack on present 
circumstances towards the reestablishment of 
“equilibrium” (Phillips 2000, 113) between the 
two.  

Through his writing, McClure thus sets 
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out to draw attention to the biological necessity of 
revolt, the suppressed body, and the neglected fact 
that humans are nothing but human-animals. Just 
as much, he tries to correct the misconceptions 
deriving from the Western humanist, culturally 
encoded dogma that claims the brain superior to 
the body. Therefore, the planarian’s asexual 
reproduction that has its head form a new body 
and its body form a new head supplies McClure 
with a biological and ecosophical reasoning against 
this very idea. If the body can, in fact, form a head 
just as much as the head can form a new body, any 
prioritizing logically forbids itself. 

Meat Thyself through Aesthetic Means: 

“Beast Language” 

Language is the body – an extension of the body. 
(Specks 2012, 7) 

Although the recent revival of poetry as spoken word 
and what is today called performance poetry is often 
dated back to the birth of the Beat Generation at the 
famous Six Gallery reading of 1955, the origins of these 
efforts date back even further, to the Jazz poetry of, for 
example, Langston Hughes. Yet, while the Beats may 
only deserve credit for the continuation of poetry 
readings as aesthetic practice, they did, in fact, 
establish lyrical performances as both political and 
environmental activism. (Watson 1998, 184; Lighting 
the Corners 1993, 3/4) Michael McClure’s self-
published 1964 volume Ghost Tantras well incarnates 
the notion of spoken word activism par excellence, in 
the conceptual as well as the practical sense.  

Therein, McClure develops his famous 
“Beast Language,” aptly defined by Rod Phillips as 
“a guttural, growling form of poetic ‘speech’ 
divorced from human meaning” (Phillips 2000, 
111). It represents McClure’s most explicit attempt 
to trigger the awareness of “the spirit of beasts” 
within the human, to unveil human experience to 
what McClure calls the “undersoul”: an inspiriting 
life force that is innate to all of nature. In his belief, 
the awareness of the “undersoul” allows humans 
to “join Nature [not] by [their] mind but by [their] 
viscera – [their] belly” (Scratching the Beat 
Surface 1994, 26), an idea of unification that is 
quite reminiscent of the act of “MEATING” in 
“Stanzas from Maui.” In particular, the “Beast 
Language” of Ghost Tantras is the poet’s attempt 
to encounter his own human mammal self, 
manifesting  it  through   his   voice,   as  well  as  to  

connect with all other mammals. Famously, 
McClure himself acted out on this conviction when 
reciting from Ghost Tantras in the lion house of 
San Francisco Zoo, roaring Ghost Tantra “49” with 
four lions roaring back at him (Kahn 1999, 340).  
Although this can easily be brushed aside as an 
absurd stunt or even as animal cruelty, one should 
take into account the necessity of performance 
predicated on the ramifications of the volume as 
poetry of and for the mammal body. Only through 
the physical performance of Ghost Tantras which 
triggers interaction between two different 
mammal species the work of art reaches its fullest 
effect.       

While the notion of “Beast Language” 
and its application by McClure brings to mind the 
Wittgensteinian aphorism purporting that even “[i]f a 
lion could talk, we could not understand him” 
(Wittgenstein 1986, 223), Douglas Kahn believes that 
McClure’s “Beast Language” circumvents this 
conundrum: “It is not an interspecies language but a 
mammalian communication based on a commonality 
of meat, with a voice that, as McClure says, ‘comes 
right out of my muscles’” (Kahn 1999, 338/9). Rather 
than practical communication, “Beast Language” is 
the expression of the mammalian “commonality of 
meat,” which McClure’s work invokes ceaselessly, for 
instance, in Rebel Lions. It thus becomes an essential 
element of the McClurean ethical endeavor to direct 
humans towards the self-recognition as mammals. 

The poet’s first encounter with “Beast 
Language” is described as an inspirational vision 
triggered by a drug high in his essay “The Mushroom.” 
Ending with a short poem, he recounts how he 
“began to speak in the language of beasts:” 

By the stained glass windows 
of dream hills and landscapes -- I raised back my 

head 
AND SANG 

into the Olympian world, growling with the 
worshipping 

and directing voice of Man-Beasts! 
GROOOHOOOOR GROOOOOOOR SHARAKTAR 

GRAHR GROOOOOOR GREEEER 
SHROOOOOOOLOWVEEEEEEEEEE. 

The white flecks of my spittle 
floated like clumps of alyssum in the dimness 

of the here, now, eternal, beauteous peace and 
reality. 

(Meat Science Essays 1970, 38/9) 

The poet’s first sounds of “Beast Language” uttered 
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in capitalized guttural growls are accompanied by 
the  sensations  of  spiritual  revelation  into   divine  
realms: “the Olympian world.” Significantly, his 
revelation goes beyond private, mind-revelation, 
reaching through the corporeality of the 
experience emphasized by the “white flecks of […] 
spittle / floated like clumps.” Throughout his work, 
McClure underscores the physicality of language, 
“as an extension of the body” (Specks 2012, 7). As 
such, it allows humans to reconnect with their 
physical, mammal nature, and to overcome the 
socio-cultural indoctrination of their mind. 

Ghost Tantras documents the poet’s 
private endeavor to enter in dialogue with his 
physical, beast nature through a poetry that is starkly 
reminiscent of tantric or shamanic practice as 
“invocations, incantations, evocations of the beast 
spirit, of mammal consciousness” (Stephenson 2009, 
114). Similar to the speaker in “Stanzas from Maui,” 
the poet invites the reader to participate in these 
incantations: “These are my personal songs but 
anyone can sing them. Pronounce them as they are 
spelled and don’t worry about details – use a natural 
voice and let the vibrations occur” (Ghost 
Tantras 1969, 3). The collection thus accentuates the 
corporeality of poetry by both originating from the 
body of the poet and by remaining incomplete 
without the physical performance of the reader. 
Hence Ghost Tantras does not only signal the 
physicality of poetry, but it also puts it into activist 
practice. 

As such “voice notations,” (McClure 
quoted in Kahn 1999, 338) the ninety-nine tantric 
incantations of the speaker’s own beast-language rise 
to intersubjective significance, showcasing beast 
language as a general tool for biological revelation. It 
is “by roaring” that “[t]he heavy curtains are raised” 
(Ghost Tantras 1969, 89). The lifting of these “heavy 
curtains,” to make way for vision, requires “the 
suspension of the intellect,” (Bellarsi 2008, 178) i.e. 
the suspension of Western modes of sense-
perception and processing, dominated by the face-
value rationality of visual input: “[t]he hardest to see 
is that which lies beneath the eyes” (Ghost 
Tantras 1969, 98).  Challenging the duality of external 
vs. internal experience, Ghost Tantras guides the 
reader towards the locus of biological revelation 
which lies within: 

SILENCE THE EYES! BECALM THE SENSES! 
Drive drooor from the fresh repugnance, thou 

whole, 
thou feeling creature. Live not for others but 

affect thyself 

from thy enhanced interior - believing what thou 
carry. 

Thy trillionic multitude of grahh, vhooshes, and 
silences. 

Oh you are heavier and dimmer than you know 
and more solid and full of pleasure. 

Grahhr! Grahhhr! Ghrahhhrrr! Ghrahhr. Grahhrrr. 
(Ghost Tantras 1969, 56) 

More than revealing commonalities between all 
mammals (including humans), Ghost Tantras claims 
that through the “enhanced interior,” “the molecular 
consciousness” (1969, 96), a common life force 
pervading every single cell in every organism as well as 
every subatomic complex, is unveiled. Thus, beyond 
conjuring up the mammalian ‘beastspirit,’ Ghost 
Tantra’s roar unlocks sense-perception that makes 
‘vibrant matter,’ both organic and inorganic, accessible 
to us.  

The Poem as Organism:  

Visualizing the “Substrate” 

THERE IS NO FORM BUT SHAPE! NO LOGIC BUT 
SEQUENCE! 

(Scratching the Beat Surface 1994, 86) 

One of the most distinctive features 
of McClurean poetry is its idiosyncratic presentation 
on the page. It is constructed via an intricate interplay 
of several layers of formality that reinforce the 
poems’ conceptual reasoning and material presence. 
Arranged either at the center of the page or as 
moving across it in a more or less disorderly flow, the 
poems appear more like tangible, organic objects 
than a two-dimensional, abstract texts. Gregory 
Stephenson observes that the poem’s alignment 
along “a vertical axis […] creates an effect of both 
equilibrium and dynamism,” while also generating 
the effect of physical forces at work within the poem, 
with the lines as subjects to “both a centripetal and a 
centrifugal poetic action” (2009, 109). Via their 
unconstrained flow, they emulate the uninterrupted 
stream of thought arising in meditation practice, 
while, at the same time, they “manifest […] a positive 
Whiteheadian joy in shifting and in processes” 
(Scratching the Beat Surface 1994, 21). In 
this manner, so Leslie Scalapino in her introduction 
to McClure’s Of Indigo and Saffron, they give rise to 
a “sense of proportionlessness,” invoking the Taoist 
notion “of reality as [an]  uncarved  block”  (2011, 8),  
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often referenced by McClure, for instance, 
in Specks (2012, 10).    

Other recurring visual devices McClure 
employs are capitalization, vertical writing, and the 
typographical visualization of biological principles 
and patterns. While capitalized words and phrases 
arguably signal the central stance of certain ideas 
and observations, their use may function just as 
much as directions for readers to raise their voice 
while reading out loud, again reiterating the 
invitation of the reader towards a physical, 
communal consummation of poetry. Words, 
phrases or passages printed vertically often appear 
as “calligraphy moving vertically on a white scroll” 
(Touching the Edge 1999, ix), rendering the 
respective poems visual art. Additionally, they 
increase a poem’s downward dynamic or pace as 
well as disrupting the expectations of readers 
familiar only with horizontal print. 

Of central importance to the present 
study are McClure’s typographical experiments 
that work towards the replication of biochemical 
and physical phenomena. Subatomic particles such 
as “[q]uarks” (Mysteriosos 2010, 121), and 
especially “proteins” (2010, 114), “RNA” and the 
“DNA” (Specks 2012, 42) frequently appear 
throughout McClure’s oeuvre. More subtly, the 
principles upon which these entities operate 
govern the arrangement of specific poems. The 
long poem “Antechamber,” for instance, is an 
elaborate treatment of the McClurean idea of the 
“substrate” (Scratching the Beat Surface 1994, 45) 
as both spiritual and physical substance that is 
innate to and thus connects all organisms. 
"Antechamber”’s arrangement visually mirrors the 
physical and biological principles that underlie the 
“substrate,” among this electricity and the 
expanding shape of the DNA helix. 

I AM MY HAPPY 
PAINFUL 

 body. 

Whether cool or hot 
I 

am 

 thought. 
_______________________________ 

WE ARE THE 
ELECTRICITY 

AND PADS 
OF MATTER 

AND 
ALL 

THE 
SUBTLE 

BILLIONIC 
FIELDS 

Within 
The 
Cataract 
That 
Twists 

Through space. 
(Antechamber 1978, 40/1) 

The scattered arrangement of the poem embodies 
the restless and unpredictable movement of the 
subatomic particles, central to our atomic base 
structure, all driven and bound together by electrical 
charge. The reading process requires the readers to 
retrace their constant movement, thus raising their 
sensitivity for the arguably unimaginable fickleness of 
our seemingly solid, subatomic nature, which is, in 
fact, governed by the laws of quantum mechanics. 
Thereby, the reader is familiarized with such 
phenomena as the “uncertainty principle” which 
precipitates that it is impossible to know both the 
position and the momentum of a particle 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Uncertainty Principle”). 
Likewise, when the speaker emphasizes that our 
movements underlie the expanding principle of the 
DNA helix, the essential biological substance of our 
individual physique, the poem imitates the formation 
and expansion of a DNA helix via two separate strands 
of proteins (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018, “DNA”): 

FOR 
LIKE 

all life 

I 
move 

in an expanding 
helix 

through the waves 
and fields 
and forces 
(Antechamber 1978, 39) 
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In line with the formation principles of DNA, the 
poem builds on the repetition of its central, basic 
building blocks, of both words and phrases, such as 
the speaker’s claim, “I / AM / A MAMMAL / 
PATRIOT” (1978, 39/46). In this manner, many of 
McClure’s poems are governed by the shapes and 
repetitive sequences of the formation processes of 
matter. As a result, they emerge as corporeal 
structures themselves, “as an extension of [the 
poet], […] and as an organism seeking life” 
(Selected Poems 1986, vii). They also posit that 
these subatomic particles and proteins, commonly 
thought of as inorganic matter, are in fact Latourian 
actants (Bennett 2010, viii), i.e. central to the 
vitality of (human) organism. Thus, these poems 
further the dissipation of organic-inorganic, 
human-nonhuman, and subject-object duality.  

Charles Olson’s ‘Projective Verse’: 

Poetry as Material Action 

“It is our overabstracted nature that does not see 
the complexity, or feel the complexity, of the 

body. Charles Olson realized that when he wrote 
his essay, Projective Verse.” 

(Scratching the Beat Surface 1994, 44) 

In said 1950 essay, Charles Olson sets out to describe 
a new poetic principle he saw fit and necessary for 
contemporary lyrical writing.[9] If poetry was “to be of 
essential use,” it required to “catch up and put into 
itself certain laws and possibilities of the breath, of 
the breathing of the man who writes as well as of his 
listenings” (1994, 613). McClure is quite explicit about 
his application of projective verse in his work, often 
adding an explanatory note at the beginning of his 
volumes. In his poems, ear and breath represent the 
essential tools for the creation of the poetic line in 
that they ensure unrestricted, ‘natural’ versification 
that still allows for rhythm to arise through the 
occasional inclusion of “the old shapes of iambs and 
metric counts,” as well as of “rhymes and near 
rhymes” (Simple Eyes 1994, viii). Beyond supplying 
these technical guidelines, Olson’s poetic essay 
provides McClure with further philosophical 
underpinnings for his new materialist ethics. 

Olson emphasizes that such projective 
verse can only emerge through the close substance 
interaction between the mind and the body of the 
poet: “it is from the union of the mind and the ear 
that the syllable is born” (Olson 1994, 615). More 
importantly,  the  written    word   can    only  be  

duced through the active use of the body, 
“through the workings of [the poet’s] own throat to 
that place where breath comes from, where breath 
has its beginnings, […] where, the coincidence is, all 
acts spring” (1994, 621). The breath’s physical 
energy charges the poem with the kinetic 
energy[10] “of the thing […] from where the poet got 
it,” which is transferred to the reader through 
poetic activity. Thus, a poem is rendered “a high 
energy-construct,” constantly discharging energy 
(1994, 614) as interaction between the poet, the 
reader, and the environment. 

In Scratching the Beat Surface, McClure 
denotes why and how Olson’s principle of 
projective verse can function as an essential means 
to recreate the corporeality of poetry. With the 
“poetic line” being produced via “breath and 
energy interaction”[11] (1994, 44), projective verse 
allows for a reflection of “poetry’s origins in the 
body” as well as of “the growing complexity and 
diversity of the body.” It connects both poet and 
reader with “the world from which poetry comes. 
That world is a substrate within us” (1994, 45). As 
such, poems like “Antechamber” have the capacity 
to transfer the vitality of electricity and DNA 
expansion from the microcosm of subatomic 
particles and intracellular chains of amino acids to 
the macrocosm of the reader, granting sensory 
access to “THE SUBSTRATE […] SO VIBRANT” (Of 
Indigo and Saffron 2011, 177). 

Olson’s invocations of physical field 
theory[12] allow McClure to interlock his own 
appropriations of biophysics in order to envision the 
poem as a field or in his terms a “system” (Scratching 
the Beat Surface 1994, 54) whose dynamics are 
determined by energy flow. All of life, so McClure, 
both its macrocosmic as well as microcosmic 
dimensions, is pervaded by these “systems.” 
Borrowing from the biophysicist Harold Morowitz’s 
Energy Flow in Biology, he adopts the thesis that 
“‘THE FLOW OF ENERGY THROUGH A SYSTEM ACTS 
TO ORGANIZE THAT SYSTEM’” (1994, 57). In this 
manner, energy flow becomes the basic organizing 
principle of life. McClure concludes that through the 
employment of projective verse, the poet can both 
replicate and partake in the “flowing or pouring of 
energy through the system” (1994, 57). Thus, poetry 
represents the use of words towards a (re)connection 
to life-governing forces that form the vibrant 
“SUBSTRATE” (Of Indigo and Saffron 2011, 177) 
Through the principle of kinetic energy transference, 
McClure establishes the intellectual activity of poetry 
as an active force capable not only of conveying, but 
also affecting aspects of material reality. 
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Charles Olson’s ‘Objectism’: 

Rewriting ‘Man’ as Object 

While Charles Olson’s re-conception of Pound’s 
‘objectivism’ as “objectism” did not supply the 
original approach he claimed to have conceived, his 
essay did inspire McClure to refine his own 
biopoetics, conceiving a poetry that bridges not 
only the mind-body dualism, but also the subject-
object divide. “Objectism”’s prime directive is to 
banish the “lyrical interference of the individual as 
ego, of the ‘subject’ and his soul” as the “peculiar 
presumption by which western man has interposed 
himself between what he is as a creature of nature 
[…] and those other creations of nature which we 
may, with no derogation, call objects” (Olson 1994, 
620). It is the task of the poet to rewrite the human 
into the system of the poem, into the “field of 
energies” (Olson 1994, 620; Simple Eyes 1994, viii) 
as a “creature of nature:” “man is himself an 
object” (Olson 1994, 620). 

Apart from a few exceptions, such as the 
previously discussed “Stanzas from Maui,” McClure’s 
poetry widely adheres to the banishment of the lyrical 
I as “ego, […] subject and […] soul” (1994, 620). With 
the lyrical voice of the speaker supplanted, the poem 
appears instead as the immediate presentation of 
conscious experience of the field filled with objects. 
These poems are constructed along “a progressing of 
both the meaning and the breathing forward, and 
then a backing up, without a progress or any kind of 
movement outside the unit of time local to the idea” 
(1994, 619). Thus, in poems such as “Stanzas in 
Memory,” the breath determines the dynamics of 
meaning and the loose meter of the poem. Also, ‘the 
ear’ allows for a few irregular rhymes:   

“Mind” means nothing but consciousness– 
a rock has it and a toadstool 

and a field of subparticles in a complex protein 
as it loops, tying a knot. A mouth 

with a cock in it. Babies 
crying in the next room. Blackberries 
glisten with it and the webs covered 

with dust and particles from car fumes 
and the pollen of eucalyptus. 

 (Three Poems 1995, 27) 

The stanza’s thesis “‘Mind’ means nothing but 
consciousness” is discussed without the interfering 
voice of a speaker. All that constitutes the poem’s 
line of argumentation is the “field of objects” 
created by it, all of which are related in their 
inherent   reference   to   vibrant   particles   of  life  

swarming out and expanding. The pushing and 
pulling energy flow of the poem is driven by the 
inherent properties and reproductive activities of 
its objects: “toadstool” and “cock” disseminate 
spores and sperm, causing “subparticles in a 
complex protein” to loop towards the emergence 
of new life in the form of “[b]abies.” “[P]articles 
from car fumes” and the “pollen of eucalyptus” 
both are emitted in turn. Thus, the poem is driven 
forward by the imagery of a continuous spawning 
of new life, without moving “outside the unit of 
time local to the idea.” Here, the consecutive 
images used ensure the poem’s “backing up” 
(Olson 1994, 619) by always referring back to this 
notion of spawning. Irregular, impure, or “near 
rhymes,” (Simple Eyes 1994, viii) consonances and 
assonances pervade the poem, tying the words 
“[b]abies,” “[b]lackberries,” as well as “rock,” 
“knot,” “cock,” and “toadstool,” “loop,” “rooms,” 
“fumes” (Three Poems 1995, 27) together, 
phonologically reproducing the energy flow of the 
field or system that is the stanza. 

By employing the principles of projective 
verse, this passage from “Stanzas in Memory” 
fabricates a field of energy, of ‘things,’ among these 
human beings, intricately interconnected by the 
spawning dynamics of life. Thus, the poem draws 
the life generating principles of the “substrate”’s 
(Scratching the Beat Surface 1994, 45) microcosm 
and the human macrocosm into close proximity, in 
order to negotiate its anti-anthropocentric core thesis 
about the origin of the mind as spirit on a 
microcosmic, subatomic level, preceding the 
formation of the (human) brain. 

Concluding Remarks 

Against the backdrop of repressive 1950s US society, 
Michael McClure, together with his fellow 1950s Beat 
and San Francisco writers, claimed responsibility for 
rewriting the body into cultural consciousness. A 
paradoxical claim at first, this essay has expounded 
how McClure’s poetry combines the “cerebral activity 
of intellect/soul” (Hinton 2017, 159) with the active use 
of the body, by means of the ear and the breath, through 
the performative aspects of poetry, and through visual 
poems. Thereby, he showcases how poetry can serve as 
a viable interdisciplinary, biophilosophical tool to 
renegotiate essential issues of materiality. While 
McClure’s writing often appears to be favoring 
body over mind, this turns out to be its central 
strategy of programmatic overcompensation to 
emphasize  the  significance  of  matter.  McClure’s  
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work thus represents a vital contribution to 
contemporary posthumanist and new materialist 
discourse for continuously renegotiating how 
conscious experience is shaped by an intricate 
interplay between the material and the non-material 
aspects of our existence ever since the late 1950s. 
Evaluating the creation of a  McClurean new 
materialist ethics that seeks to rectify the Western 
humanist self-misconceptions produced by dualistic 
thinking, this essay has illustrated how McClure’s 
poetry allows for a re-sensitization of humans to their 
animal nature, to their close proximity to all other life 
forms, as well as to the vibrant substrate of, so called, 
inorganic matter that renders life possible.    

Notes 

[1] These are excerpts from a Time magazine article in April 1954, used

by McClure as a preface to his poem. 

[2] This will be at the center of attention later in this article.

[3] Here, McClure recites from Harry J. Jerison’s Evolution of the Brain

and Intelligence. 

[4] Following Coole and Frost’s notion of new materialist biopolitics

(2010, 15). 

[5] In his problematic use of the term ‘nature’, McClure draws heavily

on the idea of the Romantic sublime. 
[6] For the sake of clarity, this essay uses generic he. 

[7] See Franca Bellarsi’s essay “Sex and the Body in Michael McClure’s

Quest ‘for the Mammal Self’”, (2008) for an extensive study on the 

sexual act as spiritual communion with nature. 

[8] McClure’s image of the lyrical I “Mating” with nature, entails the

shortcoming that it remains phallocentric. 

[9] Olson poetics are highly indebted to William Carlos Williams’s and

Ezra Pound’s concepts of imagism and objectivism. Olson intended to 

dispel the shortcomings of Pound’s objectivism which he saw as too 

one-dimensionally conceived as a mere counterpart to 

subjectivism.  His alternative of ‘objectism’, however, falls short of 

delivering an absolute and original account. (Perloff 1973, 295) 

[10] Kinetics is concerned with the effect of forces on the movement of

(material) objects that have mass (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018, 

“Kinetics”). 

[11] See also the previous section on Ghost Tantras and the aspect of

performance in McClure’s poetry. 

[12] In field theory, the field is “a region in which each point is affected

by a force,” such as electric or gravitational force (Encyclopaedia 

Britannica 2018, “Field”). 
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process. It could be suggested that when I read 
aloud, I am not listening, but this is not the case. 
Only through attentive listening to particular 
sites are texts selected for reading aloud. Voice 
cannot function fully without listening. 

Reading aloud is a physical act that is 
spoken and heard; it is social and inclusive. The 
texts I am addressing here are not my own writing 
but are written by others. These readings take 
place out in the real world where multiple species 
congregate. In keeping with Donna Haraway’s term 
naturecultures, where a constantly changing reality 
is manifested and where previous oppositions 
merge and blend, the listeners to the readings are 
multispecies. 

Most of the readings take place 
externally, outdoors in the physical worlds of 
people and animals and birds and insects, in the 
mixed and maladaptive settings of cities: along 
streets and in squares, under bridges, in parks 
and gardens, beside railway lines. The sounds of 
each site blend with my voicing of the words; 
voices mix with my own; sometimes my voice is 
drowned out and inaudible. Listeners are locals 
and visitors, wild and domestic, frequent or 
infrequent users of the site, who may be listening 
attentively, casually or just in passing. Voice 
carries the words on the page but separates from 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

them, and communicates independently of them 
while restoring the vocal act to writing. 

As children we are attentive listeners 
to stories: an adult reads to us at bedtime and 
we listen, enthralled, as we drift off to sleep 
through imaginative worlds. From a young age, 
well before we can read for ourselves, we are a 
ready audience for listening to the storytelling 
voice, to the voice that reads aloud, the voice 
that precedes silent reading. We learn to read by 
reading aloud yet soon after this achievement 
we are expected to stop what we are told is a 
bad habit (Perec, Species of Spaces, 177), and 
learn to read silently. Perec suggests that this is 
‘… no doubt because it smacks overmuch of 
application and of effort. Which doesn’t stop 
the ... muscles of the vocal cords and the glottis 
being activated when we read. Reading remains 
inseparable from this labial mimeticism and its 
vocal activity – there are texts that should only 
be murmured or whispered, others that we 
ought to be able to shout or beat time 
to.’ (Perec, Species of Spaces, 177) 

Reading aloud is not storytelling in 
the oral tradition where characters and plot may 
change and morph with each re-telling. Reading 
aloud is based in the literary tradition of the 
written word, where re-tellings are expected to 
repeat and repeat the same story over and over 
again. The reader mostly reads the same words 
each time. I say ‘mostly’ because while the words 
on the page remain static, the readerly voice is in 
flux and moves through the text  differently  each  

Reading aloud is a component of my art 
practice, an art practice that uses 
listening as its raw material. Reading 
aloud  is  one  response  to  this l istening 

READING ALOUD MATTERS 

This folio and commentary give me the opportunity to consider one component of my sound/language-

based art practice, that of reading aloud. Reading aloud has become an increasingly central part of how I 

consider our relationship with other animals through voice and language. Sound is three dimensional and 

fills space, and vocality adds a sonic dimension to a text that transforms reading into a shared spatial 

multilingual experience.  

Text and Images by Catherine Clover 
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time. The reader’s contribution is enactment, not 
accuracy with language. I sometimes make 
mistakes: I skip a word, I say a word twice, I misread 
and I mispronounce. ‘Voice is fundamentally and 
expressively paradoxical’ (Neumark, Voicetracks, 
8). 

Reading aloud means I hear my own 
voice, but these texts are not my own language. 
My voice coordinates with the words on the 
page, words that are assembled and constructed 
in a particular way. The words form in my mouth 
as I find my way around them and push them out 
into the world through the breath. The shape of 
the words and my pronunciation affects the 
telling. I learned to pronounce the characteristics 
of my language, this language, when I was young; 
this language and its sounds shape how my 
tongue teeth lips jaw and breath enmesh and 
coordinate to deliver the words vocally. My lungs 
project the sound out into the world. 

As these readings do not use my words, 
this is not my vernacular or my idiom. So, when I 
read aloud in this way, my voice is separated from 
language – that is, the language and words I would  

Catherine Clover 
Reading Place Aloud rehearsal documentation 2017 CC3.0 Catherine Clover  

Catherine Clover and Stephen Barrass 
Untaming the Urban collaboration/performance 2016  
CC3.0  Catherine Clover and Stephen Barrass 
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Cat herine Clover 
Readi ng The Birds site-specific performance 2014 CC3.0 Catherine Clover 

Catherine Clover and Johanna Hällsten 
Calls from Bethenal Green site-specific collaboration 2013 CC3.0  Catherine Clover and Johanna Hällsten



Catherine Clover 
Reading ‘The Birds’ by Daphne du Maurier rehearsal documentation 2014 CC3.0  Catherine Clover  
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Catherine Clover  
Reading ‘Species of Spaces’ by Georges Perec rehearsal documentation 2014 CC3.0  Catherine Clover



Catherine Clover 
Reading ‘A Bird Watcher’s Guide to Mexico’ by Margaret L. Wheeler rehearsal documentation 2018 CC3.0 Catherine Clover  
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choose—and I embrace another’s language, 
another’s way of articulating. This is not a foreign 
language, not a second or third language, but 
another means of articulating the same language 
that I use every day and that I know intimately. 
Reading aloud is voicing a text, adding voice to a 
text or, as Adriana Caverero notes above, 
reinstating voice in reading. My voice enacts the 
author’s language. Reading aloud I animate and 
activate the text physically: I choose when to 
breathe, to pause, to emphasise a word or phrase 
or to diminish another. I choose the pace, the 
rhythm and metre, the prosody; the pitch (more 
treble here, less bass there), the amplitude and its 
choreography (loudly, quietly), the timbre of each 
word. I choose duration—how long the sounds will 
last and when they will fade. ‘Voice works 
intersubjectively, relationally, affectively, and 
emotionally – transmitting and moving through us 
and between us and others. Voice, which is more 
than/different from the speech and the meanings 
it may carry, encompasses and transmits both 
preverbal and nonverbal vocalisations of intensities 
(affects) as well as expression of feelings and 
emotions.’ (Neumark, Voicetracks, 7) 

Through the act of reading aloud my 
voice leaves a trace on the words that does not 
occur when I read silently. While I grew up in the 
suburbs of London, my parents came from the 
country, the Scottish Highlands and lochs, and 
the flat expanses of Suffolk. I am now a British 
migrant living in Australia. When I read aloud, I 
am aware of this vocal heritage. My voice 
embraces a text that already exists and slightly— 
minimally—recalibrates it, just to the left of 
centre, over to one side, just a little bit different 
from reading silently. I make the text my own 
through ‘my body’s capacity to make sound: my 
keen awareness of the muscles in my mouth and 
the stress-rhythms of the language I grew up in’ 
(Briggs, This Little Art, 171). I read the language 
of the author, I use my voice to coax that 
language out into the physical world. Reading 
another’s words is a duet perhaps, and certainly 
performative; perhaps it is a ventriloquism or 
even (could I claim the conceit of) a translation, 
in which, as translator Kate Briggs notes, the 
authorial position is complicated (Briggs, This 
Little Art 34). I am voicing for another who is 
physically absent from the site of the reading.  

My voice shapes sound to fit the 
words on the page. The listeners hear my voice 
but may not speak the language of the words. As 
a multispecies audience it is unlikely that all who 

are present speak the language that I read. But 
voice is its own communication and has its own 
reach. ‘… the act of speaking is relational: what it 
communicates first and foremost, beyond the 
specific content that the words communicate, is 
the acoustic, empirical, material relationality of 
singular voices’ (Cavarero, For More than one 
Voice, 10). Separating voice from language 
explodes the boundaries of language so that we 
are all, potentially, multi-linguists, breaking with 
the regulation of the master code (Braidotti, 
Nomadic Theory, 3).  
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 turn off the heating and open the door to the 
small back garden. I take a deep breath. With 
a relief, my body seems to let go of its tension, 

a little at least. The air feels cool and fresh, despite 
the warnings of unprecedented pollution levels in 
the city today. I guess it must linger here in this tiny 
refuge too - invisible, insensible. Perhaps there is no 
refuge anymore, even amongst this green cocoon of 
wildly overgrown ivy, jasmine, and other climbers. 
Getting chilled I reluctantly return indoors, leaving 
the door slightly ajar, for a moment. The wall of the 
kitchen is mottled with yellow, the paint is beginning 
to peel off. Around the corner, a damp patch seems 
to be creeping up the wall, even though the 
dehumidifier is on full blast 24/7. I hoover the carpet 
in the bedroom manically and keep on removing 
incredible mounts of dust. Hanging yet another 
spider plant on the wall, I remind myself to double 
check once more the list of air-purifying plants - 
kindly provided online by Nasa. What kind of toxins 
do they absorb again?  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Futile battle perhaps. I will never be able to master 
the art of air purification amidst this dense, free-
flowing cocktail of all sorts emanating from the 
traffic, the spongy Victorian brick walls, the furniture 
and everyday chemicals from the past and the 
present. Granddad's aftershave refuses to leave the 
building days after he has already gone. I open all the 
windows wide again. The boundary between 
indoors and outdoors collapses even while a 
difference persists - like in every breath, inside out, 
outside in. My writing takes place on this very 
threshold. 

Luce Irigaray has written on the 
forgetting of air in European culture and philosophy 
- the essential element that provides us with an 
invisible dwelling everywhere and a medium 
necessary for the reception and passing on of all 
sensory messages, including these words of mine. 
(2016, 28-9) "Besides the fact that breathing is our 
first gesture of coming into the world, it is also a 
gesture  that  can  define  our  internal  and  external 

I 

EXPERIMENTS IN 
BREATHING, 
CONTAGIOUS 
 This is an experimental essay in a critical-creative spirit, a document of intra-action between the two of   
us, and many other bodies. It began with arts, ecologies & new materialisms microsymposium "facing  
the inhuman", which mirko organised within their exhibition and for which Taru developed a text 
partially in response to the performance and the installation. Subsequently, following the multispecies 
practice of  breathing as a common territory, we proceeded to entangle thoughts around vegetal-being. 
Our multiple belongings, affiliations within this world  of matter, and relationship of our artistic and 
curatorial practices followed it.  

Text and Images by Taru Elfving with mirko nikolić 

What follows is an assemblage of text and images, a document of a ‘shared conversation’ between us 

and a multitude of ‘earth others’, still in becoming. The body of the text is Taru’s, the images are 

documentation of mirko’s performance and exhibition burning hearts of a thousand tiny matters (P3 

Ambika, London, 1 – 5 February 2017), and text that accompany the images are parts of the 

performance score in relation to Taru’s words. This is an act of collective thinking/doing; shared and 

distributed, situated and dispersed among and with vegetal, mineral, earthy, airy bodies. 
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space or place. Breathing is an organiser for living 
itself and for the coexistence between living beings." 
(Irigaray 2016, 31) Yet if the air has, indeed, been 
forgotten as a basic element in the cultivation of life 
- is this, in Irigaray's words, "an indication that 
humanity as such is not yet born? Not yet living on 
the earth?" (2016, 32)

As my breathing becomes more and 
more troubled - both indoors and outdoors - am I 
unwilling or incapable of living the codependencies 
in this invisible dwelling, here and now? Or, am I 
troubled by the increasingly impossible place 
allocated to me in a culture that has forgotten air in 
its insistence on hierarchical dichotomies, fixed and 
impermeable boundaries, aggressive extraction of 
value from all that is deemed other to the Anthropos 
- my female middle-aged embodied being included? 
Am I short of breath due to the intensifying and 
inseparable violent onslaught of the rise of fascism 
as much as of ecological urgency, both so deeply felt 
today?  More  than   enough   trouble,   even   when 

 

slightly removed from the most acute of crises, for 
now.  

I retreat onto the yoga mat - breath in 
and out, in and out. Rather than becoming centred, 
I begin to pay closer attention to the monkey puzzle 
tree sharing the mat with me. In all its vulnerability, 
near-rootlessness, it appears to be in transit, 
homeless. It appears prickly, aggressive even, yet 
also in need of care. Here in this inhospitable old 
machine room, like in my temporary home in 
London, these random entanglements of lives and 
the involved labour of "interdependent care" 
become intensified. (Bellacasa 2015, 16) "Troubling 
oneself, or rather, the “self,” is at the root of caring", 
as Karen Barad writes. (2012, 216) The boundaries 
of myself have become porous, traversed by 
tangible and audible even if invisible flows. I am 
more than one, yet nowhere near one with the 
world. No happy hippy harmony in sight. No 
pathological taxonomies or measurements that 
could    explain    all    the   trouble   away   as   either  

in since always unsafe homes, places of tragedy they we dwell 

what is at stake is the reconfiguration of nonhumans as other than nonmen 

other than nonhuman 

other than other-than-human 

other than not-you not-me not-us not-them 
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subjective psychosis or physiognomic deficiency. It is 

as if I am haunted, possessed even, but there is no 

talking cure or word of God that could restore the 

unsettled order through exorcism. I am out of order, 

part and parcel of a disorderly world. 

The plants that I continue to surround 

myself with, attempt to breath better with, may act 

as mediators yet they can never fully exorcise the 

trouble - the particles of whatever kinds that seep in 

and out of me, or the violence of a culture that 

appears to be now accelerating its own self-

destruction on every front. I can, for sure, escape 

back to the Finnish forest and enjoy the illusion of 

return into the not-yet-contaminated air. But this is 

no long-term solution, even if an invaluable 

temporary retreat. It is no longer a forest anyway, 

but a field of trees, a plantation, about to be clear-

cut whenever  the  fluctuations  and speculations of 

 

the market form a momentary constellation with 

the fears and desires of the landowners and the 

state. Furthermore, as mirko's research tells us, a 

mine may be dug up right behind those trees at any 

point too as multinational mining companies are 

busy test drilling across the expanse of what appears 

as nearly uninhabited and thus easily sacrificed 

lands. 

If we find ourselves living in the ruins 

today, with hardly any remaining refuge, as Anna 

Tsing claims, we need to learn to survive on these 

damaged lands and to actively build new refuges 

(2015, 29). Walking down to the cavernous depths, 

to the underbelly of the university, that mirko's work 

momentarily inhabited, I came to think about the 

extensive excavations going on in the city at the 

moment. All the numerous basements being dug 

under residential buildings these days, to extend the  

at the intersection of lower classes, passion, and magick; the conditions 

for the body-proletariat 

through scientific experiments and housework, they mangle we intermangle 

special powers from the ‘undercommons’, hidden abodes of 

resistances that are first 

polytics that is possible only because life is already power, 

a capacity to resist and persevere 

apparatuses all around, but not only 



27 

living spaces for one, two, even three stories below 
the ground. Private gyms, cinemas, even car 
collections are now housed in the spaces carved out 
of the historical sediments of London. Perhaps also 
servants' quarters. Upstairs and downstairs are 
gaining new meaning - hand in hand with promises 
of strict climate control as the surrounding climate 
gets increasingly out of control. This may be the idea 
of the needed havens by the 1%, such as the men in 
suits at the US presidential cabinet as they strip 
funding from Nasa's climate change research and 
redirect it to deep space exploration and excavation. 
End of time lines of escape accelerating 
simultaneously far away from and deep into the 
damaged earth. Further leaps of faith in the already 
bankrupted ideals of progress. 

I am drawn to other kinds of lines and 
leaps - of    affinities  and   affiliations,   parallel    and  

entangled paths. For collaborative survival at the 
time of mass extinctions, we need to protect the 
existing and build new refuges for diversity, Tsing 
argues (2015, 29). These refuges cannot, therefore, 
be escapes, enclosures, exceptions, elsewhere. The 
breathlessness, lived by so many today, is not merely 
a matter of air purity and climate control - quite the 
contrary. Sealed units cannot breathe.  

      
        
      

       
        

       
  monstera       

       
        

           

a taking of the outside 

a grabbing of the side without 

inclusion by exception 

identification by backgrounding (denial) 

self-assertion by hyperseparation 

securitisation by incorporation 

extraction by objectification 

reduction by homogenisation 
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qualities. Growing in a very small pot of compost, it 
nevertheless thrives in the dubious climate 
conditions of our house. Seated behind the sofa its 
many aerial roots feel their way through the air, 
creep up the back of the seat, sometimes tapping 
our shoulders. My daughter was at first scared of it - 
because of those lines, she said. Lines drawn in the 
air, reaching towards us. Roots no longer contained 
and hidden out of sight but sharing the space with 
us. Rooted in the air, in our shared breath. Even 
actively making contact. Could I learn something 
from the monstera, rather than simply expect it to 
serve my wellbeing? What is so monstrous about it, 
after all? 
 "The promise of monsters is a regenerative 
politics, an invitation to explore new ways of being 
in touch, new forms of becoming, new possibilities 
for kinship, alliance, and change", Barad writes 
(2015,   410).   Rather   than  aiming  at  cleaning and 

 
 
 
 

restoring some lost state of purity, or an imagined 
original balance and order, this is a call to weave novel 
relations. It is a matter of care and responsibility—that 
is response-ability, responsiveness, and respect - also 
for that which troubles.  

The entanglement of our fates and the 
care this demands is way more complex than any 
service or barter economy. My codependence with 
the monstera is simply not scalable to any, however 
sophisticated, carbon exchange. Donna Haraway 
associates care with curiosity, as a desire and urge to 
know more, which is no longer aimed at control 
(2008, 36, 301). It may have more to do with 
wonder, the mode of response at first encounter, 
prior to any attempts at understanding. Irigaray calls 
for us to treasure this state of wonder as a guarantee 
of irreducible difference in every encounter (1993, 
12-13, 72-82). The difference that remains 
significant and sensible, even when it refuses to ma- 

 
material networkers who weave webs of life. their labours  

‘we’ don’t see ‘them’, but ‘we’ can feel (by) ‘them’ 

molecular agencies abound, bodies feel their way around. an irreducible 

curiosity of mattering dwells in-between, within, and without  the apparatuses of capture. 

oxygen is one of the innumerable ‘free gifts’ of ‘nature’, not even considered 

a resource in mainstream economics, since it is already here and there, everywhere. 

it does not even need to be mined 

through-and-against it all, touches may come to touch.
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ke sense within the existing parameters of knowledge 
- even when my being becomes woven together with 
it, inside out, on every breath. The incapacity or 
unwillingness to recognise difference is, after all, at 
the heart of indifference. (Barad 2012, 216)

In his invitation for me to participate in 
this event, mirko quoted Barad's thoughts on what 
it may take for us to be able to live compassion - to 
live, not merely to feel compassion. That is, in her 
words, "suffering together with, participating with, 
feeling with, being moved by". (2012, 216) This is a 
call for a fundamental transformation, not just a 
matter of tweaking our attitudes or broadening our 
emotional registers. Jean-Luc Nancy's writing 
resonates with this, as he argues that: "Com-passion 
is the contagion, the contact of being with one 
another in this turmoil. Compassion is not altruism, 
nor is it identification; it is the disturbance of violent 
relatedness." (2000, xiii) Yet why is this relatedness 
violent for Nancy? What does it violate, what does it 

rupture? If the self has already been decentered, or 
never had such a privilege to start with, is the 
relatedness in difference, rather than through 
identification, necessarily lived and experienced as 
violence?  

Transformative potentially to all the 
parties involved, compassion ruptures the 
aggressively guarded illusion of self-containment - 
not unlike the shared breath. Trouble surely lies in all 
contagions, with numerous dangers and risks, yet 
also joy that comes with the capacity to breath, to 
think, to write. After all, "single vision produces 
worse illusions than double visions or many-headed 
monsters", as Haraway has argued. (1991) 

So, I set out here to write with, in and 
through these contagions. "The contaminated 
diversity of ecological relations takes center stage," 
as Tsing writes on mychorriza, the symbiotic 
relations of fungi with trees. (2015, 43) This is the 
stage   that   allows  thought to happen - not through  

to become responsive to what we do not know, and to what 

is perhaps not ours to know, but that is knowing 

inhuman knowings that support all our world-making projects 

refusing to forget mountains and forests peopled 

by ‘unique, individual’ matters, desiring-machines of  

multispecies confederations hybrid intra-actions 

breakbeat diffractions unearthly symbioses 

dances to dance beyond anthropos. 
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recognition but as a rupture. I am no longer the 
centre, the point of projection or collection, but one 
amongst many. Or, as Tsing's notion of 
"contaminated diversity" suggests, more than one 
in the ceaseless movements and negotiations of 
intra-woven proximities and detachments, multiple 
epistemologies and visions. Yet this does not relieve 
me of responsibility, quite the contrary.  

As Barad argues, responsibility is 
intimately connected to touch - "touching is a matter 
of response". Furthermore, touch is never pure or 
innocent, but rather "inseparable from the field of 
differential relations that constitute it" (2012, 215). 
When writing with art - or here also with plants - my 
writing does not so much aim to return, for example, 
to deconstruct and analyse the relations that gave 
birth to it. Rather it aims to be moved on, to weave 
further paths and patterns of entanglement. This is 
only  possible  in  and through attentive care paid to 

the relations and encounters it arises from. This 
orientation also requires work and desire to learn 
"how to inherit the layers upon layers of living and 
dying that infuse every place", as Haraway argues 
(2016, 138). 

I thus reconnect across temporal and 
spatial distance with "fingery eyes", to borrow 
Haraway's visceral notion (2008, 5-6). As viewing 
and writing begin to feel their way, sensibility shifts 
from making sense to responsiveness. Speaking and 
listening, like seeing, reach out and toward - but with 
curiosity instead of aiming to colonise or capitalise. 
Rather than exchanging messages, words can and 
should aim to touch, claims Irigaray (1996, 109-119; 
2002, 15-53). This implies disturbance on the 
embodied as much as symbolic bounds. To be 
touched by a word, an image or a narrative does not 
necessarily mean identification or immersion in 
contrast to criticality and understanding. It can move  

the ‘surround’, the open of multiple belongings 

intrasecting irreducible ‘discourses of the secluded’ 

beyond measure or translation, immaterial labourers, 

in silence, they plot bright plans. conductors between skies 

and earths, infra-structures of all that moves 

crafts of response-ability, mutual, tacit, 

not for another nor for any discourse to come 

to withdraw is to occupy, to become occupied by anotherness 
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me, not just onto the verge of tears, but to the edges 
of myself, of what I know and of knowing itself. It 
may even become contagious, without taking my 
breath away. 

For the writer - as for the curator, in my 
case - this implies an active refusal of mastery and 
control. It requires not-knowing, responding to the 
persistence of unknowability and holding onto the 
wonder that precedes attempts at understanding. 
To know more has to do then with care rather than 
control. This requires critically situated practices that 
have done away with any illusions of objectivity or 
centred agency while acknowledging the never fully 
intentional or managed effects that all acts of speech 
even without truth claims have. It means being able 
to respond to what my work adds to the world, what 
ways of living and dying am I casting my lot for, 
Haraway argues (1997, 37; 2008, 88; 2016, 55). For 
whom and for what am I building refuges - of 
breathing, living compassion, thinking, viewing, and 
writing with? 

 

This calls for cosmopolitics "rooted in the need to 
slow down", as Isabelle Stengers has argued (2016), 
that pays attention to all those who have a stake and 
will be affected by our decisions. Here, sensitive to 
the presence of plant life and also soil, decentring of 
anthropocentric temporality is necessary. As Maria 
Puig de la Bellacasa writes about soil and care, rather 
than slowing down linear futuristic time, we need to 
challenge its productionist ethos and make time for 
"the relations between a diversity of coexisting 
temporalities that inhabit interdependent 
ecologies" (2015). The refusal to take part in the 
prevailing economies - of knowledge as well as other 
production - requires sensitivity to feel the smoke of 
inquisition, the witch-hunts past and present, 
Stengers reminds us (2016). It implies withholding 
judgement - not avoiding taking a stance but rather 
being accountable and attentive for where one 
stands: the complex interdependencies with their 
entangled histories and futures that form the 
ground   under  one's  feet  and  thought.  This  deep  

a common praxis of bodies in difference, a capacity of 

rupture in sedimented strata 

not a break, once and for all, an act of affirmation in 

dis/continuity of becoming, a quantum leap from the dynamics of the cut into 

the dynamics of ‘sweeping away’ an organisation 

for desire and the social 
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implication of our practices within the wider 
ecological and societal processes of transformation 
is not a cause for paralysis, but rather a promise. 

I believe that this calls for experiments 
with forms of collectivity and sympoiesis that 
struggle to break with institutional hierarchies as 
well as all gendered, racialised, and naturalised 
power dynamics, silences and shadows. Moreover, 
these experiments are needed in all areas and 
scales, spaces and temporalities of our lives and 
practices - from the interwoven theoretical and 
performative research, or acts of care and public 
intervention such as mirko's, to the expanded 
communities nurtured in the domestic sphere or the 
contagions in the lived experience of an embodied 
subject. This is necessary, if we are to take seriously 
and to practice Felix Guattari's call for solidarity 
between struggles and transversality between the 
entwined registers of mental, social and 
environmental ecology (2008, 29). 

 

There are no quick fixes here, no universal solutions, 
transcendent common interests, or mutual 
understandings. This means addressing "wild 
divergence" that cannot be tamed by "reducing it to 
problems of communication", as Stengers writes 
(2016). Yet, ever more breathless, day by day, 
confronted by the urgency of the entwined 
environmental and humanitarian crises, do we have 
the luxury of time to wonder at the yet-unknown? 
Or, can we afford not to care, not to focus on "caring 
well", which always demands and allows some 
distance - a momentary refuge - from feelings of 
emergency and fear? (Bellacasa 2015) Is this indeed 
a necessity now more than ever? 

a dispersal, an in/determinate proximity to difference 

intimate ‘zone of proximity’ where response-abilities 

shimmer and concentrate, intra-play at touching in agreement and disagreement 

despair and empowerment, fierceless love before the inhuman 

as some events ‘come to matter’, others are not left out 

the excluded stand here and now 

before any cut, once will have been 

dreaming multitude breathing common difference 
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araucanas, carbon-dioxide, copper, Mynydd 
Parys, Duško Jelen, Isidora Spasović Lebović and 
Tuomas A. Laitinen  
title: burning hearts of a thousand tiny matters 
(earth minor) 
medium: bodies + performance  
year: 2017 
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 few years ago, I attempted to seduce a 
spider with my singing. I had come across 
a story that circulated in newspapers 

during the nineteenth century of a group of 
schoolgirls in Kensington, West London. Each 
morning during hymn practice huge spiders 
would descend from the ceiling on strands of silk 
and hang about these girls as they sang. Once the 
girls had finished singing, the spiders would climb 
up their silken line and retreat to their webs in 
the rafters. [2] 

Spider silk is a material primed for 
vibrations. Most spiders have relatively poor 
eyesight and must use their acoustic-vibratory 
senses to detect and communicate with the world 
around them. Their silk acts as a sensory extension 
to their bodies, allowing them to identify passing 
prey or predator. It is also a vital material for spider 
courtship.xWhenxaxmalexgardenxspider,  Araneus 
diadematus, finds a female, he will spin a thread of 
silk and attach it to the female’s web. He will then 
pluck the thread like a guitar string. 

 
 
 

It’s important that he gets this serenade right, 
in particular the spacing between the notes 
which are specific to each species of spider. If 
he gets the tune right, she might mate with 
him. If he gets it wrong, he will become her 
next meal.  Even if she recognises him as a 
potential mate, their coupling appears as a 
dangerous (and very leggy) process. If he is 
injured at all she will make good use of his 
protein by eating him - fuel for the energy 
needed to grow their offspring. 

I wanted my "spider serenade" to take 
place indoors, so I first had to collect a spider and 
its web. I created a large wooden frame on a stand 
and found a female Araneus diadematus in the 
garden and placed her on the edge of this frame. I 
then left it outside overnight.  By morning she had 
spun a web inside the frame and was hanging in 
the centre. I brought the whole thing inside, and 
placed it in front of me on a table: face-to-face  
with the spider. 

When   attempting   to   communicate 

A 

VIBRATING WITH 
SPIDER SILK 

What happens when one making animal meets another? In her book Gossamer Days: spiders, humans and 

their threads artist and writer Eleanor Morgan explores the strange web of spider-human relationships and 

the history of the human uses of spider silk; from gun sights to sticky tunics via acoustic lures, royal 

underwear and the mystery of the disappearing spider goats. In this extract from Gossamer Days, she 

describes a story of schoolgirls enticing spiders with their singing and how this inspired her own attempt to 

serenade a spider. 

Text and Images by Eleanor Morgan 

‘My	eyes	are	blind,	my	ears	filled	with	h umming,	and	sweat	streams	
down	my	body,	I	am	seized	by	a	sudden	 shuddering;	I	turn	greener	than	
grass,	and	in	a	moment	more,	I	feel	I	sh all	die.’	
Sappho, Fragment 31 [1]
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with a spider you need to assess what part of 
your body vibrates the most. Put your hand to 
your lips and speak. The lips move, but the 
vibrations are coming from somewhere deeper. 
Speak again, and put your hand to the front of 
your throat. Here, under the skin, is your larynx. 
Two thin layers of skin that vibrate as the air from 
your lungs is pushed through them, and which 
tighten and loosen to change the pitch of your 
tune. It is here where the skin seems to vibrate 
the most. Although the girls in Kensington could 
entice spiders through the air with their singing, 
I wanted a more solid line of communication with 
the spider. I had collected some dragline silk 
from spider webs around the garden and twisted 
and wove these together to create a long spider 
silk choker which I tied around my throat. At 
its centre, I attached a long thread of spider silk 
and hooked the other end onto a radial spoke of 
the spider's web in the frame. Sitting in front of 
the framed web, it resembled a tapestry at which 
I worked. I was now connected by my neck to the 
spider’s web. 

I tried to sit still, but I couldn't stop 
the involuntary movements of my body – slight 
twitches, the pulse in my neck, my breathing – 
and these the spider could sense even when I 
was silent. She could also sense the change in air 
currents that I created when I breathed out, 
using the tiny hairs on her body. I began to hum, 
practicing my scales, and then I sang my 
serenade. 

Sometimes she did nothing; she 
simply sat motionless in the middle of her web. 
Sometimes she tensed up her legs, plucking at 
the web to find the origin of the vibrations. But 
most terrifyingly for me, she would sometimes 
shoot towards the thread of silk by which I was 
connected and grab it, slowly walking towards 
my neck. The sight and feel of a spider sitting 
three inches from my throat, a part of my body 
invisible to me, was too much. My heart raced, 
my breathing turned to panting, and I began to 
sweat. With shaking hands, I broke the silk bridge 
that connected us, and she raced back to 
the centre of her web. 

Eleanor Morgan  
Seducing Spiders, 6 minutes video, 2013 © Eleanor Morgan  
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What is this fear? It felt almost like a 
shrinking. When faced with a spider heading 
towards my throat, it was not that the spider 
suddenly became huge, rather that I felt I was 
reduced entirely to the size of my voice box – the 
vibrating point, invisible to me, to which she was 
heading. 

People with severe spider phobia 
often describe these alterations of scale. They 
tend to perceive spiders as unnaturally large, or 
themselves shrunk to the size of the spider’s 
prey. A repeated fear is that the spider will 
invade the inside of their body. In a series of 
interviews with spider phobics, one woman 
reports that the worst thing is, ‘probably 
the…the feeling that, you think about the feeling 
if it actually got onto you, onto your skin, the 
feeling of the legs on the skin.’ [3]  It is not the 
spider’s bite that is horrific, but its light and 
scurrying touch. Like the gentle stroke of 
Nosferatu’s nails along your cheek, it is a 
moment of anticipation: something horrific will 
follow. But it is also dreadful because it is the 
same touch as that of the seducer; a touch that 
barely touches, causing a rush of blood and 
shakes of expectation. 

In my spider serenade, why did she 
sometimes respond, and sometimes do nothing? 
It could be that I occasionally hit certain 
frequencies that resonated with her – that were 
transformed through the silk bridge and her legs 
into the frequency of a buzzing fly or the plucking 
of a male spider. There is a chain of membranes 
and threads, carrying the vibrations from one 
body to another: from the air passing through 
the vocal folds of my voice box, the skin of my 
throat, the thread of silk, the web of the spider, 
her claw on the web, to the slits in her legs. The 
experience of these sounds, however, differs 
between the spider and me. My serenade might 
have appeared to have the desired effect – the 
spider was drawn towards me. But it is a silent 
response. Somewhere along the chain of 
vibrations, my audible humming and singing 
were at the same time creating a sound inaudible 
to me – perhaps a fly, perhaps a male spider, or 
perhaps the singing of a teenage girl. 

Seeing the spider’s response was not 
enough, I wanted to be able to hear the sounds 
as she plucked at her web - to create a duet 
rather than a solo serenade. The vibrations of her 
web were too quiet for me to hear, so I had to 
find a way of amplifying them. I  focused a  small 

laser beam at the strands of web and on the 
other side was a photodetector. As the web 
vibrated, it would repeatedly break the beam of 
light going into the detector. That way, I could 
record the visible frequency of the vibrations and 
turn it into sound. I could hear the spider 
plucking its web in response to my own 
singing.[4]  

Is this what the spider hears? Her 
vibrations reached me through a path of 
materials: from her plucking leg, through the silk, 
the laser, the photodetector, the electrical wires, 
the computer software, the sound speakers, the 
air, to my ears. It hints at a world of sound that is 
hidden to me, and to access it I must transform 
it. The spider and I are joined together through a 
path of vibrating silk, but this connection does 
not imply shared meaning. The sound of spider 
silk acts as a mediator between worlds, hinting at 
ways of being and experiencing beyond the 
human.   

Eleanor Morgan 
Gossamer Days: Spiders, Humans, and Their Threads  
(London: Strange Attractor Press) 2016 
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harles Bogert’s notes for the 1958 
Smithsonian Folkways album Sounds of 
North American Frogs describes the cane 
toad Rhinella marina (previously known 

as Bufo marinus) as the “largest toad in the Western 
Hemisphere,” observing that it emits a “low pitched 
trill at a frequency of ... 638 cycles per second.”[1] The 
deep, ringing tones of Rhinella marina are included 
on the accompanying record. By the time the record 
was released, Rhinella marina could be heard 
throughout the tropics and beyond, including Hawai’i, 
Australia, Japan, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. The 
call has a sharp, woody ambience, like a block of 
timber being rapidly struck, or as an Australian 
journalist claimed in 1935, a “loud snoring 
bark.”[2] Toads also emit screams or sharp cries when 
handled roughly, such a sound being a common 
prelude to the silencing of the toad by predators and 
humans. But death itself does not fully silence an 
organic being like the toad, its material composition 
continuing to quietly sound as the deceased creature 
undergoes metamorphosis. To hear these trace 
noises, one must engage in a form of field recording 
and translation even more complex than that 
pioneered by figures like Bogert and the other 
Smithsonian  researchers.   Twentieth-century   com- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
posers such as John Cage and La Monte 
Young recognised that the sounds of these 
material systems and processes exceed both 
human perception and mortality. The sound 
installation Sound of Decay extends this concept 
to enable us to hear the still mobile, eruptive 
material processes within a deceased cane toad. 
Through this process, audiences might begin to 
reassess their own mediated links with non-
human material.[3]  
            Sound of Decay tracks the sounds of an 
animal decomposing in front of the listener. The 
audience perceives an alchemical process of lively 
post-mortem transmutation in this next stage of 
human/animal exchanges. The first iteration 
of Sound of Decay was developed at SymbioticA 
artists’ laboratory, University of Western 
Australia, by sound artists Cat Hope and Rob Muir, 
between 2005 and 2007. The original experiments 
were made with a guinea pig, accessed from the 
Human Anatomy laboratory. Hope later decided 
to continue the development of the work with 
a Rhinella marina instead, also available at the 
laboratory, acknowledging the connections 
that could be made between the species and  
ourselves. A  deceased  cane toad was placed 
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TOAD MEDIA 

Sound of Decay consists of a deceased cane toad (Rhinella marinus) in a glass desiccator which serves as 

a stage for the audio playback of the toad’s material decomposition. Cane toads were imported to 

Australia to control agricultural pests—a role they soon ignored, spreading widely. As a form of highly 

active “vibrant matter” (Bennett), the activity of the toad extends beyond mortality—disproving Cage’s 

proposition that the absence of sound is equivalent to death. Sound of Decay prompts listeners to partake 

in an inter-species exchange which “lacks finality” (Nyquist), whereby cane toads emerge as something 

akin to bio-cultural noise. 

Full essay title: ‘Toad Media: Listening to the Cane Toad in Cat Hope’s Sound of Decay (2013; 2016)’ 

Text and Images by Jonathan W. Marshall and Cat Hope 
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inside a glass desiccator, which has custom made 
glassware pipes attached to control air 
circulation and filtration, creating an ecosystem 
wherein the toad will decay. The toad rested on 
a thin, polystyrene foam surface, not unlike a 
drumhead, whose microphonic qualities serve as 
an amplifying stage for the sound of its material 
transformation and decomposition. The sealed 
glass dome, a desiccator used in science 
laboratories, acted the theatre within which the 
toad performs. A contact microphone was 
inserted inside the corpse through the mouth, 
and another placed between the stomach of the 
toad and the microphonic stage. These 
connected to audio cables that thread out of the 
desiccator lid and into a computer concealed in a 
plinth beneath. This ran a MaxMSP patch 
programmed by Stuart James which enabled a 
time-lapse recording technique to take place. 
Only the acoustic liveliness of the material 
process between 10 and 80 Hertz was recorded 
and placed in an audio queue on the computer. 
This audio was then transposed into the audible 
range for humans of above 20 Hz plays in an ever-
increasing loop through headphones attached to 
the installation. 

 

The focus on such low-frequency 
sound references the opportunity provided 
by the work for listening to the inaudible. 
Research in forensic science, where animals 
are used as models to understand human 
decay in the soil so as to help establish the 
time of death at crime scenes, for example, 
demonstrates that the very low-frequency 
sound range is where most sonic activity 
occurs in soft tissue decay.[4] Over the 
exhibition period, the loop becomes longer as 
activity waxes and wanes. Audiences listen to 
the non-human subject inside its glass tomb 
as its physical form is reconfigured, tempered 
by the gentle flow of filtered air. The work 
would theoretically end, and the recording 
process cease, when the animal becomes 
completely decayed, and no further action 
occurs within the environment—although the 
device has yet to be run long enough for such 
a static endpoint to evolve (see 
below). Sound of Decay has been exhibited 
twice, once at the Semipermeable exhibition 
(Sydney: Powerhouse, 2013) and then 
in Ghost Biologies (Hobart: Contemporary Art 
Tasmania,  2016).  The  installation  is  not  so  

Cat Hope 
Sound of Decay, deceased cane toad (Rhinella marina), computer, sound system, desiccator, air filter system; dimensions variable, 
2013, 2016 © Cat Hope. Photograph Brad Serls. 
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much a fully rendered project, as a conceptual 
work in progress. 

 As SymbioticA director Oron Catts 
observes, Sound of Decay exposes audiences to the 
“sounds and sights of ... bod[il]y breakdown ... The 
integrity of the body is compromised and the body 
irreversibly succumbs to decay and entropy.” The 
once living organism becomes mere “matter”—but 
still active and noisy.[5] Indeed, sound itself has an 
ambiguous and elusive status when it comes  to 
materiality. Each sound we hear is, in fact, a 
discrete performance of waveform air-pressure 
movements as they strike the ear. Although the 
effects of such sonic vibrations on a mobile 
substrate may in some circumstances be seen, as 
when we observe diaphragmatic movement in a 
speaker cone or drumhead, those sounds which 
reach our ears through the air are themselves 
invisible, and the same is true underwater. Sounds, 
therefore, seem immaterial and spectral, dispersed 
through radio waves, vibrating substances, and 
signal processes.[6] Sounds may moreover be readily 
transformed or translated into new forms, changing 
from one thing (movement inside a gradually 
liquefying corpse) into another (vibrating air; a digital 
recording). Sound, like matter, is highly amenable to 
remediation, a point to which we shall return below. 

        Listening to the interior of a body as it 
engages in the gradual process of decay creates 
an ambiguous, shifting relationship between the 
listener’s own material processes and those 
of the deceased toad. Cage famously reported 
that when he moved inside the otherwise 
totally silent, anechoic chamber at Harvard 
University in 1951, he: 

heard two sounds, one high and one 
low. When I described them to the 
engineer in charge, he informed me 
that the high one was my nervous 
system in operation, the low one my 
blood in circulation.[7] 

Cage concluded from this that noise was 
equivalent to life, and silence death. Douglas Kahn 
points out that the death implied here is not that of 
a single organism. Cage’s demise would cause these 
particular sounds as “vital signs” of his own life to 
end, “along with the consciousness required to 
acknowledge them.”[8] But this would not bring 
about silence as such. Cage, therefore, went on in 
this   passage   to   reflect  that   not    only  will  there 

    sounds until the time of his demise, 
but that various elemental, organic, and cosmic 
sounds “will continue following my death. One 
need not fear about the future of music,” which 
will go on without the human composer needing to 
contribute to it.[9] But just what are these sounds 
which transcend death, and what do they signify? 
Cage was clear that an acknowledgement of the 
endless sounding of matter would lead to a 
“psychological” and Existential “turning,” concluding 
with the realisation “that humanity and nature” are 
“not separate,” but are “in this world together; that 
nothing was lost” in the act of life, sound, and energy 
being “given away.” Cage further saw this newfound 
realisation of the links between the human, the 
biological, and the material, as closely related to 
the novel “technical means to produce such a free-
ranging music” which have now become available 
through developments in recording and other 
technologies. These may be “used not simply to 
record performances of music but to make a new 
music that was only possible because of it,” such as 
the tape-loop music pioneered in France and 
Germany from the 1920s.[10] Listening to death and 
matter, therefore, goes hand-in-hand with 
technological mediation and recording. 

        Nor indeed does death entirely eliminate 
the identity of the material being which is being 
listened to. Lucinda Cole argues that decaying 
remains reflect a “paradox,” specifically that they 
retain some “vestige” of their former self, exhibiting 
“a kind of doubleness” as they move from living 
matter, to dead, but still active, matter.[11] Georges 
Bataille makes a similar point where he claims that 
death is not only the end of one organism’s life, but 
that it also marks the release of its energy into other 
forms and material processes: “death is that 
putrefaction ... which is at once the source and the 
compulsive condition of life.”[12] Putrefaction for 
Bataille precedes the first life spark of life before 
even the moment of birth. The sonic vibration of 
materials arising from organisms’ decay therefore 
both predates and outlasts the lifespan of the 
creature itself, revealing the noisy, messy agency 
and power of non-human materials. The toad 
continues to interact with and produce responses in 
nearby media and humans, calling out long after it 
is dead. 

Cane Toads and Humans 

The Olmecs and other Mesoamerican cultures 
depicted Rhinella marina in their sculpture and 
art and  may have  used  toad poison  to  bring on 
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psychotropic trances.[13] In nineteenth-century 
Paris, live frogs and toads were available for sale 
to farmers and they were exported to Britain for 
gardenersxandxhorticulturalists.[14]  Rhinellaxmarina   
wasxintroducedxbyxFrench  canegrower to the West 
Indies in 1844.[15] Cyril Pemberton of the Hawaiian 
Sugar Planters’ Association released them in Oahu in 
1932 to control greyback beetles and other pests after 
hearing a recent paper on the success of their 1920 
introduction to Puerto Rico.[16] Reg Mungomery from 
the Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations visited 
Pemberton to obtain his own toads, establishing a 
small breeding colony in the centre of the cane fields of 
the north-eastern Australian state of Queensland in 
1935.  

Mungomery oversaw multiple releases, 
but the toads proved of little use against the 
beetles—or indeed any other pests. Within twenty 
years they were common in Queensland, heading 
south to the New South Wales border by 1974 and 
that of the Northern Territory to the north-west in 
1984. By 2010 they had used bituminised roads and 
water-courses to cross the dry northern Australian 
dessert and reach the tropical Kimberly region of 
West Australia.[17] Their range now runs from 
Kununurra  in  the  west   all   the  way   east  around 

the coastal regions down to Port Macquarie, less than 
380 kilometers north of Sydney. Further distribution 
south seems inevitable. 

The spread of the toad is widely 
considered an ecological disaster not only 
because of the animals’ voraciousness and high 
population densities, but also because cane 
toads are extremely poisonous. Within a few 
years of their initial introduction, toads were 
reported to be fouling stock waters, and animals 
which mouthed them were dying.[18] Current 
research indicates that predator populations do 
bounce back after an initial high mortality, and 
natives can learn to avoid toads.[19] Work is 
currently being conducted into training rare 
natives to do this. Several carrion birds such as 
the Australian Raven (itself an animal whose 
range and numbers have benefitted from 
European settlement) have learned to avoid 
poison glands by eating out the tongue and other 
body parts. Even so, toads add stress to 
ecosystems which are under multiple pressures 
today. 
            While many Australians loathe the animals, 
the toads’ extraordinary success has garnered 
admiration  and  affection,  especially  in their original  

Cane Toad (Rhinella marina) 
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heartland of Queensland. The complex subcultural 
relationships between these independently active 
material presences and humans is best documented 
in the satirical “Australian Gothic” documentary Cane 
Toads: An Unnatural History (1987) and its sequel 
Cane Toads: The Conquest (2010).[20] As director Mark 
Lewis observes: 

A whole industry has spawned around 
trying to destroy these animals. Yet the 
more money that has been spent on 
their destruction ... the more the cane 
toad has evaded all of society’s 
attempts to control it and thumbed its 
nose at us. There’s something about 
that which is enormously appealing.[21] 

Lay responses to the cane toads tend to 
be characterised by what scholars have christened 
“eco-nationalism.” Early white settlers in Australia 
largely saw Britain as their homeland, and actively 
sought to render the landscape more British through 
“acclimatisation”—that is to say the introduction of 
European plants and animals for their commercial 
and scenic value. As Australian nationalism grew, this 
discourse was inverted, with indigenous animals 
increasingly championed and protected through 
human intervention, legal frameworks, and national 
reserves.[22] Marianne Lien and Aidan Davison state 
that such notions of “endemism permeates nature 
conservation legislation, public discourse and 
everyday environmental practice” throughout 
Australia.[23] 
            The distinction between pre-European 
“native” biota and post-colonisation organisms is 
however more complex, not only because the 
Indigenous Aboriginal peoples have been 
altering the environment through introductions 
and management for over 60,000 years (dingoes, 
for example, arrived with the First Australians), 
but because many of these introductions include 
Australian “natives” (like ravens) moving from 
one part of the continent to another. Biology also 
has its own agency, and creatures like the toads 
are quite capable of extending their own 
range.[24] The stubborn materiality of the toad, 
its material imprints on environment and culture, 
and its apparently endlessly spread, dramatically 
illustrates the chaotic power and agency of 
animal material which scholar Jane Bennett 
describes in Vibrant Matter (2010). The “vitality” 
of Rhinella marina cannot only “impede or block 
the will and designs of humans,” but they act as 
agents   in  their  own  right.[25]  Much  the  same  

can be said of sound itself, given its ability to pass 
through different materials, to cross boundaries 
and borders, to undergo transformation and 
mediation, and to set up vibrations in new 
locales. Toads themselves are increasingly 
tracked today by automated acoustic monitoring 
stations which listen for the calls of the animals, 
their sonic spread serving as a marker of their 
material distribution.[26] 
            Julian Thomas reflects that the cane toad is 
“the quintessential alien”: a large and not particularly 
pleasant, literally toxic creature which is Other to 
humans and the pre-colonisation landscape. It also, 
however, serves as “a highly ambiguous symbol of 
regional identity” in Queensland and soon, one 
suspects, Australia as a whole.[27] Queensland rugby 
players, for example, are affectionately known as “the 
Cane Toads.” Lien and Davison further note that the 
usual “classification of alien species” commonly used 
within Australian environmental policy is dependent 
upon an absolute “ontological distinction between 
human and nonhuman.” Once humans themselves 
are considered “ferals” or “matter out of place,” the 
basis of Australia’s legal and political foundation is 
called into question given that only the practices and 
material relations developed by those of Indigenous 
descent can truly be considered “native”—and even 
here, the case is not clear, given the degree to which 
white settlement ravaged and redistributed 
Indigenous human populations, the active role 
Aborigines played and still play in the northern cattle 
industry, and other situations.[28] 

        The relationship of Australians to “feral” 
animals, therefore, tends to be anxious and 
contradictory, a pattern wonderfully captured in 
Lewis’ use of horror-movie tropes and the Gothic 
within his film.[29] Audiences observe in the 
documentary a child playing with a massive pet toad, 
which she dresses up, while another Queenslander 
relates how he has dried their skins and smoked them 
to get high. Some canine pets have even developed 
the habit of licking toads to obtain similar effects. 
Besides quoting the theme music from Jaws (1975), 
Lewis’ soundtrack opens with the documentation of a 
particularly noisy form of violence, where drivers 
deliberately run over toads. Lewis shows footage of a 
van swerving wildly across the bitumen whilst the 
driver describes his hatred for toads and his 
protective love for natives: 

I line them up with the driver’s side 
front wheel ... Then the air that’s inside 
the toad is trapped within the head and 
blown  out  towards  the  back  end and 
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the toad really goes off like a balloon. 

Identifying targets though is not always easy, even 
with an animal as distinctive as the cane toad. While 
government authorities distribute pamphlets which 
helpfully depict an “Adult cane toad” marked with a 
large red “X,” below which one finds a photograph 
of native frog bearing a friendly green tick,[30] one 
author in Nature recorded how he had overheard a 
woman on call-back radio: 

gleefully describe how she had driven 
back and forth over a mass of cane 
toads. But the toads had yet to hit her 
locality. She had probably squashed a 
bunch of superficially similar native 
marbled frogs.[31] 

Nevertheless, communities from the Queensland 
cane-fields through to volunteer organisations such 
as Kimberly Toad Busters have devoted themselves to 
eradicating the creatures with whatever weapons 
come to hand. Golf clubs are often the implement of 
choice, with the city of Townsville briefly advertising 
itself as a great location to play “cane toad 
golf.”[32] Organised toad culls though mostly employ 
gassing, freezing, and other more humane methods. 
These interactions with the toads have contributed to 
a rich vein of popular culture, which is reflected in 
various media. Tooheys beer company chose the 
telecast of the “State of Origin” rugby match between 
New South Wales and Queensland as the occasion to 
premiere an advertisement featuring young men 
filming themselves on digital video as they stood at 
the NSW border, yelling “Get outa here!” while using 
golf clubs to launch toads over a barbed wire fence, or 
to go “Splat!” against a sign marked “Welcome to 
Queensland.”[33] The advertisement was quickly 
withdrawn after protests. Hope acknowledges that 
the choice of a cane toad for the species to be 
featured in the installation was motivated by this 
cultural reference, not by referencing any biological 
decay process or speed for efficiency of the 
installation. 

Vibrant Post-Mortem Matter & “More-Than-

Toad” 

A similar, and it seems particularly Australian, form 
of black humour as that underpinning the Tooheys 
advertisement is evoked in the short film Cane 
Toad—Whatever Happened to Baz? (2002), where 
corpulent, beer-guzzling Aussie bloke “Dazza” (a 
cane toad) relates the different forms of demise which 

might have befallen his “little mate Baz.”[34] From a 
golfing attack, to being smeared into “pancakes” 
across the tarmac of “toad-poppers run,” from a 
particularly noisy and messy death by lawnmower, to 
being transformed into a kitsch taxidermy souvenir, 
each fate is vividly literalised on the screen to the 
accompaniment of Dazza’s distinctive strine accent 
and appropriate sound effects. Reworking this theme 
of animals engaging in masculine repartee which also 
underlined the long-running American Budweiser 
frog-and-lizard advertisements of 1995-2000, the 
2012 online advertisement for the Australian Ford 
EcoBoost—a car whose use is purported to minimise 
harm to the environment—features toads “Ralph” 
and “Lez” bickering about the dangers of swallowing 
their own poisonous secretions or encountering 
automobiles.[35] “Cars are bad, right?” the slightly 
stoned Lez inquires of his mate. Though they hear a 
car approaching, Ralph is unconcerned because it is so 
quiet. The surprisingly powerful vehicle, therefore, hits 
Ralph unawares, transforming him into a bloody paste 
splattered across the road and his friend’s face. In 
these highly acculturated and acoustically violent 
interactions, cane toads transcend any simple 
separation of humanity from animals, not only 
because of how closely linked to Australian culture 
they have become, but also because of their 
tendency, as uncontrolled animal material, to 
introduce their own voices, practices, behaviours and 
adaptations into the Australian sphere and to which 
humans are forced to respond to ads. As with many 
“ferals,” the animal’s body comes to serve as the locus 
for a series of repeatedly performed—and in the long 
run futile—attacks. Here as elsewhere, toads like Baz 
and his kin appear to be so full of vitality that they 
refuse to stay still, even after death, resurrecting 
themselves after each extermination with vigour: vital 
material indeed.  

These amphibian film stars are part of a 
larger tradition of Australian toad art. Visitors to the 
1935 Royal Agricultural Show in Brisbane were 
proffered the spectacle of a model diorama depicting 
a working sugar mill set amongst scenic cane fields, 
complete with “a small rockery in the centre of a lily 
pool,” artificially lit so as to give a beautiful 
moonlight effect” and which served as the home for 
a group of live “giant toads American toads, quaint in 
their ugliness... imported recently from Hawaii.”[36] 
Thexcorrespondentxfor ThexQueenslander predicted 
that a “spirit of gratitude may yet impel the cane 
farmer to build a monument to Bufo, the giant 
toad.”[37] Although gratitude was not to be the 
motivating force, forty-eight years later  in   the   
sugar-growing    town    of    Sarina,   a   papier- m
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sculpture of “Buffy” the big Bufo did indeed 
feature in the 1983 Apex Sugar Festival Parade.[38] It 
was subsequently taken from the float and rendered 
in durable fibre glass to become a permanent 
roadside attraction. Nearby in Gordonvale a 
children’s playground named “Cane Toad World” 
was built in 2010, complete with an interpretive 
mosaic on the history of the toads.[39] Even more 
striking is the tradition of toad taxidermy referred to 
in Whatever Happened to Baz? Toad statues and 
toad-leather key rings are common souvenirs, while 
amateur sculptor Kevin Ladynski went further than 
the organisers of the 1935 Royal Show to construct 
intricate taxidermy toad dioramas in 1989-93, 
touring them as Kev’s Travelling Toad Show. His four 
displays were more formally exhibited at 
the Casuala Arts Centre (2012) and Ray Hughes 
Gallery (2011, 2013) in and around Sydney after 
Lewis brought Ladynski’s art to popular attention in 
the second cane toad film.[40] What is striking about 
Ladynski’s work is the sense of movement and 
vitality which emerges from this intermingling of 
animal material with human aesthetics—a 
paradoxically deathly animation highlighted by 
Lewis’ addition of Foley sound effects to his own 
footage of the sculptures, complete with honking 
cars, ringside bells, and so on. Toads fling each 
other into the air from within a wrestling 
enclosure. Their glassy eyes turn towards an 
Australian-rules football game conducted by 
their fellows. They are even shown attending a 
car-crash, their apparent mobility cruelly 
curtailed but not entirely erased by the morbid 
performative mise en scène within which they 
are awkwardly posed.  

This pattern of the violent reiteration of 
processes by which toads might be stilled is echoed 
in Michael Tyler’s ironically amusing fact sheet on 
frogs and toads as experimental animals published by 
the Australian and New Zealand Council for the Care 
of Animals in Research and Teaching.[41] Tyler 
laconically informs readers that, “The prospect of 
using decapitation as a means of euthanizing frogs is 
a deterrent to those contemplating experimental 
biology,” going on that the intricate process known as 
“Pithing (decerebration followed by spinalisation) is 
more readily demonstrated than described” and 
hence may be difficult to perform “humanely.” He, 
therefore, recommends a more “humane 
euthanizing agent” such as a “3% aqueous solution of 
chloral hydrate.” Even so, Tyler notes that the animal 
may successfully “climb out of the solution” and 
so need to be attacked again. Provided however  
the creature is not too vexatious, “death follows  

within a few minutes and the animal is in a 
relaxed state.” Because of the almost comically 
inefficient nature of these forms of execution, 
stunning by exposure to cold followed by 
freezing is often used instead. Tyler concludes 
that this is “effective,” but whether or not there 
is “suffering” on the part of the toad is “difficult 
to establish.” 

Eliza Burke, curator of the Ghost 
Biologies exhibition, explained that for Sound of 
Decay itself: 

it was not difficult to secure a frozen toad as 
they are readily available as laboratory 
specimens (we eventually used Southern 
Biological Sales). But trying to acquire a fresh 
specimen was very difficult as it depends very 
much on seasonal conditions, and is 
complicated by the fact that the most humane 
euthanizing method is to freeze them. Cat had 
asked us to try for a fresh specimen due to the 
sonic qualities of fresh flesh decaying, as 
opposed to defrosted flesh, because freezing 
changes the molecular structure of the toad. 
This all made for a bit of an ethical minefield 
and ... [feeds] into [the] reading of the work and 
[of] the poor toad itself.[42] 

The toad that featured in the Sydney iteration of the 
work was sourced from the University of Western 
Australia, the same laboratory that assisted the original 
development of the piece. Due to quarantine 
complications around the animal, the specimen was 
delivered by air in an “Esky” cooler that was collected 
and signed for at Sydney airport by a member of 
SymbioticA present at the install.[43] It seemed odd that 
given the animal was deceased, it could possibly pose 
any quarantine risk. As Hope reflected to Marshall, 
“What did they think it was, a zombie toad??!!” 
Certainly, the precautions taken against the spread of 
such “alien” species can take on a something of a 
science-fiction-horror tenor in their almost perverse 
fidelity to the tropes of isolation and containment. 
            The clear resistance of toad populations to 
these assaults and restrictions on their 
uncontrolled material fluidity means that 
“zombie toads” and their kin continue to surprise 
even those humans who are most familiar with 
them. Recent research has shown that Rhinella 
marina leading the advancing population tend to 
be smaller with longer legs.[44]  They  have  been 
recorded as travelling as far as a kilometre in one 
night, and show no indication of staying still, but 
move on while other toads follow. As a Kimberley Toad  
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Buster reflected, “When it’s toads you’re talking about, 
nothing’s ever stable.”[45] This fungible condition of the 
toad, its morphological and metaphoric plasticity, which 
seems to exceed normal rules about animate and 
inanimate matter, has caused Jon Nyquist to 
characterise our relationships with these creatures 
according to the trope of “more-than-toad.” Toads 
routinely “surprise” scientists and lay specialists as 
humans interacts with the beasts at the level of bodily 
proximity and material relations. These include the 
practice of “toadbusting” itself (gathering toads for 
disposal at make-shift euthanasia sites) and toad 
husbandry (many people feed toads and treat them 
as companion pets, while toads are also cared for to 
facilitate the supply of souvenirs and dissection 
materials).[46] “Toadbusting” and other interactions 
prompt humans to “ruminate” upon, or to 
metaphorically ingest, bring back up, and chew upon, 
new “more-than-toad” behaviours.[47] Humans 
thereby attempt to re-assimilate such new 
understandings and relationships with an otherwise 
changeable form of mobile organic material. As 
Nyquist explains, a cane toad is “something that 
jumps between different degrees of solidity… 
gradually built and undone as well as more suddenly 
disturbed and dissolved.” There is therefore an inter-
species involvement here which “lacks finality.” 
Coming at the cane toad from a more sonified 
direction, Sound of Decay may be read as staging a 
mediated, sonic performance of the “more-than-
toad,” and the lack of finality which ensues. This 
variety of solidity Nyquist refers to is very literally 
rendered in the installation, as the deceased toad 
become decreasingly solid throughout the decay 
process, finishing up as a squishy, semi-liquid mess. 

Bio-Cultural Noise & Superseded Materials 

Together with John Cage, composer La Monte Young 
pioneered the use of scores in which relatively small 
instructions can give rise to a wide variety of musical 
events of different duration. Young’s Composition 
1960 #7 (1960) consists of a five-line musical staff 
bearing a whole B♮ and F♯ note, making up a perfect 
fifth, which is accompanied by the instruction “to be 
held for a long time.” In a similar vein to Cage, with 
whom he shared some musical concerns, Young 
declared that while "Change or flux is inevitable ... 
Stasis, or remaining the same, is impossible." This 
impossible "static state" might, therefore, act as a 
distant "goal" for the composer to bear in mind. But 
it is the state of “flux, variation, or contrast” which is 
“unavoidable” within actual performances of human 
compositions,  or  indeed  (as      

the material universe itself, alive as it is with 
Brownian motion and other chaotic action.[48] 
Young’sxcompressedxmusicalxessay  Com-position 
1960 #7, therefore, draws attention to the close 
relationship between that which appears static, dead 
and rendered uncomplicated, versus those 
materials which remain active, in flux, and lively. 
While Jane Bennett’s thesis of vibrant material seeks 
to ascribe a high level of activity and agency to all 
things, Young’s admonition reminds us that even 
extremely small levels of activity might constitute 
musical form, pointing us towards the final stasis 
promised by infinity itself. Decay and post-mortem 
activity is certainly “vital” in the sense that Bennett 
uses the term, but its characteristics are in many ways 
closer to Young’s idea of an impossible, durational 
music, marked by continuous, but very small-scale 
variations which contribute to gradual large-scale 
movement towards stasis—even if this non-vital 
endpoint is not fully attained. 
            Sound of Decay evokes such impossibly 
extended durations as those which Young alluded to, 
operating at a timescale which is beyond that which 
humans can properly comprehend. Another work 
that challenges the listening time frame Cage’s organ 
piece, Organ2/ASLSP (As Slow as Possible) (1987), a 
performance of which began at St. Burchardi church 
in Halberstadt, Germany, in 2001 and is scheduled to 
have a duration of 639 years, ending in 2640.[49] But 
unlike Cage’s work, which references the classical 
tradition of church organ music, Hope’s 
installation takes a natural material process and 
transforms it into a timeframe more amenable to 
our reception, highlighting the diversity of 
natural rhythms and processes, and our own 
relatively limited reception of these cycles. As 
Cage and Young observe, such processes exceed 
human life expectancy and indeed mortality 
itself, hinting at deep chronological soundings far 
beyond the experience of the individual. The 
selection and amplification of what is mostly 
quiet, low frequency sounds further highlights 
this encounter as one between the human and 
extended material processes, prompting the 
question how can such a small physical mass 
create such “big” sounds, and what would their 
final silence portend? 
            Decay itself can be a comparatively rapid 
process, or a long drawn out one. It may be 
marked by clearly visible changes in the body, 
while in other circumstances it may be all but 
invisible in its infinitesimal, near static material 
translations. The most common sounds 
generated  by  decay  are  extremely low and soft, 
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mostly inaccessible to the human ear. Sonic 
material is released over a long time, with extended 
periods of acoustic inactivity. The microphone 
placement and signal processing system of Sound of 
Decay provides the human audience with a system 
for listening to these processes. The computer 
records the sounds emitted by the toad, organising 
and transforming them into a playback sequence 
and audio frequency suitable for reception of the 
human ear. The program employs sonic detection, 
gating, transposition and attenuated time-lapse to 
pick out sparse sonic events, stitching these 
moments together, amplifying and transposing 
them into an audible range. The sounds so 
produced are still “real” in the sense that they are 
indexically linked to their specific origin within the 
toad’s material remains. Even so, the sound is 
mobile and active in a way the animal is not. The 
toad remains dimly visible through the build-up of 
moisture within the distorting glass, serving to 
guarantee the fact that the sounds are coming from 
the decomposing animal. As Urzula Dawkins 
explains: 

 

The corpse itself is a vaguely 
disturbing form almost obscured by 
the condensation that lines the walls 
of its sealed glass container, and as 
such evokes death and a kind of 
elongated time-scale more surely, 
perhaps than a clear view.[50] 

In much the same way, the sonic material has 
been smudged, extended and alchemically 
rearranged since it has left its point of origin, 
offering a more readily comprehensible doorway 
for human perception on the nature of mortality, 
animal material, and our messy relationship with 
these things. 
            Relatively few sonic events occur during the 
initial stages of the exhibition, so the loops which are 
broadcast at first display considerable repetition. 
Gradually, however, longer sections begin to emerge 
as the toad moves into a new material condition, one 
which is visibly fluid. The noises produced become 
hissy drones interrupted by sudden loud 
punctuations.   The    phenotypes   of   these   discrete  

Cat Hope 
Cat Hope, Sound of Decay, deceased cane toad (Rhinella marina), computer, sound system, desiccator, air filter system, 2013 
rendition, copyright Cat Hope. Photograph Cat Hope © Cat Hope 
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sounds have been reorganised by the MaxMSP patch 
through a process not altogether unlike selective 
breeding or biotic introduction, where human action 
reconfigures the animal and its context, giving rise to 
offspring now adapted to a new locale. The toad’s 
death thereby spawns a novel generation of 
compositional opportunities and forms, to which 
the human listener becomes receptive. 
            Echoing the traditions of the Australian Gothic 
cited earlier with respect to the film Cane Toads, Hope 
has characterised Sound of Decay as a manifestation of 
our current “dark age” of media art and its histories, 
where once modern technologies like the antique glass 
desiccator or analogue microphones are being 
abandoned or moved into archives. Seen in this light, 
the piece reveals the slow descent of audio recording 
technologies and the material remnants of their own 
history. Although music and performance are typically 
seen as “live” arts, best appreciated when the audience 
is in the direct presence of the performer, mediated 
performances are increasingly the norm within 
contemporary culture, be these instruments and 
voices whose material qualities are transformed by 
their passage through a speaker, or via playback 
recordings and digital presentations. Indeed, as Philip 
Auslander has observed, “live performance” only came 
into being as a category after mediated performances 
such  as those in film, telephony and amplification 
became ever more common during the twentieth 
century.[51] The laboratory equipment from 
which Sound of Decay is constructed is itself a relic of 
previous material technologies. The desiccator was 
found discarded in the anatomy laboratory at the 
University of Western Australia. The delicate hand-
crafted, made-to-order glass pipes that channel air 
and the signal cables were made by a master 
technician servicing laboratory researchers at the 
same university, his skills now rendered unnecessary 
by the introduction of new plastics—which bring 
with them their own issues of disposal, since many 
of these will take centuries to decay, and are not 
always able to be simply recycled or destroyed via 
autoclaving and incineration.[52] Indeed, in a 
chemical sense, plastics are themselves organic, 
being carbon-based compounds made from 
naturally occurring hydrocarbons, specifically oil: 
another product of organic decay. Moreover, while 
many new media works have a slick, futuristic 
presentation similar to that of new digital products, 
typically housed in sleek plastic casings, Sound of 
Decay has a more Gothic or steampunk look. It 
marks the failure and “death” of earlier material 
technologies which—like the toad—continue to 
sound   and   perform   long   after   they   have been 

superseded by new organic material. 
            The act of listening via headphones also 
effects a translation of space, as well as of sound. 
Air is gently cycled through the desiccator, which 
not only facilitates the process of decay but 
removes any fumes which would otherwise 
prevent listeners from approaching the 
installation. This one-on-one, close listening to 
the toad by the human is inherently intimate. 
The headphones draw the listener into the 
acoustic space of the toad’s own body where the 
receivers are located, thereby confusing and 
erasing distances between the human and the 
creature. Like the toadbuster, we are thrust into 
the space of “more-than-toad,” ruminating upon 
this proximity. Might the toad itself now also be 
ruminating upon us? 

Toad as Contaminated Medium 

Jamie Jones has stressed the importance of paying 
attention to the media’s “different materialities,” 
noting that culture, communication and social 
relationships can be manifest in a variety of ways, 
many of which exceed conventional media definitions. 
Reminding scholars that photographic film was initially 
produced using gelatine extracted from animals, Jones 
contends that there is often a “sympathetic” and 
“pathological” relationship between media events and 
animals.[53] Jones cites the remarkable display of a blue 
whale carcass—the “Prince of Whales”—in 
nineteenth-century America, its repeatedly repaired 
and replaced body parts being moved far from its 
origins in oceanic whaling on the east coast, and into 
the Midwest via railways. As the whale became less 
meaty, and more of a mediated structure of wood, 
iron, bone, and replacement hides, it was nevertheless 
successfully promoted to large audiences, who 
consumed various handbills and newspaper articles 
heralding its spread. The whale’s "message," according 
to Jones, "was inseparable from its materiality, and 
whose means of transmission was a continent-wide 
assemblage of" technologies, media, performances, 
and interactions. Indeed, even "the whale itself was 
constantly remediated" as new structural elements 
and processes were applied in an attempt to preserve 
it and extend its mediatised dissemination. Echoing 
Jones, we contend that Sound of Decay reveals how 
thoroughly mediated animals are within 
contemporary culture. Human responses to the cane 
toad and other organic entities are constantly shaped 
by evolving exchanges and acts of communicative 
cross-interaction, including those of violence and 
affection, proximity and distancing. 
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This is nowhere more clearly 
discernible than in the sonic character broadcast 
by Sound of Decay. When one attends to sounds 
which are as quiet and soft as those of organic 
decay, one must also listen to the environment 
within which the organic material acts. The 
installation’s broadcast offers a mix in which hiss, 
noise and static blends together with the sounds 
of decay proper. As Muir explains, much of what 
is heard is in fact “the sound of the jar itself.” 
Small vibrations produce sound waves which 
bounce inside the desiccator to produce a low-
level echo. This serves as an acoustic bed within 
which the specifically decompositional events 
sound. As Dawkins observes, “It’s a sort of fuzzy, 
low, soft sound,” often “inaudible.”[54] The 
broadcast material constitutes therefore what 
one might call a “dirty” or impure, crossbred 
sound, much like the toad itself.  

Burke notes that she was expecting 
the soundtrack to be: 

more organic—squelchy or trickling 
sounds or some such. But it sounded 
like a shifting field of static, which is 
interesting in itself when you think 
about technology as a mediating 
mechanism and the microphone as a 
filter for that otherness. I found it hard 
to get beyond the sound of technology 
to the sound of the toad ... but ... this 
raised interesting questions itself 
about how our archival technologies 
structure or influence our responses, 
and the distance we put between 
ourselves and the bodies of others, 
especially in science (and art for that 
matter) ... The static of the toad was 
unpredictable—it forced you to wait 
and really listen for the next sound—
in this way it was pretty creepy 
because you were waiting for signs of 
animation in something dead—but 
this is why the work is wonderful.[55] 

Through this complex set of reciprocal relationships, 
the audience is therefore forced to consider if it is our 
own process of listening and mediation which 
“extends” the life of the toad, or if it is rather the 
toad’s own insistent pulsation back into the space of 
culture which we hear? In the end, the toad vexes our 
attempts to hear or see it clearly. Through Sound of 
Decay, the cane toad emerges as  something  akin  to  

bio-cultural noise, imbedded within various national, 
biological, economic, cultural and technological 
exchanges. Sounding out from its liminal, “zombie” 
position, it stages the “lack of finality” referred to by 
Nyquist. Burke goes on to add that even though the 
corpse itself had been sourced through the violent 
procedures of laboratory specimen collection, the 
installation: 

exposes the cane toad as a singular, 
vulnerable entity. By amplifying the 
sounds of its material decomposition, 
Hope asks us to engage with tensions 
between our perception of it as a super-
survivor and a pest, and the intimate 
sound of its passing. Decay is not a sound 
we may recognize, but through this 
unfamiliarity Hope forges a new 
perceptual register, drawing our attention 
to the immediate present, and to the fact 
that biomaterial processes continue after 
death. Rather than engaging the scientific 
gaze suggested by the laboratory 
apparatus containing it, Hope asks us to 
listen to the cane toad’s body, attuning us 
to a potentially more empathic and 
intimate encounter.[56] 

In listening to the toad, we cannot help but 
listen to ourselves: to our own technologies, 
histories, media, and exchanges. It is only by 
approaching this paradoxically both familiar 
yet Other sound that we might perhaps attain 
some form of reconciliation between nature 
and culture, love and hate, the accepted 
invader versus the despised alien, human and 
toad. 
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uring a scene in the film Okja (2017), 
the image of a human character 
running his hand along the body of the 

titular super pig prompted me to recall an 
experience from earlier in my life. At around age 
thirteen, I was allowed to assist at the delivery of 
a litter of puppies. The mother of the litter was a 
rough collie – a ‘Lassie' type dog- who had been 
running loose for more than two weeks on a 
playing field nearby our home. All attempts to 
catch her had failed until finally, heavily pregnant 
she was cornered by a well-meaning member of 
the public and she ended up, as so many other 
homeless dogs and cats did, at our house. Within 
thirty-six hours of arriving in our kitchen and 
being given a bed, some water and food, she 
began to pant heavily and shudder as her labour 
started. I was kept at a distance at first only able 
to observe quietly as she gave birth. One by one, 
six puppies arrived but the weeks of being 
homeless and whatever other traumas had been 
inflicted on the mother took a massive toll. Four 
of the six puppies, despite resuscitation efforts, 
never took a breath. As an assistant to these 
births and deaths, my job, unexpectedly, 
became to help to remove the bodies of the 
dead puppies and wrap them in newspaper. 
When I felt the first small body in my hands, I was 
immediately struck by a sense memory 

connection. I was shocked that touching the 
dead puppy triggered a sense memory of 
chicken. Not live chickens but the fragmented 
dead bodies of chickens that I, like so many other 
working-class kids, habitually ate for dinner. 
Looking at the puppy and experiencing the feel 
of her cold soft body threw my previously 
unquestioned certainty about socially prescribed 
categories of ‘pet’ and ‘food’ into complete 
disarray. While my visual sense confirmed their 
species differences and despite the feel of cold 
damp fur instead of plucked uncooked skin, the 
touch of her body, the feel of plump fleshiness to 
my fingers reaffirmed their similitude. I cried for 
that puppy who I understood as an individual 
being, but in the moment of ‘feeling’ her as ‘like 
chicken’ was unable to relate the sensory 
experience to this chicken or that individual 
chicken, only ‘chicken’. 

This phenomenological experience 
stands out in my life as I felt it viscerally, the 
sensory affective jolt was prior to the cognitive 
process of recognition. It was from that 
experience that I began my transition to 
veganism. Later, I had to recalibrate my belief 
that when I held that puppy, that was the first 
time I had held a dead baby animal. Of course, I 
realised, I had held and consumed the body parts 
of many dead animals, the majority of whom, as  
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standardised animal-industrial practices dictate, 
would have been young when they were killed. 
Okja, a Netflix original film directed by Bong 
Joon-ho in which the main character is a CGI 
genetically modified ‘super pig’, reminded me of 
that childhood experience. That memory 
prompts this essay in which I explore the 
relationship between touching and seeing 
through the lens of phenomenological 
experience, framed by the concepts of 
embodied visuality, haptic and optical images. 
Although the focus of such an approach within 
film criticism has been on human embodiment, 
in this essay I explore its usefulness for thinking 
critically about human-animal relationships and 
the affective mediated experience of other 
subjectivities. With a focus on ‘touch’ I consider 
the sensual relationship between ‘subjective 
matter’ and the onscreen animal body. I have 
written elsewhere on the ethical issues that are 
raised when live animals are used for the 
purposes of entertainment media (see: Molloy 
2011; Molloy 2012). For this reason, I focus on 
Okja and the CGI super pig character to explore 
how the subject-object politics of human-animal 
relationships are encoded in haptic and optical 
images. In this essay, I discuss the different types 
of touch present in Okja and the processes of 
identification in terms of primary engagement 
with ‘the sense and sensibility of materiality 
itself’ (Sobchack 2004, 65). 

Embodied visuality 

In Carnal Thoughts, Vivian Sobchack writes about 
the embodied experience of film that, ‘we do not 
experience any movie only through our eyes. We 
see and comprehend and feel films with our 
entire bodily being, informed by the full history 
and carnal knowledge of our acculturated 
sensorium’ (Sobchack 2004, 63). When we watch 
a film we shudder, our pulse increases, our skin 
tingles, we become aroused, we salivate, we feel 
in the presence of audiovisual imagery. A film can 
act as a sensuous stimulus, an experience of 
embodied vicarious sensation. As Sobchack 
observes, film viewing engages much more than 
our eyes yet theories of spectatorial identification 
from the psychoanalytic and semiotic traditions 
have focused on the visual aspects of the film 
experience. This tendency towards ocularcentrism 
in film theory has taken little account of the 
embodied subject and their multisensorial 
engagement.   The   question   of   how  meaning is  

made and its relationship to spectatorial 
identification has, in those traditions, been 
inclined to grant privilege to the visual and the 
rational, the eye and the mind. The messiness of 
the body and our embodied encounters with 
film are at odds with the intellectual sensibilities 
of much film theory with its preference for 
critical distance, rigour, objectivity and disdain 
for the crudity of emotional or sensuous 
excesses. With few exceptions, Sobchack writes, 
‘film theory has attempted … to put the 
ambiguous and unruly, subjectively sensuous, 
embodied experience of going to the movies 
back where it “properly” – that is, objectively – 
belongs” (Sobchack 2004, 59). The sensuous, she 
argues, is located ‘on the screen as the semiotic 
effects of cinematic representation … or off the 
screen in the spectator’s phantasmatic psychic 
formations, cognitive processes and basic 
physiological reflexes that do not pose major 
questions of meaning’ (2004, 59-60). While 
there is no question that they are valuable, these 
approaches do however struggle to take account 
of what happens between the materiality of 
bodies off-screen and the experience of ‘matter’ 
on screen. 

Phenomenological approaches, by way 
of a contrast, can instead provide a framework that 
pays attention to sense experience and embodied 
seeing. As Laura U. Marks proposes through her 
theory of embodied visuality: ‘Film is not grasped 
solely by an intellectual act but by the complex 
perception of the body as a whole. This view of 
perception implies an attitude towards the object, 
in this case, a film, not as something that must be 
analyzed and deciphered in order to deliver forth 
its meaning but as something that means in itself' 
(Marks 2000, 145). To acknowledge the bodiless 
of our experience of the movies requires that we 
must recognize the multimodal sensory 
capacities beyond seeing and hearing that are 
active in the ‘lived body'. Smell, taste, touch, and 
proprioception, as well as vision and hearing, 
make the film experience meaningful. The film 
viewer’s lived body, Sobchack argues, ‘both 
provide and enacts a commutative reversibility 
between subjective feeling and objective 
knowledge, between the senses and their sense 
of common meaning’ (2004, 61). Where our 
bodies respond to a film without being 
translated first through thought, body and image 
are in a reciprocal state, they are ‘surfaces in 
contact’; an experience that prompts Sobchack 
to   argue   that   we   must  be   attentive  to   our  
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‘primary engagement … with the sense and 
sensibility of materiality itself’ (Sobchack 2004, 
65). ‘We are’ she contends ‘subjective matter: 
our lived bodies sensually relate to “things” that 
“matter” on the screen and find them sensible in 
a primary, prepersonal and global way […]’ 
(2004, 65). 

The phenomenological experience is 
an engagement with material subjectivity but 
also a diffused response that blurs the distance 
between image and viewer that some other 
traditions in film theory prefer to amplify. In 
Sobchack’s account at least, she is ‘able both to 
sense and to be sensible, to be both the subject 
and the object of tactile desire’ and, she argues, 
all bodies in the film experience, both off screen 
and on screen may be part of this dynamic such 
that ‘meaning, and where it is made does not 
have a discrete origin in either spectators’ bodies 
or cinematic representation but emerges in their 
conjunction’ (Sobchack 2004). By acknowledging 
the reciprocity of image and body, a ‘tactile 
epistemology’ (Marks 2000) challenges the 
distance privileged by ocularcentrism. As David 
Ingram remarks in relation to eco-cinema, the 
primacy granted to vision and visuality is 
considered ‘a central factor in dominant notions 
of both rationality and capitalist economics’ that 
has ‘produced a dangerous sense of detachment 
from the environment’ (Ingram 2014, 26). 
Because phenomenology acknowledges the 
materiality of bodies on and off-screen and the 
sensual affective experience of the film 
encounter and in doing so opposes ocularcentric 
detachment, Ingram suggests that such an 
approach might be useful for eco-film studies. 
On this point, I agree with Ingram and I further 
propose that such an approach may be 
beneficial to Critical Animal Studies in that it 
offers a way to explore the affective dimensions 
of the mediated encounter with other species 
and the politics of embodied cultural knowledge. 
Acknowledgement of another subjectivity 
recognizes the value of that being and can be 
significant in the establishment of empathetic 
relationships with nonhuman animals. As Elisa 
Aaltola argues ‘emotions and forms of empathy 
rescue us from detachment, numbness and the 
objectification of others and enable the sort of 
moral agency resistant to subjugation and 
violence’ (Aaltola 2018, 2). Aaltola also points 
out that empathy takes different forms and 
narratives of animal lives while inviting the 
viewer    or   reader    to    feel    empathy,   might  

depoliticise, dehistoricize or aestheticize animal 
experience and in doing so occlude their 
material realities and suffering. She argues 
instead for narratives that invite ‘simulative 
empathy’ by ‘making evident the historical, 
cultural or political causes of, for instance, 
suffering’ and stories that make the effort to 
‘contextualize the emotions of the animals’ and 
‘highlight the solid, raw subjectivity of those 
animals and offer ways for the audience to 
better the situation’ (Aaltola 2018, 45). Empathy, 
however, is easily managed through popular 
culture, the danger being that pleasurable 
empathy is forgotten once the narrative is over. 
Aaltola describes this as ‘bite-size' empathy, a 
means by which the viewer can edit what they 
wish to absorb: ‘It is this', Aaltola writes ‘that 
enables moral and political passivity, for the type 
of discomfort often required for one to truly 
grasp the causes and intensities of others' 
suffering, and to be stirred into questioning 
one's own culturally loaded beliefs' (Aaltola 
2018, 42). To counter this, stories should be 
political, they should be more than simply 
pleasurable, they should be willing to confront 
realities and give context to the lives of other 
animals that pay regard to their subjectivity. In 
addition to this though, a problem with 
simulative empathy and the film experience is, 
for Aaltola, that it ‘reaffirms the notion that an 
abyss lies between ourselves and others’ such 
that ‘efforts to project and simulate are 
ultimately like throwing ropes from one prison 
tower to another: the ropes’ she writes ‘can 
create connections, but nonetheless the 
prisoners remain separated in their states of 
isolation’ (Aaltola 2018, 48). The answer then is 
embodied encounters which are attentive to the 
subjectivity of others. 

Certainly, the film encounter is not a 
material encounter between two lived bodies and 
the act of mediation precludes the dynamic 
engagement of intersubjectivity that might 
happen with direct embodied contact. Embodied 
visuality is a relationship between the viewer and 
the image of an animal. As the animal is not 
physically present, the process of mediation can 
impose an ocularcentric distance between viewer 
and animal that encourages a form of 
anthropocentric anthropomorphism; that is, the 
humanisation of nonhuman animals which denies 
their subjectivity, individual experiences and 
species-specific capacities (Parkinson 2018). The 
mediation of a nonhuman animal’s experience by  
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Secondly, simulative empathy invited by a film 
narrative can be informed by previous 
embodied encounters with other animals. 
Indeed, it is by acknowledging the embodied 
and multisensory experience of our encounters 
with other animals that the viewer can recruit 
those sense memories in the context of 
embodied visuality and the film experience. As 
Aaltola contends, we do not have ‘to have direct 
embodied contact with all those we empathize 
with. What suffices is that we have some of such 
contact with other animals, which we can then 
use as a platform on the basis of which to 
approach those we never encounter’ (Aaltola 
2018, 49). The memory of such encounters 
might be then invited by haptic imagery in the 
film experience when the ’engagement of the 
haptic viewer occurs not simply in psychic 
registers but in the sensorium’ (Marks 2002, 18). 
This does not mean that all viewers will respond 
in the same way. Indeed, Marks points out that 
‘Haptic     cinema     appeals    to    a     viewer  who  

perceives with all the senses. It involves thinking 
with your skin’ (Marks 2002, 18); it is concerned 
with a perceiving body and visual touch.  

Touch 

In De Anima, Aristotle writes ‘something is an 
animal primarily because of perception. For even 
those who do not move or change place, but 
which have perception, we call animals and not 
merely alive. The primary form of perception 
which belongs to all animals is touch’ (Aristotle 
[trans. Shields] 2016, 25). According to Aristotle, 
touch is necessary for animal existence while the 
other senses are for the sake of ‘living well’. 
Touch is indeed shared across most species of 
mammals, it is the first sense to develop and in 
humans this occurs in the womb at around eight 
weeks. The pleasures of touch in species other 
than humans have been little investigated 
although humans have exploited touch as a 
means by which anthropocentric benchmarks 
can be reinforced. For instance, the mirror test, a 
method used to measure self-awareness involves 
showing a marked animal their mirrored self and 
judges their levels of self-recognition by whether 
or not they touch the mark on their bodies. Few 
species other than humans have been admitted 
to the ranks of the ‘self-aware’ via this mechanism 
where touch is established within scientific 
discourse as an indicator of (human) 
exceptionalism. There are, of course, many other 
ways in which touch is an exploitative action, even 
an act of violence perpetrated by humans upon 
multiple animal bodies. Touch is emphasised in 
Temple Grandin’s writing where she discusses 
certain kinds of touch as having a commonality of 
experience shared by her and other animals, 
particularly cows. ‘My need for touch’ she 
explains, ‘started my interest in cattle’ (Grandin 
2008, 252). ‘Firm touch’ she continues, ‘has a 
calming effect, while a light tickle touch is likely 
to set off a flight reaction’ (Grandin 2008, 252). 
Envisioning the technology of a restraint chute as 
an extension of her own arms and hands, Grandin 
explains that she could ‘hold the animal gently’ for 
slaughter. This realisation assisted Grandin is the 
design of chutes for feed yards and slaughter 
plants. For Grandin, a nuanced and shared 
understanding of touch in cattle is translated into a 
biological-technological controlling ‘touch’ in 
service to the animal-industrial complex: A means 
by which other sentient beings can be killed in a 
way   that   is   less   troubling   or   troublesome  for  
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humans (and a representation of which 
features in Okja). Elsewhere, the largescale 
commodification of touch is evident in the 
various visitor and tourist attractions that give 
humans license to impose their touch on other 
animals; semi-tranquilised lions and tigers are 
hugged and petted, elephants ridden and 
dolphins and other marine mammals are 
subjected to human physical contact and other 
traumatic interactions (see: Molloy, 2011). The 
pleasures of these various types of multispecies 
touch are designed to be human-centred and 
little value is accorded to the embodied 
subjective experience of the nonhuman animal 
in these interactions. This inequity of pleasure 
is justified through the rationality of capitalistic 
enterprise and the anthropocentricity of 
anthropomorphism that pervades so many 
human-animal encounters. 

Sobchack and Marks both place 
emphasis on touch in their accounts of embodied 
visuality. For Sobchack, her experience of The Piano 
(Campion, 1993) for example ‘was a heightened 
instance of our common sensuous experience of 
the movies: the way we are in some carnal 
modality about to touch and be touched by the 
substance and texture of images’ (Sobchack 2004, 
82). Sobchack remarks pointedly ‘Vision may be 
the sense most privileged in the culture and the 
cinema, with hearing a close second; nonetheless, 
I do not leave my capacity to touch or to smell or to 
taste at the door' (Sobcheck 2004, 64-5). ‘A visual 
medium that appeals to the sense of touch’, writes 
Marks, ‘must be beheld by a whole body’ (Marks 
2002, 12). In her discussion of haptic visuality, 
Marks contends that ‘the eyes themselves function 
like organs of touch’ and that haptic images are 
those that ‘do not invite identification with a figure 
so much as they encourage a bodily relationship 
between the viewer and the image’ (Marks 2002, 
2-3). Haptic images are often those that prevent 
the viewer from apprehending the object and 
therefore make them reliant on other sense 
perceptions to overcome limited visual 
information (Marks 2002, 133). This can be due to 
the ‘closeness’ of the imagery, or a movement 
away from figures so that they are not represented 
fully. Memory is crucial in this regard and while film 
cannot ‘stimulate the precise memories’, Marks 
argues, haptic images ‘ask memory to draw on 
other associations' (Marks 2002, 133). In this way, 
‘because haptic images locate vision in the body, 
they make vision more like a contact sense, such as 
touch  or  smell’  (Marks 2002, 133)  and  so  haptic  

visuality makes apparent the role of the other 
senses in the process of seeing. Haptic perception, 
therefore, combines tactile, kinaesthetic and 
proprioceptive functions in a way that contrasts 
haptic visuality with optical visuality, placing both 
on a continuum that moves from multisensory to 
solely optical. This relationship is important and the 
shift in focus and distance between optical and 
haptic is one that can change the viewer’s 
engagement with the image from visual to 
embodied. There is then a corresponding 
relationship between engagement with a film as a 
distanced objective view and as a multi-sensorial 
experience.  

Tactile memories are audiovisually 
encoded and there is a relationship between 
cinematic form and politics. In this sense, although 
phenomenological accounts centralise the 
individual perceiving body and the first-person 
affective embodied response to encounters they 
are also grounded in wider social, cultural and 
historical contexts. Viewers may share the sensual 
experience of a film but their individual response 
will be different and based on their own memories. 
The ‘experience of the body is informed by culture’ 
Marks contends, ‘our bodies encode history, which 
in turn informs how we perceive the world’ (Marks 
2002 ,152). Phenomenology can, she continues, 
‘account for how the body encodes power 
relations somatically. It can acknowledge that 
embodiment is a matter of individual life-maps as 
well as cultural difference’ (Marks 2002, 152). The 
senses are not prediscursive and while Marks 
acknowledges that much sensory experience is 
presymbolic, it is, she argues, cultivated at the level 
of the body. ‘Bodily and sensory experience' she 
proposes is, therefore ‘to a large degree informed 
by culture' (Marks 2002, 145). The cinematic 
encounter is a meeting of two sensoria; that of the 
viewer and the film. ‘We bring our own personal 
and cultural organization of the senses to cinema, 
and cinema brings a particular organization of the 
senses to us, the filmmaker’s own sensorium 
refracted through the cinematic apparatus’ (Marks 
2002, 153). While there is an objection to raise 
around the implied authorial autonomy of ‘the 
filmmaker’ in this sense, the point regarding 
different sensoria remains important in that 
spectatorship is indeed the sensory translation of 
cultural knowledge (Marks 2002). For this reason, 
when viewed outside the cultural context in which 
it was created, some viewers may miss 
multisensory experiences which will be dependent 
on their individual embodied knowledge.  
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This notion of cultural context and its 
relationship to the organisation of the senses is 
apparent in my experience of holding the dead 
puppy. At the moment that I experienced the 
tactile similarity between the bodies of two 
different species, my sensual confusion was 
informed by my cultural experience of food and 
more specifically of those animals who are used 
and normalised as food in my cultural 
experience. This was embodied knowledge; my 
embodied knowledge of how chicken ‘feels’ to 
the touch given that the bodies of chickens are 
culturally normalised as food. This is distinct 
from my processing of the event in which the 
social discourse that normalises the classification 
of dogs as ‘pets’ and therefore ‘inedible’ meant 
that the embodied knowledge (my recognition 
of the similarity of ‘touch’) translated the 
moment of sensual confusion between puppy 
and chicken into the recognition of chickens as 
subjects rather than food objects. It did not shift 
my understanding of the puppy from a subject to 
a food object – at no point did I ask why dogs are 
not food- and instead I questioned the legitimacy 
of thinking of chickens as ‘chicken’ the food 
object. In this way, it was embodied knowledge 
and the embodied experience of touch that led 
to the cognitive process of questioning how 
moral difference is normalised and socially 
constructed categories are assigned to other 
beings. The process was embodied, discursive 
and on that occasion; an act of sensory 
translation of cultural knowledge. I return to this 
early experience because it illustrates the 
relationship between cultural norms, embodied 
knowledge and identification, something that 
Marks discusses in relation to films that depict 
dogs as food. 

Identification with other animals 
onscreen is often achieved through the use of 
cinematic conventions such as eyeline matches, 
shot-reverse shot, and point of view shots to 
establish agency and intentionality. Marks 
argues that these conventions support idealizing 
identifications of other animals and points out 
that Western outrage at images of dogs being 
eaten often ignores the oppression of humans 
who are also depicted onscreen as the 
consumers of dog meat. Western cultural norms 
that afford moral privilege to certain animals 
over others are prone, Marks contends, to gross 
inequities of moral concern that pull focus on a 
dog  and  make  invisible  the  suffering  of  other  

humans. Marks contends that ‘the status 
Westerners ascribe to dogs is far higher than that  
they apply to certain third-world people’ and by 
way of a reason for this she suggests that dogs 
are ‘more conducive to projected fellow-feeling 
than are humans who speak an alien language, 
practice strange customs, and, well, eat dogs’ 
(Marks 2002, 31).  The politics of the affective 
discursive dynamic that Marks draws attention 
to is played out through all forms of media and 
in relation to all animals, including humans. 
Those who happen, through cultural norms and 
social discourses, to be ascribed with moral value 
are given forms of visibility that allow for and 
indeed participate in the reinforcement of cross-
species identifications. The oppression and 
suffering of others is often in plain sight but 
made culturally and socially invisible through the 
conventions that only allow identifications with 
those ascribed moral privilege and social value. 
The inequities of this power dynamic are present 
in the normalised imagery of, for instance, a 
human eating an animal product where the 
sentient being whose dismembered body part is 
being consumed is invisible and disallowed any 
opportunity for viewer identification. Okja 
depicts these normalised practices and through 
haptic and optical imagery and on onscreen 
interspecies sensual relationships, the film 
makes apparent the ambivalent subject-object 
identifications between humans and other 
animals. 

Okja 

Directed by Bong Joon-ho, Okja is a Netflix 
original film that had its theatrical premiere at 
Cannes in May 2017 followed by a Netflix release 
in June of the same year. It is the story of a 
genetically modified super pig created by the 
Mirando Corporation who is sent to live for ten 
years with a South Korean farmer and his 
granddaughter, Mija. Along with twenty-five 
other super pigs, Okja is part of a public relations 
stunt designed to soften public resistance to GM 
products. The campaign is spearheaded by the 
self-styled environmentalist CEO who wants the 
corporation to be seen to be addressing the 
global problem of world hunger. At a press 
conference to introduce the super pig project, 
CEO Lucy Mirando declares, “Our super pigs will 
not only be big and beautiful, they will also leave 
a    minimal    footprint    on    the    environment,  
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consume less feed and produce less excretions. 
And most importantly, they need to taste fucking 
good.” When the Mirando Corporation reclaim 
the super pigs after ten years, Mija leaves the 
mountains to rescue Okja and bring her back 
home. An Animal Liberation Front (ALF) group 
who are involved in action to expose the 
Mirando Corporation’s activities become 
involved in Okja’s rescue which culminates at a 
slaughterhouse where hundreds of super-pigs 
are being held in an outside penning area 
surrounded by electric fencing. Mija manages to 
negotiate Okja’s release in exchange for a solid 
gold pig but all the other super pigs, apart from 
one baby who is pushed out between the 
electric fence wires, are left behind to be killed. 
The film is a cautionary tale about corporate 
greed and GM foods set against the background 
issues of environmental crisis and global food 
poverty. The human characters in the film; the 
young girl Mija, Dr. Johnny the narcissistic tv 
naturalist, Animal Liberation Front activists, and 
the Mirando CEOs (twin sisters Lucy and Nancy), 
each represent one of a range of different 
socially constructed relationships humans have 
with other animals. To Mija, Okja is a companion 
animal (pet); to the television naturalist she is a 
biological object; to the ALF group Okja is a 
sentient morally considerable being; to Lucy and 
Nancy Mirando Okja is a commercial object. The 
onscreen alliances, although troubled and with 
their points of moral difference, resolve into the 
pet owner and animal rights advocates against 
the scientific-corporate might of the animal-
industrial complex. As the director explained in 
an interview ‘Films either show animals as 
soulmates or else we see them in documentaries 
being butchered. I wanted to merge those 
worlds. The division makes us comfortable but 
the reality of that is they are the same animal’ 
(Gilbey 2017). The complex and contradictory 
relationships that humans have with other 
animals are offered back to viewers in a film that 
merges the anthropomorphic fantasies of 
animals as friends and companions with the 
brutal realities of animals as objects who are 
exploited, sliced apart and packaged for 
consumption. At one point in the film Mija’s 
grandfather picks up a red pencil and hastily 
draws horizontal and vertical lines across a 
photograph of Okja exclaiming “Blade! 
Shoulder! Loin! Spare rib! Hock! Got it? This is 
what will happen to her. This is Okja’s fate. Fate!” 
The act of visually dissecting Okja on a photogra- 

 
phic representation foregrounds the 
incongruities of human-animal relationships that 
inform the later narrative. A family photograph 
swiftly transforms into a butchery plan with only 
a few brief pencil strokes. Okja's ‘fate'-the 
normalisation of her slaughter for human 
consumption- described by marks on the 
photograph draws attention to her value as a 
material object, a body for dissection. In this way, 
the photographic representation is made 
uncomfortably ambiguous; both a representation 
of subjective matter- a living sentient being- and 
of a material object. In other ways, the film 
continually questions the contradictory nature of 
human relationships with other animals and 
makes clear that despite Mija thinking of Okja as 
a companion the young girl enjoys eating fish and 
chicken. In his attempt to pacify Mija after Okja 
has been taken away by the Mirando 
Corporation, the grandfather makes chicken stew 
which he says is Mija’s favourite. And, in an early 
scene, Mija recruits Okja to help her catch a fish 
for her meal later. Okja joyfully jumps into a lake 
displacing water and two fish so that Mija is then 
able to catch them easily, although she makes a 
point of returning the small (baby) fish back to 
the lake and taking only the fully grown (adult) 
fish. This act of ‘saving’ a baby animal is later 
mirrored at the end of the film when Okja 
rescues a super piglet from the slaughterhouse 
by hiding her inside her huge mouth.  

The Animal Liberation Front activists, 
although vegans, are not exempted by the 
narrative from moral incongruity. Their plan to 
rescue Okja is a ruse to exchange the ‘black box’ 
that records all Okja’s bodily information and 
which is attached to the underside of her ear, 
with a recording device that will enable the ALF 
group to gather incriminating video footage that 
can be released to the public thereby exposing 
the despicable activities of the Mirando 
Corporation. The activists intend throughout the 
initial rescue that Okja will be returned to the 
Mirando Corporation, and in doing so take a 
somewhat utilitarian ethical position that uses 
Okja as a means by which public attention can be 
drawn to the suffering of all the GM super pigs. 
Dr. Johnny is represented as a conflicted 
character, a television naturalist and fragile ego 
who struggles with his identity as both an ‘animal 
lover' and animal exploiter; a ‘sell out', who 
engineers the forced impregnation of Okja 
during a brutal scene that shifts the tone of the 
film   from   anthropomorphic   fantasy   to  cruel  
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reality. Meanwhile, Mirando CEO, Lucy, 
desperate to prove that she is unlike her 
psychotic father, plans to save the world from 
hunger and simultaneously address the 
environmental destruction caused by animal 
agriculture. However, what might be regarded 
as a worthy endeavour is shown as the narrative 
unfolds to be callous, animal cruelty, corporate 
greed and greenwashing. 

The viewer’s introduction to Okja and 
Mija’s relationship establishes the narrative 
similarities to other formulaic kids-who-love-
their-pet movies. Okja, a creature that is more 
hippo-dog hybrid than pig, emerges from a 
tranquil wooded landscape in the background of 
a  medium  shot  of  Mija  as  the young girl blows  

plumed seeds from a pod. Okja comes into focus 
as she approaches Mija and announces her 
presence with a subdued grunt before leaning 
gently against the young girl. A few head 
movements and some additional throaty sounds 
are enough for Mija to understand that Okja has 
a large spiked seed pod stuck in her foot. Mija 
duly removes it, telling Okja that it won’t hurt 
and, free from the discomfort, Okja bounds 
around like a puppy then rolls down the hillside 
and into a tree causing the fruit to fall to the 
ground. These early scenes establish the idyllic 
interspecies relationship between a child and 
companion animal: the beautiful setting; the 
ease of interspecies communications; Okja’s 
behavioural   similarities   with   a  dog  and  later  

Bong Joon-ho 
Okja, film, 2017 © Plan B Entertainment 
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when she hugs Mija a human-like surrogate 
mother; and, the comic shot of Mija patting and 
stroking Okja’s buttock as a way to stimulate her 
to defecate on demand, all function to construct 
this as a traditional ‘pet movie’. Okja’s emotional 
capacities for happiness and fear are made clear 
through Mija’s dialogue and reinforced through 
the super pig’s dog-like behaviours. Her 
intelligence and agency are established using a 
conventional point of view shot to give the 
viewer a privileged ‘first-person’ perspective and 
an understanding of the super pig’s thoughts 
when the narrative suddenly takes a turn early 
on and Okja must save Mija from falling to a 
certain death. In the melodramatic ‘animal 
rescues child’ scene, the point of view shot 
follows Okja’s line of sight as she works out how 
to use a tree branch as a fulcrum point  that  will  

propel Mija to safety while Okja falls to her own 
uncertain fate into the trees. This crude but 
effective cinematic convention places the viewer 
in Okja’s position following her thinking as she 
works out how to save Mija. Agency and 
intention are bound up in the ordering and use 
of point of view, eyeline match and reaction 
shots that invite viewer identification with the 
super pig while the formulaic narrative of animal 
sacrifice out of love or loyalty for a human are 
played out early in the film. 

The rescue scene appears at first to 
finish with a long shot of Mija and Okja hugging 
although the overtly anthropomorphic figure of 
Okja adopting a bipedal-type pose to give a 
‘motherly’ embrace to Mija is undercut by the 
viewer’s distance from the girl and pig which 
gives   a   voyeuristic   feel   to   this   sentimental  

Bong Joon-ho 
Okja, film, 2017 © Plan B Entertainment 
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moment. Over two shots the camera withdraws  
to what at first feels like a respectful distance 
from which to observe the embrace but then 
pulls back a little more to allow a few branches 
to blur into the left of the frame and give the 
sense of ‘peaking’ from behind the foliage at 
their embrace. This is not, however, the final 
shot and the scene has not finished. It instead 
cuts to a short sequence of three shots that 
begins with a close-up of Mija gently lifting Okja’s 
ear to whisper to her. This is not continuous 
action from the preceding shot and therefore 
the viewer is made aware that some 
indeterminate amount of time has passed. It is 
though, a continuation of intimacy between Mija 
and Okja but due to the shift in time and space 
indicated by the discontinuous action, the close-
up is incongruous and disconnected from the 
previous long shot. Moreover, the viewer cannot 
hear what is said by Mija to Okja and in the 
absence of hearing what is happening in the 
shot, the image invites an alternative embodied 
response. The dynamic shift from a long shot of 
touch (the hug) which can be viewed objectively, 
voyeuristically and anthropomorphically to the 
close-up of touch (the whisper in the ear) alters 
the sense of intimacy between Mija and Okja. 
The distanced anthropomorphic optical image of 
interspecies touch that seems to be a suitably 
cliched shot to end the scene is destabilised by 
the close-up haptic image that denies the viewer 
access to what is being said and in doing so 
grants privilege to the sensual experience of the 
whisper. In this case, the inability to ‘hear’ 
functions in the same way as a lack of visual 
information to invite an embodied response to 
the image. The visual intimacy is such that 
according to usual cinematic conventions the 
viewer should be close enough to hear but in 
being unable to do so the image engages the 
viewer with ‘the feel’ rather than ‘the heard’ of 
the whisper. The shot that follows is a close-up 
reaction shot in which Okja’s eye moves, she 
blinks, her pupil dilates, and her eyebrow 
twitches in response to Mija whispering in her 
ear, all of which invites an identification with the 
pig rather than the human. It then cuts to 
another close-up of Mija holding Okja’s ear, the 
accompanying music is gentle and lilting. The 
sound and image abruptly cut to the first shot of 
the next scene, an overhead shot of a meal. ‘Ta-
da’ exclaims Mija’s grandfather as he removes 
the lid from a pot to reveal the whole dead body  

of the fish Mija and Okja caught earlier, now 
presented floating in a brown watery stew. The 
scene change is jarring; the emotional shift from 
interspecies embodied connection and viewer 
identification with another animal’s subjectivity, 
to the shot of the fish, a food object apparently 
without moral value raise the question of whose 
body matters. 

Okja attends to the sensual 
relationships that humans have with other 
animals, particularly those who are classified as 
food. The taste and touch of the super pigs 
feature prominently throughout the film with 
Okja’s subjectivity being repeatedly contrasted 
with the bodies of animals as commodities and 
food objects. Haptic imagery amplifies this 
unstable classification of Okja as both 
companion and food, as subject and object. 
When Dr. Johnny and the film crew arrive at 
Okja's hilltop home, the tv naturalist's desperate 
need to quench his thirst is overtaken by his 
desire to touch Okja. The camera tracks him in a 
medium shot as he strides towards Okja, his 
attention on her head as he reaches out and runs 
his hands over her nose and foreface. He does 
not meet Okja's gaze nor does he give any 
indication that he acknowledges her as a 
sentient being, his gaze and hands continuing to 
move over her body despite Okja’s obvious 
discomfort. The medium shot cuts to a close-up 
of Dr. Johnny's hand with short dirty fingernails 
slowly caressing Okja's body, the detailed 
texture of her thickened rough skin, each hair 
and follicle filling the frame. The sound of the 
human hand moving across Okja’s body 
amplifies the haptic visuality of the image that 
invites the viewer to sense how a super pig 
would feel to the touch. The intimacy of the 
close-up and the identification with Dr. Johnny's 
touch being imposed on Okja is unnerving. It is a 
touch that is unwanted, objectionable yet 
sensuous, a touch that invites the viewer to feel 
Okja, a moment of uncanny haptic visuality that 
is uncomfortable because of its sensuality. Dr. 
Johnny runs his hands back along the skin that 
fills the frame but is now dissociated from Okja 
as a subjective being and instead only the 
covering of a bodily mass. The naturalist’s face 
fills the frame as he demands to be filmed saying 
‘you can’t fake these emotions’ before pressing 
his nose, face and open mouth to Okja’s skin in 
the rapture of sensual desire. The camera crew 
begins   to   film   Dr. Johnny  who  is  framed in a  
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medium shot that only allows for Okja's 
massive head to share the frame with him. In 
his piece to the camera he tells his audience 
that he has known Okja as data from the black 
box in her ear, but now ‘studying her with my 
eyes and hands' he declares ‘she amazes me 
even more'. A shot of Dr. Johnny staring wide-
eyed at Okja’s huge single pendulous teat and 
nipple before touching it and declaring Okja to 
be ‘truly exceptional’ serves to intensify the 
uncomfortably sexual tone of his interaction 
with her. Later in the film, the television 
naturalist orchestrates Okja’s forced sexual 
encounter with an enormous male super pig, 
the gendered dynamics of the scene and the 
dialogue as well as the viewer's identification 
with Okja leaving little narrative space to 
understand this encounter as anything other 
than a rape. Dr. Johnny then uses a phallic 
shaped tubular extraction tool to take meat 
samples from Okja's body. Holding the 
implement as a pseudo-penis, Dr. Johnny tells 
Okja ‘I'm gonna poke you in five places. I’m 
sorry. It’s gonna hurt’. After declaring ‘I'm an 
animal lover. Everyone knows that about me' 
Dr. Johnny rams the extraction implement into 
Okja's side. This is followed by a fast cut to an 
overhead shot of the meat samples taken from 
Okja’s body sizzling on a griddle plate and being 
carefully sliced. Served to an older white man, 
a young white boy, and an older white woman, 
they    each    respond    with    the     comments 

  ‘fuck yeah’ and ‘that was the best I’ve 
ever had. The best of the best’, continuing the 
disconcerting sexualisation and objectification 
of Okja’s body. In this way, the film invites 
viewers repeatedly to engage through visual 
and haptic imagery with Okja as an embodied 
subjectivity contrasted with Okja as ‘meat’, as 
sexualised object, as component parts to be 
butchered, and the bodies of other animals as 
food or snacks, valued only for their taste and 
price.   

Animal bodies 

An object/subject/value nexus as it pertains to 
animals other than humans can be summarised 
generally through dualities that, dependent 
upon the contextualising discourse, privilege one 
value above another such that broadly speaking 
when their subjectivity is acknowledged the 
animal attracts moral value while the animal-as-
object is primarily aligned with economic value. 
Although these are somewhat clumsy 
distinctions and of course prone to the ambiguity 
of cultural and social norms that ‘naturalise’ the 
instrumental relations humans have with other 
species, the value accorded to another being and 
their consequent treatment nonetheless bears a 
relationship to the extent to which we 
understand other animals as having subjectivity 
or as objects. Okja engages with these 
distinctions and in doing so deals with subject 
matter  that  previously  was  mainly   confined to  

Bong Joon-ho 
Okja, film, 2017 © Plan B Entertainment 
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documentaries about animal agriculture, animal 
rights, and environmentalism. The film thus 
contextualises the animals’ experiences within 
their historical, political and material realities in 
ways that might invite simulative empathy. 

Representations of touch figure 
prominently throughout the film where 
interspecies touch between human and pig is 
intimate, sensual and sexualised. Technological 
touch such as the electric prods used to force the 
animals up the chute into the slaughterhouse, 
the metal stun box that clasps the super pigs 
tight, the captive bolt gun fired into the head of 
each pig, and the meat extraction tool used by Dr 
Johnny all function to intensify the violence of 
human touch at a distance. But, touch also makes 
us aware of the materiality of bodies and the haptic 
images in Okja invite the embodied viewer to 
question the complex relationships that humans 
have with other embodied subjectivities. In this 
way, phenomenological approaches to analysis 
make us attentive to the political where it is 
acknowledged that cultural knowledge is 
embodied. Nonetheless, it is important to 
recognise that viewer identifications with Okja are 
invited through traditional cinematic conventions, 
the intentional construction of a CGI character who 
behaves like a dog (1), as well as through the 
imagery of interspecies touch that calls on viewers 
to engage bodily with sense memory connections. 
Where mediation creates ocularcentric distance, 
the embodied encounter with film can destabilise 
this  although  intimacy  and  embodied  contact 

with other animals is, as Okja illustrates 
complicated. Does Okja need to behave like a 
dog for viewers to readily engage with her 
identification? Why can’t Okja only be a pig 
rather than a pig-hippo-dog hybrid? It would be 
preferable to acknowledge the subjectivity of 
another animal without that creature having to 
have some qualities that are easily associated 
with a species to which moral value is easily 
assigned. In other words, a pig shouldn’t have to 
be comparable with a dog to be granted moral 
value in a narrative. However, I return to my 
recollection of the puppy and the chicken and 
my sensory experience of bodily similitude 
through which I came to recognise their moral 
parity. It is this that gives me pause for thought. 

Notes 

(1) Bong Joon-ho discusses how Okja was developed to have the 

mass, weight and movement of a hippo and the eyes and 

behavioural characteristics of a dog. See: Jung, 2017. 

Bibliography 

Aaltola, Elisa. 2018. Varieties of Empathy: Moral psychology and 

animal ethics. London & New York: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Aristotle [trans. Shields]. 2016. De Anima. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press. 

Gilbey, Ryan. 2017. ‘Okja director Bong Joon-ho: ‘In films, 

animals are either soulmates or butchered’’. The Guardian. Online 

at https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/jun/16/okja-director-

bong-joon-ho-in-films-animals-are-either-soulmates-or-butchered 

Grandin, Temple. 2008. ‘Thinking like animals’ in Armstrong,  

Bong Joon-ho 
Okja, film, 2017 © Plan B Entertainment 



64 

Susan and Richard G Botzler (eds) The Animal Ethics Reader:  

2nd Edition. London and New York: Routledge, pp. 225-227. 

Ingram, David. 2014. ‘Emotion and Affect in Eco-films’ in von 

Mossner, Alex Weik (ed). Moving Environments: Affect, emotion, 

ecology and film. Ontario: Wilfred Laurier University Press, pp. 

23-39. 

Jung, E. Alex. 2017. ‘How Okja brought its adorable super-pig to 

life’ online at Vulture.com http://www.vulture.com/2017/06/how-

okja-was-made.html 

Marks. Laura U. 2000. The Skin of the Film: Intercultural cinema, 

embodiment, and the senses. Durham & London: Duke University 

Press. 

Marks. Laura U. 2002, Touch: sensuous theory and multisensory 

media. Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press. 

Molloy, Claire. 2011. Popular Media and Animals. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Molloy, Claire. 2012. ‘Being a known animal’ in Blake, Charlie, 

Claire Molloy and Steven Shakespeare (eds) Beyond Human: 

From animality to transhumanism. London & New York: 

Continuum, pp.31-49. 

Parkinson, Claire. 2018. Another Point of View: 

Anthropomorphism and Animals (forthcoming). 

Sobchack. V. 2004. Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving 

Image Culture. Oakland: University of California Press. 

Claire Parkinson is Professor of Film, Television and Digital 
Media and Co-Director of the Centre for Human-Animal 
Studies (CfHAS) at Edge Hill University. Her research 
interests focus on media, film and Critical Animal Studies; 
sustainable consumption; eco-media; American cinema; 
activism; and, film and politics. Her publications (as Claire 
Molloy) include the books Popular Media and 
Animals (2011) and Memento (2010) and the edited 
collections Routledge Companion to Cinema and 
Politics (2016), American Independent Cinema: Indie, 
Indiewood and Beyond (2012) and Beyond Human: From 
Animality to Transhumanism (2012). Her forthcoming 
monograph (as Claire Parkinson) is Another Point of View: 
Anthropomorphism and Animals (2018). 



65 

  Taking a new materialist  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

orn in Denver, Colorado, Rebecca 
Beachy is a recipient of both an MFA in 
Studio Arts and an MA in Art History 

from the University of Illinois at Chicago. She 
has taught at the University of Illinois, Chicago, 
and currently teaches Material Studies and 
Contemporary Practices at the Chicago High 
School for the Arts. 

Her sculptures, interventions and 
installations have been exhibited throughout 
Chicago and beyond, most recently traveling to 
Roving Room at Habersham Mills, Georgia and 
FRISE in Hamburg, Germany. Her writing has 
been published with the literary journal Puerto 
del Sol as well as various art catalogues and 
small publications in Chicago. As volunteer 
specimen preparator and educator, Beachy 
trained to demonstrate taxidermy to the public 
at the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum for 
the Chicago Academy of Sciences, Department 
of Collections. 

Giovanni Aloi: You are a keen birdwatcher and 
have a genuine interest in the natural world 
more in general. What’s so interesting to you 
about nature? 

Rebecca Beachy: Wow, this is a big question. 
To be succinct, I’ll say it has everything to do 
with wonder. Nature is much more peculiar 
than we have the time or the ability to notice. 
It remains elusive. Take death, for example, a 
necessary part of nature that is deeply difficult  

 
 
 
 
 

and uncomfortable—this one mysterious part 
of nature is eluded in human thinking, for 
obvious reasons. These aspects of nature that 
cause discomfort are humbling and are 
important paths towards more expansive 
understandings. 

G.A.: You have been working as a taxidermist 
for many years. What has brought you to pick 
this craft? 

R.B.: I began training in the craft of taxidermy 
largely as a simple excuse to spend a long time 
studying and handling birds. I took a volunteer 
position after graduate school learning study-
skin preparation at the Nature Museum in 
Chicago, where I prepared specimens for the 
Chicago Academy of Sciences. I wanted to 
learn all about the process, but I especially 
loved having access to all of the different local 
species of birds. I was taught identification and 
anatomy as well as how to clean, care for, and 
sew skins around a simple form. Bird taxidermy 
requires very delicate, focused handling at 
every moment of the process, from cutting 
open the bird to the final grooming of the 
feathers—not everyone has the patience for it. 

I was trained by an urban ecologist, so 
I was able to bring in all of my questions and 
glean an informal education in different facets 
of ecology. It was the perfect volunteer 
position as a trade for access. At the same time, 
everything I learned at the museum happened  

B 

TO THE HEART  
OF THE MATTER 

Rebecca Beachy is one of the most interesting and original up and coming contemporary artists in 

Chicago. Her practice invites a heightened level of attention for the subtleties involved in our 

relationship with the materialities of the natural world. An expert taxidermist, Beachy has cultivated a 

keen interest for the natural world and its ability to enhance a sense of existential presence as well as its 

ability to slow us down in order to better grasp the reality we live in.     
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while actively sharing each step with museum 
passers-by. Since all of the work and training 
was done as a kind of live museum exhibit, field 
trips full of young children would come by and 
ask serious questions about what I was doing 
and why—questions like “is it real?” This was 
its own education, indicating something about 
the importance of demystifying the process 
and making connections between the products 
of taxidermy and the source—real, once-living 
animals. It’s amazing what a shock this can be 
to museum guests—adults as well as children.

What still captivates me about 
taxidermy has to do with the various aspects of 
material engagement and transformation. The 
animal becomes somewhat binary in the 
process: inside/outside, body/skin. This is a rich 
field in which to engage with questions of image, 
surface, and materiality, as well as ecology, 
mortality and the ethical questions related to all 
of these. 

G.A.: Over the past ten years, much academic 
scrutiny has been given to the surface of 
taxidermy skins and their postcolonial cultural 
significance in contemporary art and culture. 
As somebody who actually makes taxidermy 
mounts, what do you think is the most 
“charged” material aspect of this practice? 

R.B.: For me it is the issue of objectification and 
passive consumption. It helps immensely when 
institutions or artists look to build bridges 
between the products and the processes of 
preservation. Most of my discomfort related to 
taxidermy comes from the gap in knowledge 
related to the means of production—the process 
whereby a very lively and actively decomposing 
body-mass of a specific individual animal—
complete with bacteria and moving matter—
becomes solid, standardized and “safe” as an 
object.  

A corpse has many elements of being 
alive as matter; it is unique, rich with micro-
organisms and other material acting on a 
person through touch, smell, and sensation. 
The taxidermist engages in an intimate 
exchange with the animal body that does not 
go only in one direction. By contrast, the 
consumer passively engages with the product 
of the animal—in a stabilized form, the living 
elements are no longer communicating with 
the senses. In this way, a different kind of death 
happens once the animal has been effectively  

preserved—the movement /communication 
of matter is paused, and the subject/object 
status of consumer and product is solidified.

Ironically, it takes a taxidermist to press 
pause on decomposition and prepare the skin 
into a taxidermy object. There are many layers of 
skill that are needed and much knowledge of 
preservation, biology and natural history to make 
an elegant looking mount. To be great at the 
craft, one has to continually practice and 
constanatly study living animals. It’s much easier 
to rush the process, to ignore the need to gain a 
full understanding of the living species being 
worked on and to end up making something 
messy-looking and strange. Even if a taxidermist 
does an immaculate job with preparing, say, a 
pigeon for a life mount—with no skin tears, 
twisted feathers or residual oils left behind—
without knowledge of the way pigeons move, 
the taxidermist might accidentally give the bird 
the pose and attitude of a hawk. This is why we 
have so many examples of “crappy taxidermy.” 
Successful taxidermists tend to become familiar 
with the stories and lives of the animals they 
work on—it’s a necessity of the craft. Consumers, 
by contrast, need none of this knowledge and 
may just take the narrative message of the 
mount at surface value.  

I would like to persuade anyone who 
appreciates, or collects taxidermy, to learn and 
go through the full experience of skinning, 
cleaning, and making a mount, at least once. 
The experience of engagement is crucial and 
garners a certain level of respect for the 
life/death of the animal. Without the process 
of making as a part of the story—a vital history 
is missing. 

G.A.: Taxidermy becomes part of your work in 
always new and original ways. For instance, in 
more than one piece you have executed 
taxidermy birds for the purpose of ultimately 
concealing them underneath other materials, 
which are then concealed under some others. 
What is at stake in this process of layering and 
hiding? 

R.B.: Yes, I tend to work with taxidermy very 
differently in my art practice than I would as a 
volunteer preparer at a museum. Nearly all of 
the conventional mounts I’ve made are being 
used for research and education by the 
Chicago Academy of Sciences, and now that 
you  point  it out, I don’t think I’ve  ever used a  
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completed taxidermy mount outside of this 
context without obscuring the image from the 
audience—packed in cob from wet and 
compressed birds’ nests or other related 
matter. For one thing, concealing the image 
relieves the material from fulfilling certain 
didactic functions. The tendency is to become 
fixated on the look of the animal as a kind of 
standardized illustration—a highly limited, 
surface view on what the bird is, always 
mediated through the skill level and 
perspective of the individual taxidermist or 
institution presenting it. Obscuring the surface 
image is a provocation to dig a little deeper. 
Consider the way we’d like loved ones to be 
treated when they die and leave their bodies 
behind—limiting the scopic availability in burial 
practices offers a degree of respect and 
protection for the fullness and the mystery of 
the spiritual life that the body belonged to. 

I also wonder, in addressing what it 
might mean to play the role of accomplice or 
ally to the birds rather than just consume 
them, does displaying their beauty so 
audaciously do them many favors? It certainly 
didn’t   during   the   Victorian   era   when   the  

 

demand for preserved birds to decorate hats 
nearly made them extinct. There are issues of 
exploitation at stake—questions can be asked 
through twisting expectations or withholding a 
line of sight in either case.  

Fixation on surface/image ultimately 
constrains other possibilities for a more 
poetically open and inclusive perception. 
W.J.T. Mitchell points to this in an essay on 
fossils and totems, writing about matter as a 
“lyric substance” and a “thoroughly meta-
physical concept.” Layering materials is a way 
of indicating a certain lack of availability of 
knowledge to what is contained within a thing.  
I love to think about the example of down 
pillows concealing the bodies of birds. For me, 
it is shocking to think about my unconscious 
inner life developing in direct contact with the 
body of the goose. Without any connection to 
these levels of knowledge, I wonder if we’re 
moving through our lives in a kind of dream 
where the stakes of not knowing are very high. 
I think we would agree that at this stage of 
capitalism there is a deeply delusional 
understanding about the source and the cost 
of things. 

Rebecca Beachy 
Inherencies, detail of taxidermy duck encased in bird’s-nest mud, 2016 © Rebecca Beachy 
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G.A.: From ground bones to chopped up 
feathers, and soil, your work poses important 
questions about the essence of materiality and 
symbolism. Is there a work that has helped you 
more than others to explore this important 
dimension? 

R.B.: It was in graduate school, I had just read 
Artificial Kingdom, by Celeste Olalquiaga, a 
book in critique of the Victorian style of 
collecting and framing natural curiosities. Parts 
of it resonated with thoughts I was having 
about my own collection of natural objects. I 
became suspicious that it was a worse 
symbolic death to preserve and make 
untouchable, to separate the object from the 
senses through glass. I worried that I was 
participating in a kind of symbolic violence or 
imprisoning of the objects in my care, by 
forcing them into a static life, static symbolic 
meaning. The answer was difficult but 
simple—to ask a question of this by speeding 
up entropy. I wanted to see how this affected 
the meaning I attributed to these things, by 
putting the material back into movement. This 
was when I first decided to process the parts of  
birds   I   had    found    that   were   either   the 

casualties of window collisions or of the hawks  
that fed on UIC campus. This processing led to 
the chopped feathers work, and also the 
migratory down pillow. It was difficult work for 
me to do, but even the grieving of the feathers 
as I snipped them all into confetti pieces felt 
like a healthy movement, healthy flow from 
solid form into material that was changing and 
becoming—and suddenly I had these beautiful 
piles of feather confetti, sorted by type. This 
piece seemed to want to be presented in 
connection to the windows, in natural light—
illuminating all of the little dust particles 
floating in between the glass and the feathers 
on the floor. The light shifts and changes, 
allowing the piece to be experienced in a 
natural cycle—for me, this created the right 
atmosphere of presence. 

The material relationship of the 
feather to the glass is contentious, since the 
window is one of the greatest enemies of the 
migratory bird—causing millions of fatal 
collisions every year.  The bird might think it 
sees the image of the sky, flies into the sky only 
to be met with an intensely shocking invisible 
barrier. The virtual image or the reflection 
disguises the pane of glass as an actual physical  

Rebecca Beachy 
Found Feathers, UIC Great Space, 2010 © Rebecca Beachy 
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Rebecca Beachy 
Found Feathers, detail,  2010 © Rebecca Beachy 
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presence. Millions of birds die from 
architecture every year…but it’s a crisis of 
materiality versus image with an impact at the 
surface where the two collide. Fatal window 
collisions happen through the interaction of a 
perceived image with the hard physicality of the 
glass—qualities of substance: transparency, 
density, and reflection all in interplay.  And here 
we are in a global situation that is not so different, 
somehow not able to see the way the material 
reality of the planet and physical needs of the 
ecology are colliding with human delusional 
attitudes, pretending that the image in the glass 
can transcend the hard realities of cause and 
effect. 

G.A.: In ‘Towards an Ecology of Materials’ Tim 
Ingold argues that “[…] there seem to be two 
sides to materiality. On one side is the brute 
materiality or “hard physicality” (Olsen 2003, p. 
88) of the world’s “material character”; on the
other side is the socially and historically
situated agency of human beings who, in
appropriating this physicality for their
purposes, project on it both design and
meaning in the conversion of naturally given
raw material into the finished  forms  of  artifa- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

cts”. It seems to me that some of your works 
like Bone Char (2011) and Found Feathers 
(2010) problematize this statement. Am I onto 
something?  

R.B.: The statement seems to position material 
becoming artifact as a one-way process that 
says human-made forms develop from raw 
material—this is a lot to assume. Natural 
objects carry human projections without any 
need of human making or design. In both of the 
works you mention, breaking down the 
artifacts (a bone, a feather) makes it more 
difficult to contend with the material while 
using the same symbolic language. Bones, 
feathers, and nests hold stubborn symbolic 
meanings as well as histories—there is a myth 
that has to be contended with in working with 
them. As the forms of the objects begin to 
disintegrate or lose shape, as in these two 
works (fig. 1-3), the symbolic language frees up 
along with the matter. 

Sometimes, the material has to 
become demystified and pulled back out of the 
product/symbolic form in order to assess how 
or where the materiality might even be 
identified. As in bone char water filtration, the  

Rebecca Beachy 
Pillow (found down), Cotton fabric, thread, down feathers (found  plucked) 2009-ongoing,  Iceberg Projects 2013 © Rebecca Beachy 



71 

charcoal material is somewhat mystified so as 
not to cause alarm or negative projections 
related to drinking water passing through a 
“dead body” of some kind. 

Similarly, students sometimes ask me 
how to find bones to use for their work, yet 
bones are the structure already inside of us and 
are left behind each time an animal dies and 
decomposes. Somehow bones are perceived as 
something rare or that one needs to purchase 
or have special knowledge to discover. I remind 
them that animals die every day and tell them 
to find an animal that has died, bury it in the 
screen, then dig it up again once the worms 
have had time to clean it up. Ironically, I don’t 
think chicken bones or cow bones are even 
considered as “an animal that has died,” when 
this question is asked. The “where do I 
purchase?” question of bones or other natural 
items relates to a culture trained to picture 
nature commodified and outside of  
relationship to systems—bodies, earth, worms, 
industrial production processes, and so on. 

Ultimately, it’s hard to locate the 
“hard physicality” of something. Part of what is 
so fascinating about materiality relates to this 
slipperiness and promiscuity through time and 

connected to systems—as Ingold writes, 
“being something is always on the way to 
becoming something else.” 

G.A.: It has not been uncommon for you to cut 
floors and open walls for the purpose of 
installing your shows. How important is the 
materiality of the exhibiting space in the 
execution of your work? 

R.B.: Every exhibition space has its own kind of 
animism. For me being attentive to this is the 
key to a kind of an unfolding collaboration that 
has the potential to deeply enrich the 
experience of the work. The design and 
materiality of the space sets the terms of 
engagement. It’s always been important to 
become familiar with how perception can be 
orchestrated. Closets, vents, pipes, windows, 
doorways, basements, attics, moulding, the 
insides of the walls and what makes up or is 
beneath the floor—for me, these places can be 
the most interesting sites of research. 

Architecture offers shelter, as “the 
non-I that protects the I,” as Bachelard 
writes—it also imposes limits and secrets. 
When exhibition spaces are treated as neutral,  

Rebecca Beachy 
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there is a missed opportunity— a certain voice  

gets muffled in conversation. For certain kinds 

of work this matters less, but typically for me, 

the specific qualities of an exhibition space end 

up determining the form of the work. 

I’ve cut niches or used already existing 

holes for many installations. The solo project I 

developed at New Capital Projects was where I 

was able to most thoroughly play with the 

structure of the exhibition space itself. As the 

space was very raw and in need of a new floor 

as well as tuckpointing, I was able not only to 

cut holes into the floor with ladder access 

down to the area below, I was also able to work 

with the brick wall perimeter of the room—

replacing missing bricks with concretions, 

cremated Amish horse bone mortar, and other 

similar nature-sourced materials. Firmly 

cemented in place with my own cremated 

bone-mortar recipe, those materials will likely 

stay inside the walls until the building is 

remodeled or demolished. Very recently at 

Sector 2337, I made a work where I removed a 

small rectangle of the plaster wall to take out a 

single brick from the structure of the building 

in order to implant a poem, folded up inside of 

a preserved bird, embedded within a nest-mud 

brick and placed back into the exposed niche.  

At the closing of the exhibition, I left the work 

in place and patched the plaster so that the 

piece would remain hidden indefinitely behind 

one of the gallery walls. 

It’s been meaningful to be in 

conversation with both the fragility and the 

potential inherent in architectural spaces 

through these kinds of moves. This is not only to 

deconstruct or destabilize but also to make 

repairs or contributions by hand and offer 

gestures of material intentionality that might last. 

Architectures and materialities protect 

us but also implicate us, indoctrinate our bodies 

and imaginations. I like to provide a hint that our 

structures are fragile, material, and dependent 

on the luck of various physical and political 

weather. What is visible and invisible can be 

very contentious. There is also much we simply 

don’t have access to at all. Cutting a hole in an 

exhibition space is a kind of a nod to mystery, to 

the unknown. Even just a small gesture of 

exposing a piece of a wall or a niche might 

expose the way we tend to underestimate 

architecture. Any exhibition space can be 

revealed as participating in a kind of 

concealment, as we discussed earlier in the 

interview. I love making work knowing that 

these underlying relationships  might be  consi- 
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dered, conversed with and hopefully 
illuminated in some way. 

G.A.: What criteria lead the choice of certain 
materialities in your practice? 

R.B.: Stories of personal encounters with 
material resonate for me, especially when 
something subtle is revealed about a person’s 
relationship with mortality and life cycles—
materiality often points at these themes. I often 
like to make/include lists of how I came into the 
materials and where they come from in 
relationship to what they are/were—many 
items within my work were gifts collected or 
offered over based on resonances I don’t fully 
understand. The interplay with the imagination  

is slippery but a productive place to think about 
the dynamics. Memories, attachments, 
symbolic meanings and projections are always 
active in relationship with objects. 

Materials have their own histories, 
cultural and symbolic as well as molecular, but 
those histories are always in an ever-moving 
interplay with personal stories, attachments, 
and relationships. For example, I grew up on a 
small hobby farm and my dad slept on a pillow 
he filled himself by gathering loose feathers 
from the yard. I remember that it had a totally 
different material quality than a proper 
commercial down pillow, it was heavy and thick 
and had a kind of “farmy smell” to it, but he was 
very attached to it. My memories of the bird-
presence  still detectable  in this pillow resonate  

Rebecca Beachy 
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with separate childhood memories of 
discovering the debris of chickens on our farm 
that had been dragged away and dismembered 
by a skunk or a raccoon. This affected the way I 
am able to access and think about the down 
pillow as an object. 

How material is understood in a lyrical 
play for a specific person or cultural heritage is 
rich ground. I do appreciate when a material is 
distilled down into something identifiable—I 
haven’t looked too deeply into working with 
complex industrial products yet—partly 
because the material histories are a lot more 
difficult to locate and connect with. Something 
like plastic takes a long journey from the source 
to the product—it helps when there are tactile 
memories that link things back to the natural 
world—where there is a kind of bridge to a 
terrain that is identifiable. 

G.A.: Your use of animal bone is, at the same 
time, poetically charged and abrasively 
present. In Gravel Path, you laid a track of kiln-
fired horse-bones for viewers to experience. 
The installation conveyed a sense of solemnity 
and spirituality. At the same time, you were 
not concerned with conventional notions of  
respect  for  the   remains  of  the  animals  and 

allowed visitors to walk on the path, if they 
pleased. Can you tell us about this specific 
piece and how materiality, death, and 
mourning intertwine in your practice? 

R.B.: This piece consists of at least a thousand 
pounds of horse bones, burned and processed 
through backyard fires, ceramic kilns, and 
conventional pet cremation, laid into the form 
of a simple bone-gravel path. Cremation exists 
in many traditions as a way to allow something 
to be released through offering the body to the 
fire—this is not completely dissimilar from my 
intentions with this piece—at least, that’s 
where it starts. 

I came into responsibility for these 
horse bones over the course of my work with 
an artist residency housed on hundreds of 
acres of land, amidst a community of Amish, 
Quakers, and rural farmers. We often did 
business with the Amish, who supplied 
homemade bread, butter, and cinnamon rolls, 
so there was a business relationship in place 
that allowed for a certain friendly exchange 
between the two communities. I took an 
interest partly due to my own familial 
heritage—my father’s parents were born into 
Amish life. At one point in the early days of this  
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residency, before my first visit, a couple of 
artists had gathered a large number of horse 
bones from the Amish fields (Amish horses are 
left unburied to decompose in the open air, so 
they are easy enough to locate) to use in a 
monumental sculpture that would be paraded 
through town. Afterwards, the sculpture was 
disassembled and piled into a large crate. 
Several years later, when I was helping work 
the residency, we surmised that the bones had 
been abandoned and needed to be dealt with. 
Most of them were going to end up tossed in 
the trash, so I salvaged them, cleaned some for 
fundraising and carried the remainder to my 
studio. With more than a ton of bones by 
weight to contend with, an unintentional 
reversal took place— they were extremely 
heavy, dense and generally unwieldy. Moving 
them around, loading and unloading them 
from cars, and shifting them from place to 
place was a laborious, weight-bearing activity. 
In addition to the physical weight, there was a 
certain symbolic heaviness. I was relieved to be 
able to release some of this through cremation. 
Overall, something changes dramatically about 
the presence of bones once they’ve been 
cremated—they’re lighter, more ephemeral. 

It’s of significance that I didn’t seek out 
thousands of bones from Amish fields so much as 
I fell into responsibility for what would happen to 
them post-extraction. These particular horses 
spent their lives working on behalf of the Amish 
people. Amish horses are still completely 
depended upon as labor animals—still 
functioning as living elements of analogue 
technology. Although the Amish use their horses 
for rough labor, they manage to stay mostly 
independent from fossil fuel economies and are 
able to maintain a pacifist and separatist political 
identity. The contradictions are interesting. For 
the Amish, dependency on the horse hasn’t been 
altered through industrialized farming and 
transportation—they still rely on horses for many 
very basic aspects of their livelihood. 

I wanted to share a kind of slow 
identification with the presence of the horse 
through inviting engagement in the form of a 
simple walking path. To construct it, I separated 
out larger fragments from the homogenous 
dust—the pieces ascend in size and 
recognizability and subtly change color as the 
wall approaches. In commercial cremation 
services, bones are “processed,” meaning, they 
are  ground  into  fine ashes and dust. This is not  

how they first come out of the kilns. In addition 
to dust, the fire produces identifiable pieces, 
vertebrae, and specific parts. “Processing,” or 
crushing the larger bone fragments is an extra 
service the crematorium performs, removing 
the recognizable pieces of the original skeletal 
architecture and changing the symbolic forms of 
bones into cremains. Through the form of the 
path, I wanted to give the bones singular 
attention and put them in conversation with 
realities of bearing weight. When a person walks 
on it, they assist in breaking down the 
remainder of the fragments. The weight doesn’t 
burden the horses but instead releases them 
more quickly into an unidentifiable dust. The 
abrasive relationship is for me is a certain 
generosity to the horses, keeping the bones 
moving out and away from the symbol and 
towards the ineffable. There is an aspect of 
grief and mourning to the piece, but also a life-
affirming gesture of care. 

The horse has been such a vehicle 
throughout history—something used by humans 
for various displays of power and strength. The 
horse has scarcely been considered outside of 
human relationships, instead, it has often carried 
the culture forward—always in service to human 
needs and bearing human weight. In this work, 
there is a material activation taking place through 
the deconstruction of the horse’s servile role 
throughout history. The material leaks into the 
surroundings, whether by sparrows nibbling it for 
grit and calcium, by human feet carrying away 
bone dust on a shoe or by wind blowing away the 
most lightweight of remnants. 

G.A.: More recently, you have been reproducing 
a leather jacket that used to belong to your 
grandfather. How important is materiality in this 
new project? 

R.B.: These works emerged in parallel with an 
ongoing project that took origins in Hamburg, 
Germany, investigating my personal heritage 
as the granddaughter of an airman who 
participated in the historic Project Gomorrah 
firebombing in 1943. The project investigates 
the A2 bomber jacket worn by my grandfather 
over the course of his 21 raids over Germany, 
using his personal diary entries from the time. 
By remaking this jacket with hand-tanned and 
imperfect deerskin, the project reconsiders the 
leather bomber jacket as a wounded emblem 
worn on the body—repositioning the “bomber  
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jacket” as an object that belongs to traumatic 
heritage. This project seemed to need to be 
worked out on German soil, so in addition to 
the leather processing that takes place in the 
work, the materiality of a place is present, even 
if mostly hidden in the private experiences of 
the German people.   

German cities and landscapes are very 
full of recent histories that can be guessed at. I 
came into this project through a curiosity 
about the river-worn bricks tossed into the 
Elbe in Hamburg, presumably by the massive 
destruction of Project Gomorrah, the 
firebombing that completely devastated the 
city. During my time in Hamburg, my then 92-
year-old grandfather told me that he had been 
a part of the operation and knowing this deeply 
affected my relationship to the place—every 
remnant of the landscape was potentially a 
fragment that could be tied back directly to 
something my grandfather took part in when 
he was just 21 years old—all from a distance 
high up in a plane—where he saw the impact 
on the ground only in abstract, disembodied 
ways. Bridging that material history has 
something to do with forging a kind of 
empathy within these distances of what is 
visible and what is not. The re-making of the 
jacket is a means of access—a kind of a 
doorway into the complicated relationship and 
dynamic tension between experiencing and 
knowing. 

Through the remaking, I’m trying to 
look again at what is in between those two 
points of distance—from the plane to the 
ground, from memory to history—the expanse 
separating two dramatically different sites of 
knowledge and experience. Slowing down with 
just one historical object and making a bridge 
for deeper experience seems like one way to 
be able to study and respect the problems of 
distance circuitously, through a re-making 
gesture. 

G.A.: What philosophical approaches/authors 
and other artists’ work have influenced your 
practice? 

R.B.: “Influential” is a good word. There are 
many canonical artists I find myself in 
conversation with, but these relationships 
rarely feel uncomplicated to me. Joseph Beuys, 
Robert Smithson, Richard Serra are all artists 
that have been influential in my thinking about  

material. I admire Wolfgang Laib’s unusual 
commitment to pollen, although the feeling of 
purity emphasized in his work leaves me with 
some questions. The way that Doris Salcedo 
works materially in order to address difficult 
histories—certain gestures, such as sewing 
material into a wall or emphasizing the 
underside of a table, I relate to those moves. 
Works by Jason Dodge, Roni Horn, and Dani 
ReStack have all made strong impressions. 
Certain forms from ancient art history have 
occupied my mind for a long time—most 
notably Bamana Boli forms. Lately, I’ve 
become more curious about Egyptian 
mummification. 

As a graduate student during my first 
master degree in art history at UIC, I became 
sympathetic with theories put forward by John 
Cage and John Dewey of art as experiential, John 
Dewey’s “Art as Experience,” influenced me in 
particular. I followed my personal experience as a 
guide for research through my art history thesis 
related to Columbine and visual culture—a topic 
I never would have picked up if I hadn’t been in 
attendance there as a student in 1999 myself. I 
had brilliant mentorship that brought me into a 
relationship with the work of Elaine Scary, W.JT. 
Mitchell, Emmanuel Levinas, Simone Weil, and 
Gaston Bachelard, among others, to try to make 
sense of the charged, heavily mediated imagery 
in my own history. As a pivotal experience for me, 
it interweaves deeply with the way I understand 
images, symbolic realities, myths, and 
materiality. 

Gaston Bachelard is someone with 
whom I would like to build a deeper relationship—
I admire the way he addresses the elements and 
reveals relationships with matter—fire, air, earth, 
water, and space. 

G.A.: What are you currently working on? 

R.B.: I’ve spent a lot of time with the elements of 
earth, fire, and air, with my projects that work 
with the material of birds, bones, and cremation. 
Now I’m becoming more and more curious about 
water. I am very much at the beginning of my 
research. I’ve been thinking about distillation 
quite a bit after I recently switched from drinking 
tap water to water that’s been distilled in 
response to some health issues. Much is hidden 
about and within water, yet at the same time it’s 
very symbolically and politically charged. I’m also 
curious  about  where  this  might  lead regarding  
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working more with water-based living matter—
especially plants and mycelium.  

Charcoal is interesting as a material that 
seems dirty but actually removes toxins and 
contaminants from water. Mycelium is another 
example of a misunderstood material that works 
productively with materials of death and decay. 
How this all manifests will reveal itself as the work 
moves forward, but overall, I’d like to round out 
my material elements to be more inclusive of 
water. 
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University of Illinois, Chicago. Born in 1982, Beachy grew up near 
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s there anything that can replace branches, 

needles, a whole tree or an animal? Do we 

have to look for ways of imitation, and 

therefore falsehood, when we can use an 

authentic "quote" from nature? Due to the 

uniqueness, the richness of information, and 

interpretation, as well as the social influence of 

contemporary art, it is worth looking at the 

techniques of contemporary artists using 

materials of plant and animal origin in their 

works. 

Plants, often used in research because 

of their medical properties, or consistently 

exploited because of their aesthetic values, have 

played a decisive role in the historical and cultural 

development of humanity. The same applies to 

animals which have been used in medical 

research or are inseparable companions of 

humans. And what about plants and animals in 

contemporary art? The extraordinary complexity 

of the issue of works created using nature has not 

yet been thoroughly examined in terms of their 

protection. The subjectivity and individuality of 

animals and plants and recognising the 

importance and complexity of their relationships 

with people are closely related to the evolution of 

human mentality, the development of animal 

research
[1]

, and bio-art.
[2] 

 They  provide  research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

tools enabling to identify phenomena occurring 

in animalistic and environmental art and indicate 

a change in the status of nature in art in its 

interpretation and understanding in a broader 

cultural, socio-political and ethical context. 

Animals were one of the first themes to 

appear in the history of art, initially in the form of 

prehistoric cave paintings, and were not an 

autonomous subject. In recent years, a trend has 

appeared of exploring organic forms or detecting 

mutations of the current concept of human and 

animal nature. Today, animals are returning to 

art and culture. The subjectivity and complexity 

of animals are associated with the evolution of 

human mentality, and the identification of 

phenomena occurring in today's animal 

art.
[3]

 What distinguishes contemporary art is the 

introduction of the animal's uniqueness within 

the art of creating and understanding art: the 

animal becomes a symbol of itself, and the work 

of art becomes a form of contact with the 

animal.
[4]

 Animals have become both participants 

and co-creators as a medium. 

Plants have become an important part 

of visual arts in a very similar way. Although the 

living organic world has always been the 

subject of paintings and sculptures, it was 

rarely the substance/matter used in artworks.  

I 

PRESERVING  
EPHEMERAL ART 
The specificity of dealing with the problems posed by impermanent works of art resulting from the 
applied techniques and materials goes beyond the standards of conduct used in the conservation-
restoration of traditional artworks, with durability as a standard. 

The dynamic and open nature of contemporary art made of nature or by nature, its different 
relation to matter as compared to traditional disciplines, its "unfinished” character, demands the 
crafting of innovative interpretative and preservative models. Institutions around the world are currently 
grappling with the need to devise new approaches to protection, conservation, authorship, and 
reproduction.  

Full essay title: ‘How to protect contemporary artworks made of nature or by nature. 
Case studies concerning the preservation of ephemeral art’.  

Text by Anna Kowalik 
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With the initiation of the use of an ever wider 
range of materials and the emergence of 
artistic contexts initiated by artists from the 
early twentieth century, organic materials 
have slowly been introduced into artworks. 
The subjectivity and individuality of plants have 
become the subject of many studies. Their 
importance and complexity are closely related 
to the development of bio art, and land art. 
This analysis indicates a wide range of 
possibilities for identifying phenomena 
occurring in biological/ecological art. 

The change in the role of animals, 
slowly and laboriously undertaken directly and 
indirectly by art, is of great importance for both 
itself and for live animals. The definition of art 
itself is also being transformed, expanding its 
spectrum of possible media. Animals appear 
not only as a subject and object, and their 
image goes beyond the traditional decorative 
and symbolic functions. The existing reasoning 
in terms of the opposition between art and 
nature is undermined in the spirit of continuity 
and change in the tradition of art. 

Literature Review 

Art actively participates in the discourse on 
research on animals and plants. To effectively 
talk about these changes, art history and artistic 
critique are forced to constantly take into 
account ethical and philosophical perspectives, 
critical discourses of postmodernism and 
posthumanism, and sometimes creatively use 
natural sciences, even ethology, ecology, and 
evolutionism. 

It was not until a few years ago that 
critics and curators started to see plants and 
animals in art in a more subjective and complex 
way. Even in the first decade of the 21st century, 
clearly critical texts and interpretations of art in the 
context of ethics functioned to a very limited 
extent and rather outside the main circulation. 
Books and publications related to the subject of 
the study were written by scientists presenting 
various approaches and research methodologies: 
art historians, critics, philosophers, and aesthetes. 
Therefore, the current state of knowledge focuses 
on various aspects and shows the problem from 
different points of view, but covers only the 
aesthetic, visual point, and not the problem of 
protection of this art. 

Contemporary works of art are 
subject  to  different  laws  compared to objects  

which are part of natural history museums, due 
to the use of additional materials of different 
origin and storage in facilities with different 
temperature and humidity requirements. This 
causes considerable difficulties related to their 
state of preservation. 

The interdisciplinary nature of these 
issues requires the involvement of not only 
artists, conservators and curators of works of 
art, but also specialists in the field of the latest 
microbiological and physicochemical research. 
This interdisciplinarity is associated, for 
example, with the materials used in taxidermy 
since the 1990s and the functioning of natural 
history museums. The materials used to create 
individual elements of the artworks such as 
models made during the preparation of 
animals or leather tanning products[5] and in 
the field of engineering and technology of 
contemporary artists[6] have an impact on the 
development of techniques and methods for 
preventing the degradation of these atypical 
contemporary works of art. 

Methodology 

Determining the value of a work of art is 
necessary in order to determine the appropriate 
strategies for protecting it. This is mainly due to 
the diversity of cultural heritage and its function. 
Preserving an artwork requires documentation 
on the matter, form, context of creation and 
relationship with space. Also, it must be 
accompanied by humanistic research defining 
the idea and values of the work, as well as a wide 
spectrum of scientific research. The obligation to 
preserve the aesthetic and historical identity of 
each work requires full documentation, including 
digital visualization. 

The directions and forms to which 
contemporary art is heading put us in front of a 
huge challenge - the obligation to preserve works 
of art in scientific and social consciousness, 
regardless of their material form. The 
interdisciplinary approach dominates both in 
terms of care, protection, as well as authorship, 
reproduction, and variability. The dynamic and 
open nature of art consisting of organic elements, 
a different attitude to matter, and the fact of 
constituting itself once it is perceived by the 
viewer, evokes the need to find innovative 
concepts regarding the interpretation and 
preservation of visual artworks. 
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             The specificity of contemporary works 
of art, the variety of materials used to create 
them, the history of their storage in various 
conditions and the state of their preservation 
require an interdisciplinary approach to their 
protection. Objects containing elements of 
plant and animal origin are a special 
challenge for conservators due to the 
continuous process of their degradation. The 
most important factor in preventing their 
destruction are storage conditions, i.e. the 
microclimate, air pollution, and interactions 
with inorganic and synthetic materials used 
to create the object. This area is still relatively 
new and requires a greater involvement of 
sciences such as chemistry, physics, and 
biology in order to fully define the processes 
occurring in contemporary works of art and in 
the environment they directly affect. 

Very often in galleries, private 
collections, and storage areas, works of art 
are made of various materials, such as 
plastic, textiles, paper, oil paints. This makes 
it impossible to choose the ideal conditions. 
Organic materials can react differently to 
hydrothermal conditions. Each object should 
be treated individually, taking into account the 
techniques which were used in the creation 
process and the reaction of the object to different 
conditions. Among the main environmental 
factors that cause the degradation of materials, 
especially of organic origin (plant and animal) are 
environmental pollution, humidity, temperature, 
UV radiation, and microbiological diversity, and 
their effect on the materials. The microbiological 
factor is particularly dangerous for organic 
objects. The source of microbial contamination 
may be dust. The deposition of dust on surfaces 
is, on the one hand, an excellent source of 
"feed" for microorganisms and mites, and on 
the other hand, it is a reservoir of active forms 
and spores of microorganisms. Bacteria and 
fungi under favourable conditions can colonize a 
work of art, and as a result of their activity 
aesthetic changes may appear, the object's 
durability may decrease, or it can even be 
completely destroyed (the biodeteriorative 
process). Inorganic and even synthetic materials 
can also be conducive to the development of 
bacteria and fungi, which can lead to the 
degradation of such materials.[7] Issues related to 
biodeterioration are currently being studied and 
are partially known in relation to archives and 
historical objects.[8] However, there are no studies    
that  would  describe   the   risk   of   the  deteriora-

tion of the state of contemporary art, with 
particular emphasis on microbiological 
hazards. 

Modern research techniques from 
various fields are increasingly used in preventive 
conservation. A non-invasive and relatively new 
technique is microfedometry.[9] It allows to 
determine the photosensitivity of the object, and 
thus to determine the optimal conditions for its 
exposure. Physicochemical analyses, including 
dust level measurements, are increasingly used 
to determine microclimate parameters that are 
optimal for storing artworks.[10] In  addition to 
physicochemical methods, biological sciences 
are also used to protect works of art. This 
applies in particular to microbiological analyses 
of the air and the surfaces of objects, which are 
increasingly used in conservation.[11] In addition 
to cultivation methods, genetic methods for 
identifying cultivated microorganisms are 
increasingly used in the context of the 
protection of works of art.[12] The development 
of genetic techniques now allows not only to 
identify bacteria and fungi, but also to 
determine their full diversity in a given sample 
without a cultivation stage. Thanks to the new 
generation of sequencing technology, only 
based on determining which of the genes are 
active, it has become possible to determine the 
functions or activities that microorganisms 
exhibit in a given environment. [13] Genetic 
methods have also been used to determine 
the species of animal (or even a particular 
animal) from which the object was made.[14] 
Biodeterioration can be defined as "any 
undesirable change in a material caused by vital 
activities of organisms".[15] Bacteria, archaea,  
fungi, and lichens, as well as insect pests, 
constantly cause problems in preserving cultural 
heritage due to their biodeteriorative potential. 
This applies to all types of historical artifacts and 
even works of art made of modern materials in 
public museums, galleries, and private art 
collections. [16] 

Case Studies 

The uniqueness, richness of information and 
interpretation, as well as the social impact of 
contemporary works of art,  have prompted 
efforts to learn about the workshop of 
contemporary artists using materials of plant 
and animal origin in their works. The huge 
variety of forms and materials used by 
contemporary  artists  is  a  real  challenge  for art  
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conservators whose aim is to extend the 
durability or artworks and protect them 
against destruction. 

When we are in the presence of 
modern art, its message and meaning do not 
always seem obvious. Matter and technique 
translate into the interpretation of the work 
and determine the image of the object. 
Changes in its material characteristics do not 
have to take place at the expense of its 
meaning. Defining the message of an artwork 
is a complex task since various factors influence 
its meaning. Interviews with artists are in line 
with the current trends regarding issues 
related to the conservation of contemporary 
art. Artists are asked about the aim of their 
creativity, the materials used, the meaning of 
their works, their exhibition and arrangement, 
or re-installation with the possibility of 
replacing elements of a given work. Such a 
conversation contributes to the determination 
of both the artistic process, the social and 
historical context, ethical and technical issues, 
as well as the issues of preventive maintenance 
and a possible conservation program. As part 
of the research, interviews were conducted 
with Polish artists who use plant and/or animal 
materials in their work: Piotr C Kowalski, 
Joanna Goebel, Joanna Rajkowska, Katarzyna 
Kozyra and Natalia Bażowska. Fragments of 
some of them have been presented. 

Joanna Rajkowska (1968) uses a 
variety of media, adapting the language of her 
artistic expression to the needs of the message. 
A fragment of an audio interview conducted by 
Anna Kowalik at the Zachęta National Gallery 
of Art in Warsaw on April 2, 2017, is an attempt 
to understand the meaning of her land 
artworks, which is the basis for understanding 
them and thus taking the appropriate 
corrective actions. 

Anna Kowalik:  Where does this fascination 
with organic matter come from? 

Joanna Rajkowska: I am very interested in how 
organic matter works. It becomes my partner, 
regardless of whether it is a human body or 
algae. I treat them exactly the same way. It is a 
material for me, including my own body, with 
which I work. 

I am very interested in how we 
humanists, as artists, how we can lead to such 
a Copernican revolution and remove man from  

his throne so that it does not seem that 
everything revolves around him. We should 
notice what is so much more important than us 
and what determines our survival. That is why 
I am very much involved in all these 
movements, though not as an environmental 
activist, because it does not lie in my nature.

Architecture is a very human creation. 
Even in Transformation, I feel it strongly. In this 
artwork, I thought about the body of architecture 
as a compost. You can notice a lot of theoretical 
links here, but I did not want to use them directly, 
just include them in the whole design's structure. 
You do not need to know anything else, just stand 
in front of this building to know that it is simply 
not intended for people, and that's what it's all 
about. 

A.K.: Could you tell us what Transformation is 
based on? 

J.K.: The entire building is irrigated with water, 
which pours out through pipes from the 
windows. This system is installed in the most 
exposed corner of the building. However, 
literally, the whole building is irrigated with 
foggers, a bit like in Oxygenator. The reason for 
this is so that the building will not collapse 
immediately. The concrete from which the 
building was made was from the thirties, so it 
is a gem of modernist architecture. The 
surroundings, as well as the building itself, have 
so many elements related to organic matter. 
This work involved collaborating with the 
ecosystem, or even suggesting a certain 
ecosystem. The ecosystem always creates 
itself spontaneously, but here it works by 
means of very subtle and technological 
interventions. We have created a very specific 
ecosystem for this place, where the task of the 
plants is simply to take over the building and 
destroy it de facto. It will be at its best in thirty, 
forty years when nothing will remain. Now, I 
would like to talk about what it's going to be 
like, why it is so, what plants are there, how 
they reproduce and set this building as a 
witness to our history and a place where we 
are trying to turn back time. We try to 
understand architecture as a place where this 
ecosystem really thrives and restores this 
matter to its original functions, i.e. to a 
skeleton for plants. 

A.K.: Are you observing the effects of your work? 
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I was recently in Wroclaw and it turned out 
that the building was taken over by algae. 
None of us was able to predict this. We knew 
that ferns would grow there, and mosses, 
which I specifically transplanted. However, 
what happened is amazing. Algae have grown 
all over this corner, which is irrigated so much. 
They just plugged all the filters with their green 
sludge! And it's weird, it's cool. Then again, it's 
hard to win with algae, they might destroy our 
equipment! (laughs) 

A.K.: Do you want to cover the entire building 
with vegetation or just a specific fragment of it? 

J.K.: It depends on the plants. They will choose 
the place. Plants are planted at the bottom 
around the building, they just have to start 
climbing it. It will take at least fifty years. 

A.K.: Do you choose specific plants that are 
especially important to you? 

J.K.: Yes, native plants. And old ones,  with  old  

 

genotypes. I wanted these plants to have an 
older genotype than the human genotype. 

A.K.: You said at the beginning that you 
associate architecture with sexuality. Is it about 
specific forms, architectural details, the form of 
a solid, or the matter itself? 

J.K.: Matter. Just like language and architecture 
itself. When I think about it, I think about the 
body of a language, about the body of 
architecture, about materiality, about physicality, 
about cracking walls. 

A.K.: But the matter from which architecture is 
made is often not strictly natural, it is a human 
product, be it concrete or cement. 

J.K.: But human creations are alive in the same 
way. They erode, they react in the same way to 
light. I’m talking about physical existence and 
physical deterioration. The building also has its 
youth. This architectural structure goes 
through   a   period  of   informal  maturity.  I'm  

Joanna Rajkowska 
Trafostation, Na Niskich Łąkach 2a Street, Wrocław (Poland). As of 29/10/2018.  
Source: Source: Archive of Anna Kowalik © Maciej Gawinski 
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basically, not a very visual artist, I mean I do not 
see, I could just be blind, and I would work in 
exactly the same way. 

A.K.: Do you prefer to feel? 

J.K.: Yes, I was taught by Professor Jerzy 
Nowosielski not to look but to penetrate 
deeply into the essence of the objects that are 
in front of me, in a meditative way. Of course, I 
don’t know how to meditate, but he instilled 
this   kind  of  habit  in me to be the apple that I  

 

eradicated, and as I look at the building, I am 
this building and I feel it. Transformations is 
such a work where I feel exactly how the 
building is constructed. 

A.K.: Hence, can you say that you left the 
studio, escaped outside to sense what is 
external? 

J.K.: Yes, indeed. This process is like identifying 
with these objects, with the situations I 
experienced.  In  fact, he created such a  convic- 

Joanna Rajkowska 
Trafostation (details), Na Niskich Łąkach 2a Street, Wrocław (Poland). As of 29/10/2018.  
Source: Archive of Anna Kowalik © Maciej Gawinski
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tion in me that I am able to enter the picture. 
This image that is in front of me. But at the 
moment, when the picture is devoid of frames, 
I come out of this canvas and then it turns out 
that I become space, infinite space, and this is 
such a thrill! Because at this moment there are 
no limits, I do not know where I end and 
something else begins. At this point, you're just 
space in three hundred and sixty degrees and 
contains, embodies all human behaviour, all 
energies, all directions, all the dynamics of this 
space, and finally, you can really do something 
structurally. 

If you treat this space as yourself, as 
your body, or vice versa, I will treat myself as 
this space, at this moment my work in public 
space is so embodied, it is so "mine" that I am 
able to respond in a bodily manner to the 
dynamics of this space, which is me. I feel it 
inside.   

Andxthatxisxhowxthe Oxygenator in-
stallation was created. This is the direct 
response of the body to the needs of space 
that is shared in the process of building the 
project. However, the first impulse is that you 
are this space.  

So, when there is such a deep, intense 
sense of emptiness, then something  is  placed 

 

there, such as a sign, the axis around which 
energies begin to circulate, for example, The 
Palm  Tree  (GreetingsxFromxJe-rusalem Avenue 
- ed.). And if there is an overwhelming sense of 
the need to clean up, throw out everything, dig 
a hole, then something like Oxygenator is
created. This is a  very bodily answer, very 
sensual, on the principle of thinking whether I 
want to drink, whether my head hurts or 
whether something is happening at all, in which 
cycle of the day I am.

A.K.: At this stage of your career, how do 
you see it now? 

J.K.:          
         

       
      

        
       

       
       

       
        

         

Joanna Rajkowska 
Oxygenator, Grzybowski Square, Warsaw (Poland). Source: Archive of Joanna Rajkowska © Joanna Ralkowska 
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in me. It is possible in a very simple, inexpensive, 
industrial way of building multimedia, multi-
channel video stories that have support in 
architecture, internal architecture. This is what 
I'm doing in between projects in the public space. 

A.K.: It is very interesting that your projects are 
constantly changing under the influence of time, 
which is obviously a natural process. However, 
this causes their reception to change too. Your 
installation reacts to the environment and the 
environment reacts to it, and I mean all 
recipients, not just people. 

J.K.: Exactly: Trafostacion was a step into the 
abyss, in the sense that I gave away my control 
to nature. And as if I had abdicated myself, and 
turned the building into a living sculpture 
created constantly by nature. Humans begin to 
realize that the time scale of these horsetails 
and other plants is millions of years and we as 
an evolved genotype appear somewhere at 
the very end of the scale. It causes that we have 
a stronger awareness of our mortality, tempo- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
rality, and the fact that it is really a short 
moment in time... 

Today, animals are returning into art 
and culture. A dead animal can be one of the 
main media for works that reflect the sanctity 
and cyclical nature of life, as well as the 
violence of death. A taxidermy exhibit in the 
museum of natural history bears a colonial 
background. There are many artists who 
engage the animal as an effective partner in 
creating works of art.[17] 

What distinguishes modern art is the 
introduction of animal's uniqueness in the field of 
creating and understanding art: an animal 
becomes a sign in itself and art becomes a form 
of contact with it. A dead animal is one of the 
main media for works that reflect the sanctity 
and cyclical nature of life, as well as the violence 
of death. Animal remains, whether they are 
preserved in the form of taxidermy or not, create 
various problems as an artistic medium, which 
makes their use a very clear choice on the part of 
the artist. Problems that accompany taxidermy 
and the use of animal remains are numerous. 

Joanna Rajkowska 

Oxygenator, Grzybowski Square, Warsaw (Poland). Source: Archive of Joanna Rajkowsk © Joanna Ralkowska 
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Natalia Bażowska (1980) uses only animal 
bodies which are the victims of road accidents. 
It can be said that death itself is the co-creator 
of her works. The subject of Bażowska's 
fascination is man, his psyche and physiology. 
Her observations of animal behaviour in their 
natural environment combined with medical 
knowledge allow her to discover similarities 
between the world of people and animals. 
Based on biological similarities, she treats 
relations occurring in the worlds of people and 
animals as parallel. Working with the 
subconscious, she tries to reconstruct the most 
secret values and principles governing our 
lives. 

The excerpt from an interview with 
Natalia Bażowską conducted by Anna Kowalik 
in the artist's studio in Katowice, January 19, 
2016 concerns the understanding and 
protection of the installation Roe from the 
series Runic Sculptures. 

A.K.: What is your attitude towards animals? 

N.B.: I'm not vegan, I'm not a vegetarian either, 
but I am very close to the Khazar people, 
because they live practically only from hunting, 
but there is a human-animal relationship with 
absolute respect, from the beginning to the 
end. And the same is noticeable in nature - if 
the animal is actually killed, nothing is left of it. 
Everything from the beginning to the end is 
used. So, if someone sacrificed their lives, so 
that we can live, so that we can survive, we 
have to respect that. 

A.K.: How do you obtain material for Runic 
Sculptures? 

N.B.: I am so lucky that I have had the 
opportunity to work for a long time with a 
person who is a professional in taxidermy. We 
had a deal that I did the sketches, drawings, 
and he gave me the opportunity to use his 
studio and the materials he acquired. 

A.K.: Roe, which is the main object of Runic 
Sculptures, was a victim of an accident? 

N.B.: Yes, they are bodies that have been 
found on the road. The front was crushed, so I 
used the rear part of it. My idea was to restore 
her   to    life,  pay  homage  to her, give her the  

opportunity to exist in a different form. I was 
brought up in the mountains, in a village that 
had ten houses. Death was something very 
natural there. After a very cold winter, kids 
would run around the forest and find remains, 
it was just something normal. We would often 
play with these remains, for example with the 
skull of a goat. There were also farm animals 
which the farmers simply ate. I remember one 
who treated her cows, sheep and chickens 
with great respect. She was very close to these 
animals, but when the time came that one had 
to be killed, it was done quickly, no one talked 
about it, and it was obvious that such a 
situation was difficult. It was not a taboo 
subject, nor was it approached in an industrial 
manner. It was a part of life. I think it also 
somehow shaped my approach to animal 
remains. 

A.K.: In some of the pictures, the same roe 
appears, but in different aesthetic forms. 

N.B.: Yes, she has been a part of different 
stories. It was originally created from space. It 
was shown for the first time at the exhibition 
"Whoever saw, whoever knows" in Bytom. It 
was about showing an object that just creates 
itself as if from the space around it. The walls 
of the gallery were white, just like the front of 
the roe and the spaces where parts of her skin 
were missing. After the exhibition, I decided 
that this creative stage was completed. All 
animal remains are in a very strong relationship 
with the surrounding nature, with the place 
where they are completely decomposed. All 
these stories were about the forest, everything 
that was happening in the forest. I decided to 
show how the roe can come into symbiosis 
with its surroundings. Of course, according to 
my own artistic language, that's why it was 
transformed. I think that nothing further will 
happen to her. Of course, for exhibition 
purposes, she can return to her previous state. 

A.K.: So, with these white elements, right? 

N.B.: Yes. However, I would like to leave her as 
she is now. In my opinion, this is a moment that 
from the beginning to the end tells the story 
that I wanted to convey. 

A.K.: The moss may be replaced? 
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Natalia Bazowska 

Roe from the Runic Sculptures series, 2011-2015. Animal elements, glue, polyurethane foam. Source: Archive of Natalia Bażowska 
© Natalia Bażowska 
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A.K.: Your intention is for it to be fresh? 

N.B.: Yes, because these are all things that we 
can find in the forest. Some of the sculptures 
are nests; the nest must be something soft and 
cozy, which is why freshness is very important. 
I think for the next few years, if nothing bad 
happens, nothing should happen to it. It can be 
replaced, of course. I would not want to 
artificially maintain it. 

A.K.: Let everything be as natural as possible? 

N.B.: Yes, yes. A large part of my sculptures 
from the Runic Sculptures series still smells 
intensely of moss to this day. There is a very 
specific type of moss that has such a smell... a 
bit like incense... 

I wouldn’t be against replacing the 
moss if something happened to it, I see 
absolutely  no  problem,  because  in  my works,  

 

in these specific works, it is not about this 
particular moss from this particular place. If a 
work is being created that tells about a 
particular location, then the moss is sacred, no 
matter whatever happens to it, because it 
concerns a specific place. However, here I 
would like to make the audience more familiar 
with this world, the world of forest 
undergrowth, where everything is mixed with 
everything, it all represents some unity, 
interweaves with one another, has a life of its 
own. One lives, the other dies, one dies, but the 
other thanks to it can function, can live on, 
nothing in this world is lost and everything 
forms one whole. 

A.K.: Do you document your work in any way, 
for example, by taking photos? When we often 
see a certain object, we do not see any changes 
that take place. 

Natalia Bazowska
Roe from the Runic Sculptures series, 2011-2015. Plant and Animal elements, glue, polyurethane foam. Source: Archive of Natalia 
Bażowska © Natalia Bażowska
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N.B.: Yes, I'm trying to take photos of them. I 
always take pictures after finishing work. 
Sometimes I photograph them when they are 
at exhibitions. I take photos almost every year. 

A.K.: As an artist, do you agree to any 

interference, be it by the restorer or, for 
example, the preparator? 

N.B.: The issue of any interference depends on 
each individual object. In the case of Roe, she is 
one of a kind. Looking at the condition of the 
skin, it was obvious it had been lying in the 
ditch for some time after the accident. It was 
also damaged from the very beginning. I’m 
aware of her condition - the skin and fur are 
damaged, but it was my intention to use this 
specific animal, not any other. She was not 
supposed to be perfect and clean. 

A.K.: So, do you take into account the 
degradation of this object? Do you assume, for 
example, degradation, but in a controlled 
manner? 

 

N.B.: It depends on what exactly would 
undergo the degradation process. If one of the 
pieces of bark would fall off, then there is no 
problem attaching another piece, but from this 
particular type of wood, because it is a very 
specific bark. In the case of fragments of the 
animal itself, I would not agree to 
conservation. So, in the case of this object, I 
would have the biggest objections when it 
comes to work on fur and the skin, while in the 
other works from this series I do not have any. 
However, I cannot imagine a situation that an 
animal is killed for this reason, absolutely. I 
would prefer that such an object undergo 
degradation. My goal is to portray a very 
specific story. If these objects are destroyed, 
then only documentation will remain after 
them, and from my experience and also from 
the stories of people who are the recipients of 
art, documentation is unfortunately not 
enough to tell a story. That is why it would be 
important for me that these objects survive, if 
possible, in the form in which they were 
created. 

Natalia Bazowska 

Roe from the Runic Sculptures series, 2011-2015. Detail. Plant and animal elements, glue, polyurethane foam. As of 11/01/2017. 
Source: Archive of Anna Kowalik © Anna Kowalik 
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Anna Goebel (1951) treats plants as a medium 
for creating her own reality; she transforms 
them, giving them a new expression. Goebel 
refers to the world of nature, its form and the 
processes governing it, thus emphasising the 
relationship with the organic and natural world. 
The phases of nature dictate the time of the 
creation process: the process of interaction, 
reacting directly to the place through the bodily 
manipulation of materials coming from the 
closest surroundings, results in the creation of 
forms that have a direct relationship with space. 

The interview conducted with Anna 
Goebel by Anna Kowalik in the artist's studio at 
the University of Poznań on 24 April 2017, 
focuses on the problems of displaying the works 
of the Revealed series. 

A.K.: So far, you've always been involved in the 
exposition of your work? Even in collective 
exhibitions? 

Anna GoebeI:  I  do  not  have  any   objections  

 

when another artwork is near my installations, 
but I do not like exhibitions that do not breathe 
when they are saturated with the works of 
many authors. Usually, the works are varied, 
therefore the space for the artist is of great 
importance. Sometimes it is important which 
works correspond with each other, then we 
consider how to help a given work so that it is 
viewed properly. Collective works are always 
difficult, but I try to make sure the conditions 
are at least at the optimal level for other works 
as well as mine. 

A.K.: I understand that you prefer that your 
work be in a separate room at the exhibition? 

A.G.: That would be the perfect solution. 
Shadow, light, space, which in my case should 
be large, are all important in exhibiting my 
works. It is important that one or several of my 
works are in a given space, but from the same 
series. The works should have their place, their 
space, their atmosphere. Very often before I 
decide to exhibit, I check the space in which the  

Anna Goebel 
Installation from the Revealed II series, 2001/2002, diameter of the sphere - 40 cm. Source: Archive of Anna Goebel  
© Anna Goebel 
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Anna Goebel 
Installation from the Revealed II series, 2001/2002, 30 hemispheres with a diameter of 40 cm. Source: Archive of Anna Goebel  
© Anna Goebel 
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Anna Goebel 
Installation from the Revealed series. Palmiarnia, Poznań 2000. Source: Archive of Anna Goebel © Anna Goebel 
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works are to be shown. 

A.K.: I noticed that your works are often 
presented in bright rooms. 

A.G.: Yes. The dark ones were presented only  
once, in Kordegarda. The windows were 
covered, so the presentation took place only 
under artificial light. A spotlight also gives 
interesting effects, but often the work loses 
some of its message. I prefer, however, when 
exhibitions are in daylight. 

A.K.: And what about the floor? 

A.G.: I prefer it when it is neutral. This is 
important to me. Sometimes the ground is 
from sand or concrete because of its neutral 
nature in relation to my work. It helps in 
presenting my works. 

A.K.: Does your work ever get lost during 
exhibitions? 

A.G.: Unfortunately, yes. Usually halves of 
spheres go missing. Unfortunately, I have no 
control over it. 

A.K.: If one half is lost, the other half cannot 
exist without the lost one? 

A.G.: It depends on how I present it at the 
exhibition, how I exhibit it. It certainly cannot 
exist in the system when the halves of the 
spheres are arranged in pairs. 

A.K.: I noticed that in exhibitions you like to 
play around with the layout and the number of 
spheres. The curator may have a very difficult 
task to set your work according to your 
intentions. Can he do it based on your previous 
projects? 

A.G.: Yes. It comes down to the curator's 
intuition, his sensitivity, to be able to make a 
specific composition depending on the space 
where the installation is to be exhibited. It 
depends on the natural process and the sense 
of aesthetics. Everything in my opinion 
depends on the interior. 

Possibilities 

A list of possibilities of documenting works; the  

preparation of documentation on many levels 
(the role of the conservator, curator, artist, and 
the social role) in relation to a selected 
ephemeral art, analysis of documentation 
starting from the creation process, to the 
process of preparing for the exhibition. 

The starting point will be a look at the 
documentation from a different perspective, 
not only as documentation of what has already 
been done and now exists, but also of what will 
be created. This new understanding of the 
subject gives new possibilities and cognitive 
methods to the specificity of the whole 
artwork. It is an attempt to draw attention to 
the role of the creator himself in the process, 
along with the possibilities of protecting his 
own work. 

The role of documentation is to 
preserve a work of ephemeral art. Such 
documentation includes interviews with the 
artist and people around him or her, written 
documents as well as descriptive photography, 
video and 3D documentation along with the 
analysis of the future of the work. Depending on 
the specificity of a given ephemeral artwork, it is 
possible to use various documentation methods. 
The use of photography and video allows to get 
more complete information in terms of both 
quantity and quality. When choosing the 
appropriate photographic or video equipment, it 
is important take into account its specificity, 
including such features as: the purpose and tasks 
to be done during the preparation of 
documentation, the type of recorded activities 
and the nature of the investigated works or 
events, the methods and techniques used when 
taking pictures, and formal and legal 
requirements to be observed when preparing 
such documentation. The purpose of 3D imaging 
is to obtain a 3D model with a texture that visually 
reflects the actual appearance of an artwork 
together with the ability to measure objects at 
various levels of accuracy. X-ray radiation is well 
known to all who deal with the study of works 
of art and historical objects on a daily basis. The 
non-invasive and non-destructive properties of 
radiography make it the most attractive 
research process, giving the opportunity to 
achieve high information efficiency without 
adversely affecting the material. Radiography 
can  be  used  as  an  aid  in  the  study  of animal  
remains in exactly the same way as for 
humans. One of the main reasons for using 
radiography  on animal remains is  to  facilitate  
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the study of material in a form in which it 
cannot be directly viewed.[18] 

The above documentation must be 
accompanied by analyses concerning the 
maintenance of the concept and the material, 
as well as their role, and changes in visual arts 
over the centuries. In this respect, artistic 
tendencies and their impact on the state of 
preservation of works of art from past 
centuries should be analysed, which reflect the 
state of the works. The documentation model 
that takes into account the processuality of 
ephemeral art is more complex and offers 
more cognitive possibilities. It encompasses 
the documentation of ideas, history, the 
process of creation and matter, including the 
context, function and prevention; and in 
addition, conservation-restoration (possible 
reconstruction), thus preserving the integrity 
of the work. 

As for the possibilities in the field of 
microbiology, the isolation and identification of 
microorganisms from works of art has 
traditionally been based on classical methods of 
growing bacteria, which also enable the 
quantitative and biochemical analysis of 
isolated strains. On the other hand, the 
approach of classical microbiology is very 
limited, since probably less than 1% of bacteria 
from environmental samples seem to be 
grown.[19] To meet this challenge, many DNA-
based techniques have been adapted for the 
analysis of microbial communities. The most 
commonly used molecular techniques in the 
protection of cultural heritage are: construction 
of a clone library, genetic fingerprints, e.g. 
electrophoresis in a denaturing gel or in a 
temperature gradient (DGGE and TGGE), 
Amplified Ribosomal DNA Restriction Analysis 
(ARDRA), Terminal Restriction Fragment Length 
Polymorphismx(TRFLP),xSinglexStrandxConfor-
mationxPolymor-phism (SSCP) or Automated 
Ribosomal Intergenic Spacer Analysis (ARISA).[20] 

Among the techniques used to track 
microbiological factors which lead to the 
biodeterioration of artworks, the most 
promising is Next-Generation Sequencing 
(NGS). This approach allows not only to 
characterise microbial diversity, but also to 
understand the functions, activities and 
dynamics   of   microbial   communities  in  their  
natural surroundings.[21] It has been successfully 
used to identify biodeteriorative factors on 
historical  materials   at  the   Auschwitz-Birkenau  

Museum.[22] Genetic methods are used not only 
to analyse microbial diversity, but also to 
determine the origin of organic material - the 
identification of source species of animals,[23] and 
even individual animals. [24] 

Regardless of the advantages of 
molecular methods, classical microbiological 
methods cannot be underestimated due to their 
availability for conservators, minimal equipment 
requirements, and their relatively low costs. 
Microbiological analysis of microbial air pollution 
in rooms based on cultivation methods is 
currently mainly used in the preservation and 
protection of library and museum collections.
[25] However, the most problematic aspect of 
these methods is the difficulty in selecting the 
most accurate microbiological media for 
isolating environmental strains (which are for 
the most part very difficult to grow). 

Results 

The preservation and restoration of artworks is 
associated with the protection of authenticity 
and integrity in three areas: physical, aesthetic, 
and historical. The first concerns the 
preservation of the material components of the 
object, the second concerns the ability of the 
work to evoke impressions in the recipient, and 
the last refers to the context of its creation. 
Therefore, the conservator is forced to re-
orientate knowledge according to the 
recognition of each work under his protection 
and be fully aware of the artist's ideas and 
intentions. 

The presented research is an attempt 
to systematise practices and strategies for 
preserving works with organic elements. They 
are used to define actions which may contribute 
to the protection of these non-standard objects, 
taking into account the specificity and character 
of the artists' creativity. They are the first step in 
determining the new competences of the art 
conservator. Surveys and interviews with artists 
and experts from other fields shed a new light 
on the preservation of contemporary art made 
of ephemeral materials. Research will provide 
up-to-date knowledge about the problems 
faced by art galleries, artists themselves, and 
collectors. 

Using living matter and organic 
elements in the works means accepting a certain 
degree of unpredictability and doubtful  durabili- 
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ty. Placing these unusual works in galleries, in 
storage areas, or in the artist's studio area 
introduces significant controversy regarding the 
protection and the concept of permissible 
degradation, and also requires a balance 
betweenxconceptualismxandxmateriality.[26] Ma 
intaining a stable environment is crucial for 
the long-term protection of these works of art. 
It is important to emphasise that the control of 
the collection's environment is the key to long-
term preventive protection in museums of 
natural history.[27] 

      
       

        
        
       

      
        

      
       

        
     

        
        

        
      

      
      
Relative humidity below 60% ensures 

microbiological safety. Museum microorganisms 
do not always develop on delicate materials, 
despite high relative humidity. Conversely, they 
can grow on materials that are not particularly 
sensitive, and the relative humidity is rather 
low.[29] For most natural history collections, the 
relative humidity is between 40-50% and seems 
ideal, although in practice this is rarely achieved. 
Usually, a drier environment is more favourable 
than a humid one, and the main problem, 
especially in wet tropical climates, is maintaining 
a relative humidity below 60-65%, above which 
mildew is likely to occur. On the other hand, low 
relative humidity (below 30%) can cause 
shrinkage and brittleness of tanned hides and 
adhesives. [30] 

Low temperatures slow down the 
growth of microorganisms at any moisture 
level. Different types of works may require 
storage at different temperatures and ranges 
of relative humidity. Mathias [31]recommends  
temperature  levels in which we feel the most 
comfortable at work (i.e. 18-20°C). However, 
he also notes that wherever possible, a  cooler 

environment would be more beneficial (the 
higher the temperature, the higher indicator of 
destruction of biological activity and chemical 
reactions) and recommends maintaining a 
storage range of 13-15°C.[32] 

In 2003, the European Committee for 
Standardization (CEN) set up a Technical 
Committee whose task was to develop standards 
for cultural heritage. Standard EN15757: 2010 
"Conservation of Cultural Property-Specifications 
for temperature and relative humidity to limit 
climate-induced mechanical damage in organic  
hygroscopic materials" recommends the priority 
of historical climate for the class of materials 
affected by dangerous dimensional changes 
caused by humidity contraction or edema. This 
innovative standard abandons all lists of 
suggested levels or ranges of relative humidity for 
materials such as wood and according to it, a 
wooden object has been acclimated and adapted 
to the most common mean RH values and 
fluctuations during its lifetime, including to the 
appearance of cracks. In addition, in the EN15757 
standard: 2010, it was established that if the 
facility should be moved to a temporary 
exhibition, the new conditions should be in line 
with the safe zone of the historical climate.[33] 

For all materials, the microclimate, 
especially humidity, should be constantly 
monitored to reduce or eliminate the risk of a 
biological attack of fungi, bacteria or other 
parasites which settle in the form of solid 
particles in the air. Outside, the deposition of 
dust from the air in the dry phase is responsible 
for the formation of patina on buildings and 
monuments. Inside, deposition causes dirt on 
paintings, frescos and all surfaces, which 
reduces the aesthetic value of artworks. 
However, not only the visual aesthetics have 
an impact, because the embedded solid 
particles are a potential risk of chemical 
reactions or microbial infections. When a 
particle hits the surface, it can bounce or stop. 
The proportion of particles remaining on the 
surface depends on various factors. The most 
important of them are the nature of adhesion 
forces and the physical and chemical 
properties of particles and surfaces. The 
surface roughness, particle size and shape are 
also important. Macroscopic roughness can 
keep fine particles in surface cavities, and large 
particles adhere better to very smooth 
surfaces.[34] 

The  combination  of  relative  humidity  
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with mild and moderate temperatures and dust 
deposition creates a favourable environment 
for all materials, which is why cleaning is a 
highly recommended prophylactic protection 
strategy.[35] The attack of microorganisms is 
essentially controlled by a favourable 
environment (e.g. surface temperature, RH and 
MC in the material), structure and substrate 
chemistry (e.g. porosity, internal surface and 
biosurfactivity of the material), and secondly by 
the levels of air pollution (e.g. salts and organic 
materials), as well as further environmental 
conditions (e.g. ventilation, light, pH and redox 
potential). [36] Another common problem is 
in the case of objects wrapped in plastic films 
that do not allow the exchange of steam: the 
latter can reach saturation when the 
ambient temperature drops.[37] 

Conclusion 

The materials collected during the study 
allowed to present the basic dialectics that 
connect nature with the development of 
natural art forms in the issues of protection, 
conservation and restoration, and the history 
of art and culture. Research carried out 
during this project served to organise the 
basic facts, they were a way of 
understanding and interpreting them, while 
maintaining the multi-faceted structure of 
works of art made from nature, giving them 
value. The analysed examples of selected 
works and activities over the centuries have 
been situated on a wider background of art 
made of nature, as well as cultural discourses 
considering its specificity. It was an attempt 
to answer the question: what should the 
attitude of the conservator be towards such 
objects and their cultural context, their 
artistic, historical and cultural values, 
aesthetics, exhibition values, socio-economic 
values and the value of novelty. 

Animal remains, whether they are 
preserved in the form of taxidermy or 
otherwise, create various problems as an artistic 
medium, which makes their use a very clear 
choice on the part of the artist. There are many 
problems associated with taxidermy and the 
use of animal remains in general. [38]  Historical  
value  affects  every  work of art, but there are 
some forms of art which are under a bigger 
influence than others. Modern and natural 
materials and their  degradation  are  one  of  the  

main problems in the protection of 
contemporary art. [39] The conservation of 
ephemeral art is planned in a way that meets 
the museum's requirements while taking into 
account the intentions of the artist. [40] 

We can and should look at animals 
and plants from different perspectives, using 
the concepts and methodologies of various 
fields, not forgetting the undisputed merits of 
an interdisciplinary approach. A look at nature 
through our own projects and the expression 
of artists is an invaluable and unique form of 
cognition. The contribution of art and its critics 
to the subjectivity of animals complements the 
achievements of other areas, adding to this a 
unique mix of what is sensual and related to 
feelings. 

It is an example of modern 
conservation practice, which redefines the role 
of conservators and preventive conservation, 
extending their range of influence and creating 
a more participatory and transdisciplinary 
social environment for work. The role and tasks 
of the conservator are expanding and adapting 
to the complexity of contemporary artworks 
with plants and animals. The materials are less 
ambiguous than in traditional art and can 
convey a certain meaning; therefore, their 
correct interpretation is essential for planning 
any intervention. 

A conscious conservator must 
constantly update his knowledge in 
accordance with the work under his 
protection and should be perfectly familiar 
with the artist's ideas and intentions. In the 
field of preservation of contemporary art, 
identification is key to making the right 
decisions. Direct contact with the artist along 
with access to his writings, interviews and 
relations with him is a natural privilege in 
today's conservation practice. Conservation is 
always a critical act, which in the case of 
contemporary art should be preceded by an 
analysis of the work from the point of view of 
technology and theory, while taking into 
account the technical performance of the 
work, in accordance with its concept. 
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rt historian Monika Wagner has proven 
how focusing on the materials of art 
may yield provocative sociological 

insights into the history of art. [2] Accordingly, 
this paper focuses on the use of plastic and 
synthetic materials in the contemporary works 
of two Polish artists Marta Antoniak (born 
1986) and Marcin Zawicki (born 1985). 

Synthetic materials were introduced by 
Alexander Parkes in 1866. Constructivists were 
among the first artists who adopted these, in 
1915, arguing that they were unencumbered 
by history.[3] Marta Antoniak and Marcin 
Zawicki, in contrast, choose plastic precisely 
because if this material, on the one hand, may 
still be considered relatively “young”, it has 
gained a problematic complexity in its short 
life, namely, it has become an urgent 
environmental issue. Both Polish painters 
subversively play with the nature of this 
material in the age of overproduction and 
plastic pollution. Interestingly, their childhood 
occurred at the transition time and the 1990s 
when   a   wave   of   consumerism  swept  over 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Poland and other countries of the former 
Soviet bloc. Shops, which had been empty 
before, were literally inundated with colourful 
plastic toys, unavailable in Poland earlier. I, 
therefore, claim that the work of both artists 
addresses an urgent environmental issue as 
well as the accumulation of plastic products in 
the environment, and indicates a nostalgia for 
a period when the supply of colourful plastic 
objects was seen as a symbol of wealth. 

Nostalgia is a rich concept that we 
stereotypically identify with a sentiment. Yet 
nostalgia assumes the forms of a complex 
sociological phenomenon.[4] It becomes 
objective and collective and can be manifested, 
for example, by a longing for earlier political 
systems. Therefore, not only the drab and 
difficult socialist reality evolved to the status of 
a noble utopia which was not implemented 
properly. Similar sentiments are harboured 
about the 1990s and the time of early 
capitalism, when Poles first swallowed the bait 
of overproduction. Nostalgia offers a sense of 
stability    and    sustainability,    answering    the  

A 

PLASTIC—A NEW NATURE 

 The materials used at a particular moment in time by the entire human race and the artists are a 

reflection of social sensitivity. Materials reflect the shared values of particular moments in history. 

Emerging from the consumerism of everyday life, at present, plastic has become one of the most 

ubiquitous materials in contemporary art. What do we learn about present-day social sensitivities from 

the works of painters Marta Antoniak and Marcin Zawicki who subversively engage with the nature of 

this material in the age of over production?  

Full essay title: “Plastic – a New Nature: Marta Antoniak and Marcin Zawicki, 

or Painters’ Adventures in the Age of Overproduction”. 

Text by Marta Smolińska 

If we build something new, we will do it out o f waste, refuse and 

plastic, as we have grown on this. A lost gener ation, growing on an 

infertile soil of plastics, will sprout ostensibly  plastic flowers. 

Dorota Masłowska[1]
 



101 

 
 

question of who we are.[5] In Marta Antoniak’s 
and Marcin Zawicki’s paintings nostalgia has its 
aesthetic consequences. 

Roland Barthes intuitively grasped as early 
as 1962 that plastic was the stuff of alchemy, the 
first such material to correspond to 
everydayness: “For the first time the artificial 
aims at the ordinary, not the extraordinary.”[6] 

What happens, however, when the stuff of 
alchemy that “embodies” the impermanent 
nature of mass-produced objects returns to the 
realm of art to be used literally, as in Antoniak’s 
works, or to be represented on canvas as 
municipal waste dumped in a forest, as in 
Zawicki’s? 

Tony Cragg's installations, at the end of 
the 1970s, made a consciously conspicuous 
use of plastic.[7] The relics and fragments of 
mass production were dubbed by the artist 
“the new nature”; in 1981 he depicted himself 
collecting plastic in a self-portrait. According to 
Cragg,  plastic  is  a material that human beings 

 

 must take full responsibility for as it does not 
originate in nature. It bears no traces of wear 
and tear, does not rust, and even after the 
demise of the object to which it gave shape it 
may remain shiny, smooth and colourful, with 
no history and identity.[8] The typical qualities 
of plastic, among them durability and 
sturdiness, were initially appreciated. Yet, over 
time, these have grown to become an 
insoluble environmental problem for wildlife, 
wildlife habitat and the human race. Antoniak 
and Zawicki’s works, I argue, tackle plastic 
pollution in a unique way. Indeed, these artists 
use plastic to underscore its “historical” 
(anthropogenic) impact on the globe rather 
than its allegedly history-free “look”. Plastic is a 
material mnemonic trace left on the earth’s 
surface. I would add that the artists’ use of 
plastic aims less at precluding any hope of 
breaking free from history and the spectre of 
an ecological disaster, than at plunging the 
viewer into modern and contemporary history.  

Marcin Zawicki 
The Fall, oil on canvas, 2011-2013, Courtesy of the Artist. courtesy of Green Carrot Art Development Foundation Goebel
© Marcin Zawicki 
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To be affective, this art has recourse to 
nostalgia. Nostalgia is a crucial sentiment in 
post-socialist countries, such as the former 
German Democratic Republic. In German, this 
sentiment and its relation to the old Eastern 
State, has given rise to a new word: Ostalgie. In 
Poland, plastic is linked to nostalgia. This is a 
nostalgia for the 1990s, when this country, 
after the change of the political and economic 
system, was inundated by colourful plastic, as  
Agata Nowotny superbly put :  

Behind the iron curtain, we had to be 
men of iron or marble; we plunged 
joyfully and somewhat coyly into the 
colourful 1990s to satiate our inflated 
consumer needs in a breakneck speed of 
capitalism … There was more and more 
colour everywhere. Everything, including 
gold, was made of plastic. (…) Plastic … 
became  an  informal  icon  of  the  1990s,  

 

the period of transformation and the 
shifting form; it was a magical time, a 
carnival of celebrating a regained 
freedom.”[9] 

 Although very young in the 1990s, both 
Antoniak, who was born in 1986, and Zawicki, 
one year her junior, breathed in this decade’s 
spirit. Plastic came to represent –to be a stand-
in—for consumerism, which also involved the 
fast turn-over of fetish-commodities (desire) into 
waste. As Sonja Windmüller aptly observes: 
“Waste is not produced, but socially 
constructed.”[10] The owner of a given 
commodity makes a decision whether it is still 
valuable or becoming worthless and thus 
disposable. From a scientific perspective waste is 
a cognitive phenomenon, as it offers a chance to 
analyse the affects arising in the relationship 
between humans–things– waste.[11] This relation, 
in turn, offers an image of contemporary culture  

Marcin Zawicki 
The Fall, oil on canvas, 2011-2013, Courtesy of the Artist. courtesy of Green Carrot Art Development Foundation Goebel
© Marcin Zawicki 
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and its symbolic capital. The phenomenology of 
preservation or non-preservation of a given 
object is tied with the articulation of one’s own 
social identity in the world.[12] Waste generates 
social phantasms, projections, and fears as well 
as powerful emotions triggered by a loss of 
function and a slide into chaos and entropy. 
Windmüller speaks here of “melancholy of 
waste”,[13] a phenomenon that, as I will 
demonstrate below, returns in Antoniak and 
Zawicki’s plastic objects, especially toys. As Marek 
Krajewski has it, material objects “never die once 
and for all; they are like material zombies that, 
having visited storage boxes, attics, second-hand 
stores, Flohmärkte, or landfills, are brought back 
to life and start to circulate again as old-school, 
vintage items, or ‘objects with a soul’ and thus 
unique”.[14] This is what happens in Zawicki’s  The 

 

 Fall series from 2011-2013 that features the 
artist’s own painted, discarded and broken 
companions of childhood days, such as 
dinosaurs, dolls and cars, regaining their soul  

and energy, not unlike Antoniak’s own toys 
and eggs. 

Tomasz Szlendak has named our age a 
“dictatorship of excess” governed by the 
hegemony of cultural overproduction.[15] 
Excess and overproduction are the targets of 
both our artists’ work. Thrown away plastic is 
never biodegradable. According to Zygmunt 
Bauman: “A spectre of redundency hovers 
over the inhabitants of the world of liquid 
modernity, over each of their deeds and each 
product of their hand. Liquid modernity is a 
civilisation  of  excess,  redundancy,  waste, and  

Marcin Zawicki 
The Fall, oil on canvas, 2011-2013, Courtesy of the Artist. courtesy of Green Carrot Art Development Foundation Goebel
© Marcin Zawicki 
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its disposal.”[16] After all, we live in a culture 
which Stephen Bertman calls a culture of 
today, marked by an insatiable desire to 
possess and gather things, and first of all to 
replace old things with new ones.[17] In turn, the 
author of the essay “The Miracle of Excess”, 
Guglielmo Ferrero, defines this phenomenon 
as one where the “possibility of possessing 
more than our needs and desires is a state 
where one never feels the anguish of having a 
desire  unfulfilled”.[18]  In  their works, Antoniak 

 

and Zawicki, literally and figuratively, recycle 
plastic, no longer used objects, providing visual 
reflections on the present era, so deeply 
marked by the syndrome of consumerism.  

In his paintings from The Fall series, 
Zawicki makes us aware that today we no 
longer deal with nature, the hybrid creatures, 
plants, and organisms we see in his canvases 
being products of natureculture.[19] Following 
Donny Haraway, Monika Bakke observes: “We 
should finally come to terms with the fact that  

Marcin Zawicki 
The Fall, oil on canvas, 2011-2013, Courtesy of the Artist. courtesy of Green Carrot Art Development Foundation Goebel
© Marcin Zawicki 
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Kinder Surprise II, plastic, acrylic, alkyd paint on board, 2015, Courtesy of the Artist © Marta Antoniak 
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Clowns, plastic, acrylic, alkyd paint on board, 2016, Courtesy of the Artist © Marta Antoniak 



107 

there is no ‘return to nature’”.[20] In some of 
Zawicki's paintings, rhizomes tear through the 
soil, mix with the refuse of our civilization, 
discarded toys and offshoots of spawn, 
expanding in some eerie light from an 
unspecified source. This is contemporary 
melancholy tenebrism. Lion, dinosaur, 
hippopotamus, dog, beetle, crocodile, fish, 
rhinoceros, elephant, bird, and dragonfly – all 
the plastic creatures, companions of 
someone’s childhood, meet one another on 
canvas, inextricably intertwined with the 
organic world which absorbs them as if they 
were another kind of organic matter, which 
they are not. Paradoxically, as we know, plastic 
has nothing to do with nature and it is entirely 
artificial. Yet Zawicki creates enticing hybrid 
ecosystems that show plastic not only in the 
role of a new nature but as an integral part of 
ground cover in the forest. Plastic toys often 
turned upside down, stand next to rhizomes 
and offshoots, even when they are well 
camouflaged. They become part of nature, 
feeding the natureculture, becoming a sign of 
our times. Can you explain here what you 
mean by "feeding the natureculture?" Why use 
painting to do this? What is the role of painting 
as a medium in all of this? 

Some are slimy in an organic way. They 
abound in particular compositions, pulsating 
with life, wet and swollen. These paintings 
leave a trace on the viewer that is reminiscent 
of what Roquentin, Jean-Paul Sartre's main 
character in his 1938 novel Nausea, called “an 
oozing—and something else, an odour, for 
example, it melted into the odour of wet earth, 
warm, moist wood, into a black odour that 
spread like varnish over this sensitive wood”.[21] 

Sartre’s protagonist feared the intrusiveness of 
“true” nature, imagining that “The Vegetation 
has crawled for mile after mile towards the 
towns. It is waiting. When the town dies, the 
Vegetation will invade it, it will clamber over 
the stones, it will grip them, search them, burst 
them open with its long black pincers; it will 
bind the holes and hang its green paws 
everywhere.”[22] In Zawicki's paintings, the 
vegetation rips the soil open, mixes not only 
with it and with skeletons but also with plastic 
waste generated by humans and with bizarre 
organs springing from an unspecified source to 
make up a blurry haze.[23] The eighteenth-
century anthropologist Karl Rosenkranz 
observed that we abhor excessive writhing and  

swarming, similar to decay processes.[24] This is 
what Zawicki’s paintings elicit: here everything, 
plastic included, seems to be teeming with 
slimy life, which is too often composed of 
death: we see in them crawling extremities, 
coiled intestines, severed plastic abdomens, 
and wide-open gobs.  

In Zawicki’s paintings plastic achieves 
the status of natureculture. Chaos and entropy 
which creep in when the plastic toys lose their 
designated function and relation with the 
owner lead in The Fall to the birth of 
completely new “self-propelling” beings of a 
heterogeneous nature: a tangle of plants and 
waste of human civilization or the culture of 
now.  

Zawicki demonstrates the processes 
of the integration of nature and culture which 
take place in the background of our civilization.  
The artist simultaneously diagnoses, with 
sentimental irony, our great collective fear of 
death and destruction, since waste, and all the 
more so toys experienced in the colourful and 
plastic Poland of the 1990s, help to exorcise 
the end.[25] The discarded toys are “the 
background noise”[26] which, within the 
framework of exploring what is pedestrian, 
mundane and ordinary, become a metaphor of 
our existence. Zawicki’s paintings contain 
phantasmagoria and artistic imagery; they 
both fascinate and scare. Plastic, while it 
irreversibly damages and pollutes nature, 
becomes part and parcel of nature in The Fall, 
and due to its mimicry, lures us with its 
varicoloured charm.  

In turn, Antoniak in her series Polikolor 
(2013) and Plastic Throat (2013) uses plastic as 
a painting material in a literal sense. Antoniak 
has developed her own technique of melting 
plastic and “baking” it in a manner which 
makes it a plastic mixture, out of which new 
visual wholes are created. As early as the 1960s 
artists such as César and Arman discovered the 
amorphic form of plastic and the fact that 
synthetic materials’ ephemeral, liquid shape 
could be preserved.[27] Antoniak describes her 
technique as follows: “I use a heat gun to roast 
both the plastic and the paint; they expand 
under the impact of high temperature and tiny 
bubbles begin to appear. I place dinosaurs and 
pigs like cookies in a baking mould, which I 
insert into the oven. I pour acrylic paint into 
silicon baking moulds and wait until it sets. I use 
phthalic  enamel  over  a  structure made up of  
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plastic and pour it over it, as if it were a coating. 
I decorate it with sprays. I paste plastic 
figurines as decorations on a cake.”[28] 

Antoniak regards herself as a painter; 
after all, she has completed painting studies at 
the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow. Describing 
her technique, she uses both a very precise and 
a metaphorical language. Plastic is treated as 
paint; she “paints” with it without the use of a 
brush. The process reveals moreover a 
paradoxical nature of plastic: it is pliable but 
does not disintegrate. Antoniak developed her 
creative method in the kitchen, using an oven 
and silicon baking moulds, ultimately “glazing” 
her work and applying decorations as on a 
birthday cake.  

Moreover, the artist's attitude fits well 
the transition period. As a child, she lived in a 
drab post-socialist district of apartment blocks, 
which in the first half of the 1990s began to 
fillup with colourful plastic waste. Antoniak 
sees also plastic as a material with a substantial 
history for in her case it is related to her 
childhood, which she spent in apartment 
blocks/tower buildings:  

 

“My childhood among blocks of flats. A 
huge, eleven-story high block next to 
which I played every day offered 
unobvious attractions. Every now and 
then it spawned colourful fleas out of 
sunlit balconies. I frittered away summer 
afternoons meticulously rummaging 
through cool ground floor niches reeking 
of feline urine and basements in search 
of plastic scraps. The single hairpins, 
building blocks, ribbons, or figurines I 
came across were of paleontological 
importance to me. They were prehistoric 
finds, such as bones of an unknown 
creature whose entire skeleton I will 
never find. I knew that its remaining parts 
are hidden from me on upper floors, 
behind the curtains of rooms large and 
small, smelling of dinner. I brought them 
home, slightly nauseated, the way you 
feel when grafting foreign organs onto 
one’s own tissue.”[29] 

Antoniak has from the very start 
regarded   plastic   as   a  material  which  is  both  

Marta Antoniak 

Plastic throat, acrylic, fineliner, molten plastic toys on canvas, 2012-2013, Courtesy of the Artist © Marta Antoniak 
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Plastic throat, acrylic, fineliner, molten plastic toys on canvas, 2012-2013, Courtesy of the Artist © Marta Antoniak 
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artificial and tied with something organic, like 
bones of unknown, long-extinct animals. 
Before the shift of the political system in 
Poland one could not possibly find plastic 
waste in a garbage heap; milk and vodka 
bottles, aluminium caps and grey packaging of 
chocolate-like candy dominated among the 
refuse. 

Referring to a Walter Benjamin term, I 
would define Antoniak as a Lumpensammler. 
Benjamin sees waste and refuse as a vehicle of 
an unofficial history and an indispensable 
material of social practices, with which 
hopefully one will be able to change history 
and to conduct a critical dialogue with 
things.[30] I do not think that Antoniak believes 
in the possibility of changing history in the 21st 
century, but I have no doubt that the collection 
and processing of plastic gives her the 
opportunity to conduct a critical dialogue with 
both things and modern art or the culture of 
excess in general. The artist passionately 
searches and buys toys from surprise eggs via 
the Internet, and moreover visits various kinds 
of markets and toy sections in hypermarkets 
where you can buy everyday plastic flora and 
fauna.  

The manner in which Antoniak uses 
these plastic relics correlates with Italo 
Calvino’s suggestion that there is no disparity 
between the categories of useful and valuable 
objects on the one hand and garbage on the 
other. The writer goes further and gives waste a 
metaphysical overtone: throwing away is the first 
necessary condition for being because you are 
always what you do not throw away.[31] Antoniak, 
accumulating in her paintings what others throw 
away or sell, defines herself as the one that 
creates a new plastic world out of plastic waste 
and unnecessary toys. Both collecting items and 
throwing them away involve making choices, 
which are underpinned by similar logic.[32] In the 
era of excess, Antoniak is voracious and greedy as 
a collector and restrained if she were to get rid of 
anything that could make it to the surface of her 
paintings.  

Antoniak titles some of the works 
Apocalypse, connoting an ongoing extermination. 
Zawicki implies a decline through the title The Fall. 
Their art, then, reverberates with catastrophic 
echoes, muffled by phantasmagoria and a 
whirlpool of colours and a gloss of plastic. In love 
with plastic, the author of Polikolor brings out and 
celebrates its similarity to nature, rather than some- 

thing artificial. On the surfaces of her paintings, the 
matter spills out like lava, parodying, as if in passing, 
the painting of matter or the masterpieces of 
abstract expressionism. The molten plastic 
resembles traces of gestures made by Jackson 
Pollock, who dripped paint over a piece of canvas. 
As a result, in Antoniak’s paintings, as in those by the 
American master, we see all over surfaces.  

In Plastic Throat this phenomenon 
reaches its apex because the fixed fluidity of 
plastic imitates and embodies internal organs, 
body fragments, tendons as well as vessels 
carrying blood and lymph. It oozes from the 
mouth, or rather, it gags it and hampers 
breathing. When we look closely, it turns out 
that inside the person there are building blocks 
and different series of animals and fairy-tale 
characters from surprise eggs. The human 
body - as shown by Antoniak's works - is, 
therefore, a waste collection that includes 
plastic. Is it still biodegradable, one might ask?  

Such a question in relation to the 
non-deposition of corpses of people who ate 
food rich in preservatives is fully justified. The 
plastic, paradoxically, may be in those images 
interpreted as both foreign and inherently 
connected with the human body. It strangles 
and chokes yet at the same time makes up 
tissues and organs and creates conditions for 
the passage of blood and lymph.  

“I open up another Kinder Surprise, but 
instead of chocolate, I put in my mouth a 
penguin ripped out from within it. I roll it 
with my tongue, suck like candy and bite. 
A rumbling sound of plastic smashed by 
my teeth makes my temples explode. I 
feel the paint flake. I am waiting for the 
taste of filling. It melts in my mouth. It 
covers the esophagus with the colours of 
the rainbow, a bliss resembling that in 
Bernini's Saint Teresa's Ecstasy. A plastic 
arrow pierces my stomach, causing pain 
and joy at the same time. A wall unit 
popular in communist Poland bursts at 
the seams and takes up half of my room. 
Cardboard boxes and containers filled 
with trash are everywhere.”[23]  

Plastic is, therefore, a foodstuff that in the era 
of excess and overproduction feeds the 
imagination of the artist; it is recycled so[24] that 
this new nature or substance, for which the 
human   being   takes   sole   responsibility,  can  



111 

assume a completely novel, subversive and 
ambivalent status. Furthermore, plastic in 
Antoniak's paintings has eyes, often many pairs 
of eyes, which stare at us. They can see us. 
Colourful matter is all the more an agent, in this 
case, a wild beast or a sci-fi monster; it raises its 
head and gives us a lesson, all the more acute 
since it is not passive. Although it was 
completely created by man, in time it has 
turned against us, not only by changing 
aesthetic categories but also by irreversibly 
degrading our natural environment. 

Nostalgia also plays a role in these 
artists’ work. One of the conditions for the 
emergence of nostalgia is the material 
presence of things, artefacts from the past[35] - 
in this case - plastic toys. Culture scholars say 
that we deal with a “global nostalgia 
epidemic”. This is an “affected nostalgia for a 
community with a specific collective memory, 
a need of continuity in a fragmented world.  

Nostalgia inevitably revives as a 
defence mechanism at a time of accelerated 
rhythm of life and historical upheavals.”[36] The 
nostalgia we deal with in Antoniak’s and 
Zawicki’s paintings removes and puts aside this 
aspect of the functioning of plastic, which is 
associated with the spectrum of ecological 
disaster, establishing the impression of 
continuity from childhood to the present. It has 
long been known that garbage or waste is a 
vehicle of collective and individual memory.[37] 

Liz Bachhuber and Leonie Weber, when 
analysing the relations between art, waste, and 
entropy, proposed the concept of “entrophy”, 
a pun, a combination of entropy and trophy. In 
their compositions, both Antoniak and Zawicki 
celebrate such an ambiguous condition of 
plastic toys, which can be described as 
“entrophy”. These are trophies which the 
artists grab somewhere on the border of 
entropy, in the world of natureculture. 

If I accept the observation of Lea 
Vergine, who states that waste has the ability 
to enlighten since it is metaphorical, an 
expression of the spirit of the time and of the 
worldview of a given era,[38] I can recognise that 
in choosing plastic, Antoniak and Zawicki have 
indicated that it is the iconic waste of our 
civilisation. If one is to believe Calvino, quoted 
above, both artists are then the 
Lumpensammler of our time: they compose 
their painted worlds that they suspend betwe- 

en the threat of an ecological disaster and 
nostalgia and melancholy. They treat artificial 
material completely differently than the 
Constructivists did around a century ago, or 
Cragg in the late 1970s. In the oeuvre of both 
artists, plastic becomes a quasi-organic 
material rather than something artificial and 
alien to nature. Antoniak and Zawickis’ 
paintings make us aware that in the era of 
overproduction and natureculture one cannot 
uphold the dualism of Modernism and 
describe the world in unambiguous terms. 
What has not changed, however, is the 
perception of plastic as a metaphor for 
incessant transformation. The artists make use 
of plastic, the new nature of our environment, 
and imply that transformation is going to 
further obliterate the differences between the 
natural and the artificial.  

Furthermore, the art of Antoniak and 
Zawicki may be seen in the context of 
materiality and its political symbolism. Its 
symbolism is meaningful in Poland, a country 
which has experienced a transition from 
socialism to capitalism. Immediately after the 
transition year of 1989, colourful plastic 
objects were the harbingers and signs of 
affluence and unbridled supply. Even today, 
when Antoniak and Zawicki look at them, 
obviously aware of the risk of global plastic 
pollution, a nostalgia for their childhood years 
is awakened in them. Plastic as material – 
painted by Zawicki and used directly by 
Antoniak – has had a powerful impact on the 
artists’ imagination. This is precisely why in 
their paintings plastic plays such an ambivalent 
and ambiguous role. 
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he Form of Decay I: A conversation 

 
In November 2017, I had the pleasure to 
(digitally) talk with Nicolás Lamas about his 
solo-exhibition The Form of Decay in 
P/////AKT, Amsterdam. It was a conversation 
that motivated me to address again the many 
prejudices on materiality and the importance 
to break through a dichotomy that radically 
separates human agency from a presupposed 
material immutableness. At the time of our 
talk, Nicolás was building a modular structure 
in P/////AKT, that was meant to reconstitute 
exhibition space. I asked Nicolás about the 
objects and materials that were going to 
inhabit the fragmentary interiors created by 
this construction, knowing that he often 
creates  installations  in  which he lets different  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

objects and material elements enter into 
conversation with each other, like actors in a 
play. 

Nicolás replied to my question a couple of 
days later. He told me that he had been travelling 
to Amsterdam with some objects and materials 
that were most probably going to be part of the 
installation, but that he also consciously resists to 
define a project beforehand. He explained that 
he usually makes his works in the exhibition 
space and that he doesn’t even have a studio. 

For me, it is very important to develop 
the most important part of the project, 
and take the most important decisions, 
within the space. I want to keep things 
open to potential changes in the 
process. (Lamas 2017) 

T 

(ON) DIFFRACTING 
MATERIALITY 

This essay unfolds from the idea of a method of diffraction, as coined by Donna Haraway and Karen 

Barad, and the (posthumanist) performativity that it aims to account for as well as from my personal 

experience with the work and practice of Nicolás Lamas. It explores the resonances between the two, 

while providing an artistic (re)working of diffraction, that does not only take artistic practices seriously 

as knowledge producing enterprises, but that can also bring their performative workings into an 

academic text. Besides, this essay incorporates elaborations on elements of the 13
th
 dOCUMENTA, that 

took place from June until September 2012 in Kassel. My aim is to voice, through these artistic 

utterances, how works of art in their materiality, are agential while the essay also, but more latently, 

argues that practitioners have developed a special sensitivity in responding to and analyzing the material 

differences, or diffractions, that are engendered in their work. 

Text by Liza Prins 

What if we were to recognize that differen tiating is a material act that is not about 

radical separation, but on the contrary, a bout making connections and 

commitments?  

Barad 2010, p.266 
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Although my research, as well as my tangible 
practice, had already been focusing on the 
agential role of objects and matter in artistic 
practices, Nicolás’ answer directed my 
thoughts to the materiality of the (exhibition) 
space itself; although white walls -white cubes- 
seem neutral, a space is never really empty. In 
order to be open to and work with the material 
conditions that are already part of it, it might 
indeed be helpful to not make in a studio, to 
not formally finish works before they are 
exhibited, but instead force oneself to work 
and re-work with all the material elements that 
form the installation. Nicolás’ practice makes 
clear that matter (re)directs making processes. 
Not only the (art)objects that are placed inside 
of the space, but also the very materiality of 
the space itself needs to be considered in the 
constitution of his installations. 

Every project is an exercise, a sort of 
material annotation that helps me 
to understand how certain object 
relations operate within a specific 
space. (Lamas 2017) 

Moreover, in his practice, different works, 
projects, and stages of research are not seen as 
isolated moments but rather they are 
deliberately treated as interrelated instances. 
This attitude is even more outspokenly present 
in a book that Nicolás made last year. The 
Attraction of the Mountains comprises 
photographs of material that somehow has 
been influencing Nicolas’ work. It generates 
encounters between (online) images, quotes, 
objects from Nicolás’ personal archives and 
documentation of his work. In contrast to the 
physical installations in which a distinction is 
often still presupposed between "artwork" and 
"materiality of the space", the format of a book 
creates the possibility to really present and let 
these elements be read non-hierarchically; It is 
hard to determine which element belongs to 
which group exactly. 

More about mountains later. 

I understand my work not as 
independent pieces, but as a big 
network of associations and 
references, a series of speculative 
exercises that grows as a complex  

system of thought through 
objects and images over time. 
(Lamas 2017) 

His practice is one of continuous material 
interactions, not only between objects and 
materials in the independent installations, but 
also between those different works, different 
moments in the process and encounters 
outside of it; No work or instance is ever left 
behind or completely finished. They can be 
reinterpreted at all times. 

Diffraction(s) 

Why are language and culture 
granted their own agency and 
historicity while matter is figured as 
passive and immutable, or at best 
inherits a potential for change 
derivatively from language and 
culture?  (Barad 2003,801) 

The question Karen Barad poses in her essay 
Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an 
Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter, 
indicates her frustration with a prevailing 
hierarchy that privileges the agency of human 
subjects, their cultures, and languages, while 
simultaneously rendering matter as something 
that can only be accessed through those 
languages and cultures, but that is in itself a 
passive entity. Barad is not alone in her aims to 
undo this unjust divide and to underline again 
matter’s influence in world constituting practices. 
Over the past few decades, important work has 
been done in different academic and non-
academic fields that can indicate a posthuman 
turn; Human subjects are reinterpreted as multi-
layered and complex entities, that are 
constituted by and, therefore, always extremely 
indebted to the many ‘Others’ of this world, 
whether these are human or non-human, 
organic or inorganic, actual or virtual. It has 
become clear that matter is anything but mute 
or inert and that it actively forms reality and 
human subjectivity with it. ‘New materialist’ 
theorists have been and are calling for new 
(academic) understandings that can account 
for this agential and active role of matter, and 
that through it can also create awareness of 
interrelated processes and the (re-defined) 
role of humans in them.i 
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 As one of the first theorists to propose 
such a methodological framework, Donna 
Haraway introduces the idea of diffractive 
academic practices, as early as 1992, “as a tool for 
feminist research into the material-semiotic reality 
of technoscience” (Van der Tuin, 234). Haraway 
explains diffraction as a mapping exercise that 
makes visible (personal) interference patterns, 
that understandings from different schools of 
thought and disciplines, but also from embodied 
positions and material practices can induce 
together. 

Haraway’s notion of diffraction is further 
developed in the ideas of Karen Barad. Through 
the insights she has gained from her 
multidisciplinary backgrounds in quantum 
physics and feminist studies, Barad creates a 
theoretical framework that helps to theorize and 
account for the active role that matter (in her 
case electrons) plays both in world-building event 
as well as in the forming of thoughts and 
discourse. For Barad, the physical phenomenon 
of diffractionii is “an apt metaphor for describing 
the methodological approach […] of reading 
insights throughiii one another in attending to 
and responding to  the  details and specificities of 

relations of difference and how they matter” 
(Barad 2007, 71). Diffraction, therefore, entails a 
reworking of the (material and theoretical) 
elements it touches; It is attuned to differences. 
However, a diffraction pattern does not simply 
show where differences are present "but rather 
maps where the effects of difference appear” 
(Haraway 1992, 300 my italics). This means that a 
diffractive strategy should show where 
difference is differing; It should be performative. 

This essay unfolds from the idea of a 
method of diffraction and the (posthumanist) 
performativity that it aims to account for as 
well as from my personal experience with 
Nicolás’ work and practice. It explores the 
resonances between the two while providing 
an artistic (re)working of Barad’s method, that 
does not only take artistic practices seriously as 
knowledge producing enterprises, but that can 
also bring their performative workings into an 
academic text. Besides, this essay incorporates 
elaborations on elements of the 13th 
dOCUMENTA, that took place from June until 
September 2012 in Kassel. Not only did its 
curator, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, work with 
Barad’s ideas for the conceptual framework of  

Exploratorium Ocean 

Ocean waves diffracting as they pass through an opening in a barrier. 
CC-BY-NC-SA 2.0
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the exhibition, dOCUMENTA(13) is also, like 
Nicolás’ practice, an instance in which 
diffraction is actualized. Through these artistic 
utterances, I want to voice how works of art in 
their materiality, are agential while the essay also 
but more latently argues that practitioners have 
developed a special sensitivity in responding to 
and analyzing the material differences, or 
diffractions, that are engendered in their work. 

My aim is not to fetishize objects and 
materialities, I don’t want to animate it, or 
speak on its behalf. Rather, it is to show how it 
animates ús. 

Like the moment in which two waves 
messily diffract together, this essay is franticiv, 
it is fragmentary, and it is specifically situated. 
It hopefully presents/creates an interference 
pattern between Barad’s method, Nicolás’ 
practice and dOCUMENTA(13), reading them 
through each other while letting them diffract 
in each other’s light. 

The Form of Decay IIv: A first encounter with 

mountains 

Mountains move. Stand next to one 
for centuries and watch its slow and 
forceful movement,  changing  from  

moment to moment and carrying all 
sorts of materials with it, from 
sediments to lost human artefacts. 
(Diaz, 3) 

I saw The Form of Decay for the first time 
during the opening of the exhibition.  

As I walk into the space, I feel kind of 
anxious. All the time I have been talking to 
Nicolás through email, but we haven’t actually 
met in real life. I am with a friend. We have 
been drinking. I scan the space looking for 
Nicolás’ face. I guess I should say hi. 

It’s pretty crowded inside, which initially 
prevents me to see most of the objects and 
materials that The Form of Decay comprises. 
Aseptic white walls divide the space; it is not 
one, I am forced to physically move to see, I can 
never oversee everything at once. Different 
materials are carefully placed in their own 
fragmentary areas. Two bones are sticking out 
of a wall. On one of them, a small green-yellow 
level indicator is placed. On a white floor lays a 
sleeping bag filled with hay. A plate with moldy 
stains, part of a tree that is connected to one 
wall attentively, another sleeping bag with 
what seems to be burnt wood and hay, some 
pipes with sediments insides, hay bales partly 
in plastic, a refrigerator that does not want to 
look at us. 

I meet his, Nicolás’, face. I say: “hi”. We 
chat for a bit and he shows me the book.vi I 
open it randomly and see my hands holding a 
book showing a picture of hands holding a 
book in which black letters on a white 
background spell ‘LE CIEL’. I page through. A 
black and white image of snail-shells on one 
page opposes an image of a plastic hand with 
an actual living snail and one of a glue-clamp 
holding a shell. Page through: White finger 
marks on a black background. Opposite page: 
One image of what seems a traditional form of 
white body paint on a person of color’s torso, 
one image of a stone with white markings. 
Page through: A chessboard –it is black and 
white. I start to see things that I would not have 
seen without the pages I viewed before- made 
of stone is scattered by a little metal ball. 
Opposite page: A hand holds a little ball that 
seems to have similar dimensions, but is not 
metal. Although the different images, the 
different materialities, imply their own story 
they are also constructing  one  together.  I  am  

Diffractive pattern made by droplets landing in water. 
CC-BY-NC-SA 2.0
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reading snail shells, fingermarks, body paint 
through (plastic) hands, stones, chessboards 
and metal balls. Back to the chessboard page: 
a potato with a groove that exactly fits a green-
yellow level indicator. 

The green green-yellow level indicator: I 
look up from the book back into the space. As I 
focus on the metal pipe that has something 
growing inside of it, I am not sure what exactly, 
a feeling creeps up to me that every object 
here, physical as well as in the book, 
incorporates nature somehow and the other 
way around. Through decaying the inorganic 
becomes organic. The fabricated and the form 
of decay intersect. They are two parts of the 
same coin. Nature and culture were never 
separated. There is no hierarchy. Matter 
changes and it changes Others, human and 
non-human, in return. 

New materialist ontology: Performativity’s 

transformative moments  

dOCUMENTA(13) […] looks at 
moments of trauma, at turning 
points,      accidents,     catastrophes,  

 

crises – events that mark moments 
when the world changes and it 
looks at them insofar as they are 
moments when relations intersect 
with things, moments when matter 
comes to matter, as in the story 
with the Chaco meteorite. 
(Bakargiev 2012,31) 

The concept of performativity is most 
widely known through the work of feminist 
theorist Judith Butler. In Butler’s ideas, it 
creates an active role for the human body in 
the development of (imperfect) gendered 
individuals. Binary gendered subjects are not a-
priori entities, but neither does Butler imply 
that gender is merely a cultural inscriptionvii. 
Instead, it can be seen as the result of complex 
and interactive phenomena between social 
practices and the embodiment of such 
practices. Performativity is thus not 
performance; gender is not a roleplay. On the 
contrary, gendering processes are embodied as 
they are acted out.viii Therefore, they depend 
on continuous interaction between material 
bodies and cultural articulations. 

Nicolás Lamas 

The Form of Decay, various materials: installation overview, 2017 © Nicolás Lamas 
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Barad draws on Butler’s conceptualization 
of performativity. However, she also points out, 
that Butler does not go far enough; Since it only 
focusses on human practices and bodies, Butler’s 
idea of performativity does not account for the 
productive nature of matter beyond what 
comprises the human bodies. The posthumanist 
performativity that Barad proposes “calls into 
question the givenness of the differential 
categories of human and nonhuman” (Barad 
2003, 808), that Butler (strategically?ix) ignores. 
Next, to the active role of human bodies, it also 
acknowledges the agential character of 
nonhuman materialities. Moreover, Barad's 
background in quantum physics has taught her 
that individually bordered entities with intrinsic 
properties don't even pre-exist the events in 
which they manifest themselves: no human 
subjects, no organic or inorganic bodies, no non-
human objects. Instead, their boundaries and 
properties come into existence through the 
relationality in events: through their intra-
activityx; They constantly constitute each-
other. Barad helps us to understand, through 
sharing what electrons taught her, that the 
primary building blocks of reality are not 
bodies, atoms, electrons or other determined 
entities,  but  phenomena  in which human and 

nonhuman agencies intra-act. xi 
 “Matter comes to matter” (Barad 

2007,152) participates in the performative 
phenomena that constitute reality and it 
contributes to transformative moments in this 
process. The story of the meteorite, of El Chaco, 
is exactly an example of a moment where matter 
did matter. El Chaco, one of the first 
commissioned artworks for dOCUMENTA(13) 
and the second largest meteorite in the world, 
was supposed to be transported from the north 
of Argentina to Kassel. There it would function as 
a "temporary point of reference and meditation 
of objecthood, time, and place… as a gigantic 
transitional object" (Bakargiev 2012,30). El Chaco 
is the biggest fragment of a much larger 
meteorite that exploded above ancestral 
territory of the Moqoit tribe about 4000 years 
ago. Since this moment, El Chaco and the other 
parts of the meteorite have become objects of 
spiritual value for the Moqoit people. The 
displacement of this extraordinary heavy rock 
was proposed by the artists Guillermo Faivovich 
and Nicolas Goldberg, who had already worked 
with casts and originals of other meteorites from 
the Chaco region. However, the only original 
pieces that the artists had transported before - 
both   sides  of  the   meteorite  El   Taco- were  

Nicolás Lamas 
The Form of Decay, various: detail, 2017 © Nicolás Lamas 
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Nico lás Lamas 
The At traction of the Mountains, book, 2017 © Nicolás Lamas. Photo: Alexa ndra Colmenares 
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already cut apart decades earlier and one of 
these pieces was permanently moved to 
Frankfurt after the separation. 

The memory of what had happened to El 
Taco might very well have contributed to the 
discontent expressed by the Moqoit when faced 
with the proposal to move El Chaco. The Moqoit 
were supported by a group of local and 
international astronomers and anthropologists, 
who stated that the proposal was expressive of a 
colonialist attitude and defended the Moqoit's 
arguments against the move of the 4000-year-
old meteorite. The artists and the curatorial team 
of dOCUMENTA(13) were forced to reconsider 
the plan and finally decided to not move El Chaco 
to Kassel. 

The account of what happened and did not 
happen to the meteorite shows that matter, El 
Chaco (and El Taco in some sense), can intersect 
with human relations and meaning-making 
processes. El Chaco not only stands in a continuous 
intra-active relation with cosmological discourse of 
the indigenous people of the Moqoit but also with 
the curatorial (discursive) decisions for 
dOCUMENTA(13). And maybe more importantly, 
by being an actor -or in Bruno Latour’s words: an 
“actant” (quoted after Bennet,viii)xii- in both 
discursive environments, El Chaco also establishes 
a relational network between the two. El Chaco -
as   fundamental   part   of   an  artistic proposal, a 

 sacred object in the north of Argentina, once part 
of a larger meteorite moving through space, 
maybe as part of something bigger before that- is 
not a pre-existing entity, rather it is (re)defined 
and assigned its boundaries by the contexts in 
which it functions and in return it (re)defines 
boundaries of human cultures, subjects, and their 
relations. In Donna Haraway’s words: "bodies as 
objects of knowledge are material-semiotic 
generative nodes. Their boundaries materialize 
in social interaction. Boundaries are drawn by 
mapping practices; ‘objects’ do not pre-exist as 
such. Objects are boundary projects. But 
boundaries shift from within; boundaries are 
very tricky. What boundaries provisionally 
contain remains generative, productive of 
meanings and bodies. Siting (sighting) 
boundaries is a risky practice.” (Haraway 
1988,201-202) 

Matter and meaning, or material 
practices and discursive practicesxiii, are two 
sides of the same coin. They exist in a 
continuum and constitute (temporary) 
boundaries between entities. It is not so much 
Barad’s (and dOCUMENTA(13)’s) goal to 
“discard signification but rather” to direct “it to 
its proper place” (Dolphijn and Van der 
Tuin,166), to do right to both the material and 
the discursive influences in boundary-making, 
to     render     world-constituting     events     as  

Carlos Zito 
El Chaco, Wikimedia Commons 
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material-discursive practices. The primary 
building blocks for reality are no longer 
separate, predetermined entities, but 
phenomena in which human and nonhuman 
bodies, organic and inorganic entities and 
matter and discourse intra-act. Agency is no 
longer an attribute that someone or something 
has. Instead, is produced but not necessarily 
located in phenomena. Agency cannot be 
attributed to subjects or objects since they 
simply do not (pre)exist like that. 

Diffractive practices are material-
discursive. They acknowledge and work with 
the agential character of the phenomenon as a 
whole and take both the material and the 
discursive elements in them seriously. They 
look at intersections: at the moments when 
“matter comes to matter” (Barad 2003,801), as 
well as when discourse comes to matter and 
they have to be attentive to the 
transformations and differentiations that are 
produced as the results of these processes, 
affirming the changing and becoming a 
character of the world. 

Mountains move. Stand next to one 
for centuries and watch its slow and 
forceful movement, changing from 
moment to moment and carrying all  

sorts of materials with it, from 
sediments to lost human artefacts. 
(Diaz, 3) 

Mountains are formed by human and non-
human forces and materials. They operate as 
geographical borders between countries, 
peoples and cultures. They are often 
considered as imposing but immutable 
entities. However, they do move, and through 
it they reconfigure boundaries both literally 
and figuratively. They are material-discursive 
phenomena; They absorb and re-work natural 
sediments with human artefacts, while they 
affect cultural discourses by uniting peoples or 
keeping them apart. I don’t think that it is a 
coincidence that Nicolás’ book was titled The 
Attraction of the Mountains; By incorporating 
natural and cultural material accounts but also 
linguistic elements, forcing the reader to re-
read each image through the images 
surrounding it, reconfiguring the boundaries 
and properties of each ‘thing’ when it is re-
interpreted in relation to ‘some-thing’ else, the 
book itself functions as a mountain. Mountains  
and The Attraction of the Mountains are 
diffractive. 

Photo of the indigenous people of the Chaco region protesting El Chaco’s mo ve to Kassel. Photographer unknown 
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The Form of Decay III: reconfiguring(s) 

The second time I saw The Form of Decay, I was 
alone. I had just run 14 kilometers when I 
passed by P/////AKT and convinced myself to 
quickly go in before running home and having 
a very much needed breakfast. Everything 
seemed different. Everything was different. 
Everything is different. 

The walls that are reminiscent of cheap 
office spaces, are more present without people. 
The hay in the sleeping-bag is moldier. The 
refrigerator is still not facing me, but now he was 
not facing me, alone. Whatever is growing inside 
of the metal pipe is even more determined to 
come out and conquer other parts of the pipe 
and who knows what else. I become 
uncomfortably aware of the interplay(s) in The 
Form of Decay that must have continued in my 
absence. The objects, that belong to differential 
times and places, have their own pace, their 
own stories to tell, their own historicity and 
futures, but the inter-, no intra-action that goes 
on between them is what defines them now. 
Am I seeing, no encountering, The form of 
Decay? Am I just tired of my run or is it actually 
the work? Does it matter? Who am I in 
connection to this material? How do I matter? 
Could I do this again? 

The performative installation/exhibition, or: 

The Form of Decay IV 

All bodies, not merely "human" 
bodies, come to matter through the 
world's iterative intra-activity-its 
performativity. This is true not only of 
the surface or contours of the body 
but also of the body in the fullness of 
its physicality, including the very 
"atoms'' of its being. Bodies are not 
objects with inherent boundaries and 
properties; they are material-
discursive phenomena.  
(Barad 2007, 152-153) 

Donna Haraway’s question “why should our 
bodies end at the skin?” (Haraway 1991,314 
quoted after Shildrick, 13) seems more than 
relevant after we have just learned that 
boundaries between entities are not as 
defined as they were assumed to be for a long 
time. I want to argue that both the installation- 
 

  
and the exhibition-format have specific 
qualities that make it possible to draw on this 
ontological re-interpretation, so that they can 
make their viewers participate in the web of 
interactions that the work(s) creates. The 
installation-format has, as Claire Bishop 
stresses in her book Installation-art a critical 
history, the quality to let the viewer become 
part of webs of connections by placing her or 
him physically ‘in between’ the other 
elements. The spectator is not a passive entity, 
but is instead activated by his or her physical 
location between the other materials of the 
installation. Such an active spectator brings to 
mind the relational aesthetics of Nicolas 
Bourriaud, in which the artist creates 
circumstances to make social interaction 
possible. I want to argue, however, that what 
can happen within the installation, and what 
happens within The Form of Decay, exceeds 
the concept of relational aesthetics. Rather 
than creating a platform for social interaction, 
the work absorbs the viewer to a point where 
she or he is made equal to the other parts of 
the installation. So, where Bourriaud’s 
definition still seems to presuppose a division 
between material elements or circumstances 
and an (active) human spectator, the 
installations I am talking about, The Form of 
Decay, create the possibility to unify human 
spectator and material elements in the coming 
together of the eventual work. In other words, 
the work can be better described as a 
phenomenon than as a static object outside of 
the viewer. This is an important notion because 
it means that the work is always becoming and 
never preexisting separated from the viewer. 
Although a certain instalment of elements 
might pre-exist the viewer, and this might be 
intra-active in its own terms, the actualizations 
of the work only come into being in the 
moment(s) the viewer becomes part of it. 

Exhibited art pieces, can create different 
lines of connectivity between the elements 
that constitute the installation and in 
dOCUMENT(13)’s case: the exhibition; they 
can still be performative while they are 
exhibited. I want to look shortly at “the brain” 
of the dOCUMENTA now - an assemblage of 
different objects in the most central exhibition 
venue of the dOCUMENTA - that Bakargiev 
employed in lieu of a concept. The brain 
contained materials stemming from various 
epochs   and   cultures  that  “indicate[d]  not   a  
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history, not an archive, but a set of elements 
that mark contradictory conditions and 
committed positions of being in and with the 
world”(Bakargiev 2012,35). These ‘things’ all 
seem to show traces of an own history; they 
seem to hint at their own influence in the 
cultural framework they come from. Like El 
Chaco, each of these objects has a story of how 
it is or was part of a matter-meaning 
continuum. 

A series of small vessels that the painter 
Giorgio Morandi used for his still lives is 
exhibited in a vitrine. In a photo, made by David 
Sherman on the 30th of April 1945, Lee Miller is 
taking a bath in Hitler’s bathroom. This was 
after a traumatic day of taking photographs in 
Dachau. Her dirty boots are next to the bath as 
is a neo-classical sculpture of a female nude 
that was approved by the Nazi’s. A feeling of 
uncanniness is awoken by the way the statue 
echoes Miller’s own naked body, as well as by 
the realization that the photo was taken on the 
exact same day that Hitler committed suicide. 
The most admirable objects in the brain might 
be the Bactrian Princesses: little dolls, that 
have about the size of a cell phone, made out 
of various detachable stone elements. They 
are from western Central Asia and they were 
made between 2500-1500 B.C. It's remarkable 
that their small parts are still together since 
they are not held in that position with any 
adhesive. "Only thanks to the commitment 
and care over thousands of years of holding the 
parts in precarious togetherness do they exist 
today.” (Bakargiev 2012,36) 

The objects in the brain give evidence of 
their existence in and as assemblages of 
relations. They express the complexity and 
heterogeneity of the social lives they have had. 
Moreover, these diverse artefacts each mark 
specific turning points in history. Their social 
lives, however, did not end, because the 
objects have now moved into a new circle of 
relations, that of dOCUMENTA(13). In this way, 
the brain houses not so much historical objects 
that only point at their own past, but a 
collection of starting-points from different 
times and places. Between the objects of the 
dOCUMENTA – the ones in the brain as well as 
the ‘artworks’ outside of it– lines of connection 
are “fleeing or eluding but also flowing, leaking, 
and disappearing into the distance” (Deleuze 
and Guattari,xvi)xiv. This is not a kind of 
relationality  that is  somehow  equally divided  

between all the objects; no artwork relates to 
the all the objects in the brain at once and not 
one work relates to an object in the brain in the 
exact same way as another. Indeed, they are 
simultaneously enhancing each other at some 
places and cancelling each other out at others: 
they form a diffraction pattern. 

I want to argue that this is exactly how 
Nicolás’ installations function. By becoming part 
of the relational webs that the materials of The 
Form of Decay engender, the work demands of 
the viewer that he/she relates to the different 
elements in a nonhierarchical way. In 
determining one’s own position (one’s own 
reconsidered borders) in relation to the elements 
in the space, the works become performative. 
Borders do not pre-exist, borders redefine. 
Viewers/human-subjects/bodies come into 
existence when their position is determined 
relative to Other materialities. The Form of Decay 
is performative. 

Diffracting 

There is no ‘I' that exists outside of 
the diffraction pattern, observing it, 
telling its story. In an important sense, 
this story in its ongoing (re)patterning 
is (re)(con)figuring me. ‘I' am neither 
outside nor inside; ‘I' am of the 
diffraction pattern. Or rather, this ‘I' 
that is not ‘me' alone and never was, 
that is always already multiple, 
dispersed, and diffracted throughout 
spacetime(mattering), including in 
this paper, in its ongoing being-
becoming is of the diffraction pattern. 
(Barad 2014, 181-182) 

Diffraction patterns are open-ended. Therefore, 
‘I’ cannot unproblematically conclude this essay. 
‘I’ hope its diffractions will continue, through you, 
my readers, and through me. New committed 
positions will make me revisit and revise what I 
have just told you. New intra-actions will diffract 
this text and my-self with it. 

What the curatorial framework of 
dOCUMENTA(13) and Nicolás’ practice show is 
that matter is active in these reworkings. 
Moreover, both work through and with this 
very understanding. Nicolás and Bakargiev 
realize that material-discursive interference 
patterns cannot be presented in static or linear  
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ways, they cannot be predicted, but instead, 
they have to emerge through the installation and 
the exhibition respectively once these are on 
show and in interaction with its viewers. 
dOCUMENTA(13), as well as The Form of Decay 
and The Attraction of the Mountains, are 
performative, and because their makers 
deliberately worked through this performativity, 
drawing on the agential character of matter as 
well as that of discourse, I have argued that they 
are also diffractive. 

From committed material positions like 
Bakargiev’s and Nicolás’, I know that the world 
will reconfigure itself. Matter will rearrange itself 
and subjects and object will performatively 
change. This can go slow, but also fast. Think of 
the pace in which agential human acts are having 
an effect on the rest of the world: the 
Anthropocene. Interference patterns need to be 
studied carefully, so we can start to understand 
the complex relationships between intra-acting 
agencies, so we can start to understand that it is 
not only ‘us’xv in this world and to understand 
that and how we are constituted by human and 
non-human others. We need to start to think 
diffractively. 

Notes 

[1] In her book The Posthuman Rosi Braidotti, for example,

devotes a whole chapter to academia and research in the

posthuman condition. 

[2] See images 1 and 2

[3] My emphasis

[4] This terminology is indebted to the writings and lectures

of Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev

[5] See images 3 and 4

[6] See images 5 and 6

[7] Thereby, Butler moves not only beyond ideas of a

(natural) dichotomy between man and women but also

beyond social constructivists models that understand gender

as a merely social construct.

[8] I am also thinking here of the work of Katherine Hayles

on inscriptive transformations (For example: Hayles, 1997)

[9] During a summerschool with Rosi Braidotti that I

attended, I remember that Braidotti made a comment about

Butler strategically ignoring non-human entities. It

somehow stuck with me and later on, I read more about

Gayatri Spivak's idea of strategic essentialism. With it,

Spivak stresses the importance for “subordinate or

marginalized social groups” to “temporarily put aside local

differences in order to forge a sense of collective identity

through which they band together in political movements”.

(Dourish 2008, 1).  In other words, forming groups that

exclude others can be politically necessary to address certain

problems. I am still wondering if the exclusion of non-

human entities might have been indeed necessary in Butler’s

work so that specifically human influences on human 

gendering processes could be exposed. 

[10] Barad introduces the term intra-action to refer to the

entangled nature of phenomena. While interaction is based

on the existence of individual entities with inherent

properties, intra-action happens in the moments when

boundaries between bodies are not yet drawn.

[11] Barad uses the well-known “two-slit experiment” to

support this stand. She explains how this experiment makes

visible a discrepancy between the electron behaving like a

particle and the electron behaving as a wave and therefore it

troubles the belief in pre-existing entities with inherent

properties. A simple experiment can find out whether an

entity is a particle or a wave, and this is the two-slit

experiment. When particles are shot against the two slits,

most of them will end up right across from the slits; a scatter

pattern will appear. When waves, however, are directed

towards the openings they will bulge out on both sides of

the slits as concentric circles that will overlap or interfere,

simultaneously enhancing each other at some places and

cancelling each other out at others. This gives a whole

different pattern on a screen, namely a diffraction pattern.

The weird thing is, that electrons, which are tiny particles,

give a diffraction pattern when tested with a two-slit

apparatus. But how do they interfere with each other when

they are particles? They cannot overlap. And it gets even

stranger because when we sent one electron trough at the

time, a diffraction pattern still appears. This seems to imply

that the electron interferes with itself. Bohr and Einstein

thought out an experiment that would detect through which

slit the electron went. Einstein predicted that through this

experiment it would be possible to catch the electron

behaving like a particle and a wave at the same time. Bohr,

however, disagreed and said there would be no diffraction

pattern in this scenario, but a particle pattern. Years after

both Bohr and Einstein died, it became actually possible to

do the experiment and it turned out that Bohr was right!

This is quite stinking because "what this is saying is that the

ontology of the electron is changing depending upon how I

measure it" (Dolphijn and Van der Tuin 2012, 61) When I

know through which slit it goes, the electron is a particle,

when I don’t the electron is a wave.

It turns out that the electron is not either a particle or a

wave. Instead, it performs as one or the other depending on

the apparatus it is presented with.

[12] Latour uses the term “actant” for nonhuman agential

entities. He says we need a new vocabulary that can refer to

and help to conceptualize affairs in which not only human

actors are active.

[13] Barad makes clear that her agential realist account of

discursive practices goes beyond human-based or linguistic

interpretations she says: "Discursive practices are not speech

acts, linguistic representations, or even linguistic

performances, bearing some unspecified relationship to

material practices. Discursive practices are not

anthropomorphic placeholders for the projected agency of

individual subjects, culture, or language. Indeed, they are

not human-based practices. On the contrary, agential

realism's posthumanist account of discursive practices does

not fix the boundary between human and nonhuman before

the analysis ever gets off the ground. But it rather allows for

the possibility of a genealogical analysis of the material

discursive emergence of the human. Human bodies and

human subjects do not preexist as such; nor are they mere

end products. Humans are neither pure cause nor pure effect

but part of the world in its open-ended becoming." (Barad

2007,149-150)

[14] Brian Massumi uses these words in the notes prior to A

Thousand Plateaus to explain what Deleuze and Guattari

might have meant by ‘lines of flight’. He explains that the

French word fuite cannot be simply translated as flight and

he adds ‘flowing, leaking, and disappearing into the

distance’ to the motion of ‘fleeing or eluding’.
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[15] Whether ‘us’ refers to human subjects, or certain

groups within this category (white, male, cis-gendered,

heterosexual etc.)
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esert, sand and drought ridden 
landscapes are a recurrent motif in a 
number of the English speculative 

fiction writer J. G. Ballard’s short stories and 
novels. The image of a parched earth where 
the boundaries between land and water are 
erased or under erasure, serves to act as a 
tonal flatline where characters and landscapes 
alike are thrown into an entropic process of 
decline or stasis. Like the waning power of the 
sun in planetary terms, many of Ballard’s 
characters find themselves in a similar 
condition of malaise or succumbing to fugue 
states such as those depicted in the short 
story The Voices of Time (1960) where a 
curious form of sleep sickness is affecting 
growing numbers of the population. In 
the story the central character Powers, a 
neurosurgeon, has contracted the narcoma 
syndrome that he has been studying and 
treating, and in the remaining days of his ever-
shortening waking life he becomes obsessed 
with recreating a strange mandala left behind 
by his colleague Whitby on the floor of an 
abandoned swimming pool. The mandala 
appears to represent a giant solar disc with 
four radiating arms. Powers becomes 
fascinated   by   work   produced   on  the ‘silent 

 

 
 

 

gene’ by Whitby prior to his death and 
spends time at the biologist’s laboratory, 
which is filled with plants and animals that 
Whitby has experimented on with a ‘whole-
body irradiation technique based on his 
observation of radiobiological damage at 
Eniwetok’ (Ballard, 2011, p.240). This 
reference to the Pacific island of Eniwetok, 
site of numerous post-war nuclear tests, is no 
coincidence and recurs again in the short 
story The Terminal Beach (1964) in which an 
ex-air force pilot called Traven wanders 
amongst the contaminated and abandoned 
concrete bunkers and blockhouses of the 
island in search of his lost wife and child. In 
both stories references to the sun and to 
nuclear radiation abound as though the two 
are intricately connected. There are implicit 
suggestions that the radiation emitted by the 
nuclear tests has led to genetic damage and 
mutation, in the light of this the landscapes 
and the characters depicted are revealed as 
provisional, ghostly apparitions of time past 
and time future. Ballard informs us that the 
island inverts ‘the geologist's maxim, “the key 
to the past lies in the present.” Here, the key 
to the present lay in the future. This island 
was a fossil of time future’ (Ballard, 2006, 
p.32-33). 

D 

FOSSILS OF  
TIME FUTURE? 

 
Across the different artistic sites of Spiral Jetty (sculpture and film 1970 and essay 1972), Robert 

Smithson pursues a form of ‘abstract geology’ where the material histories and entropic forces of the 

planet affect consciousness and the body. Spiral Jetty is resituated to the material landscapes of its 

production and presentation in the deserts of the southwestern United States, linking it to the early 

atomic weapons tests from the late 1940s to early 1960s. This paper moves between artwork, material 

site, immaterial affect and planetary politics in order to speculate on aesthetic temporalities that move 

beyond the human.  

Full essay title: ‘Fossils of Time Future? Abstract Geologies, Atmospheric Politics and	
Boundary Markers at the Site(s) of Spiral Jetty’	

Text by Fiona Curran 
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In The Voices of Time Powers explains that 
Whitby’s research into the silent genes 
‘represents a last desperate effort of the 
biological kingdom to keep its head above the 
rising waters. Its total life period is determined 
by the amount of radiation emitted by the sun, 
and once this reaches a certain point the sure-
death line has been passed and extinction is 
inevitable’ (Ballard, 2011, p.245). Whitby’s 
theories suggest that a reverse evolution is 
underway, one that forms a spiralling motion 
that is echoed throughout the narrative in 
references to the mandala; the narcoma 
syndrome; Powers’ unconscious doodling and 
in the architectural form of a summer house 
that loops in a spiralling concrete ribbon. As 
Powers’ condition deteriorates he sets about 
building a version of the spiralling mandala at 
the edge of a salt lake in the desert, he then 
irradiates himself at Whitby’s lab and drives 
back to the lake to enter the mandala, now 
completely attuned to the landscape around 
him, its geological depths and microcosmic 
subtleties, becoming one with the cosmic 
forces of the universe and the voices of time. 

Ballard’s themes of planetary change, 
geological time, physical and temporal 
dislocation and the relationship between the sun, 
nuclear radiation and the desert are all central to 
this paper. There are striking parallels to Ballard’s 
work in Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty - a 
vast spiralling monumental sculptural earthwork 
built on the edge of the Great Salt Lake in Utah 
(1970), a film (1970) and an essay (1972). 
Smithson was a keen reader of science fiction and 
books by Ballard have been catalogued in his 
library as well as appearing as quotes in his 
writings. Across the different artistic sites of Spiral 
Jetty Smithson pursued a form of ‘abstract 
geology’ (Smithson, 1996a, p.100) where the 
material histories and entropic forces of the 
planet are seen to affect consciousness and exert 
pressures on the human body. In this 
paper Smithson’s work is resituated to the 
material landscapes of its production and 
presentation in the deserts of the American 
(US) Southwest, linking it to the early atomic 
weapons tests that took place in the region from 
the late 1940s to the early 1960s. The discussion 
will move between artwork, material site, 
immaterial affect and planetary politics in 
order to speculate on the notion of aesthetic 
temporalities that move beyond the human. 

Sun Spots and the Burning World 

Images of the Spiral Jetty earthwork highlight the 
pinkish red colour of the lake where the work is 
sited. Smithson recounts how it was his discovery 
of the micro bacteria that populate salt lakes in 
Bolivia giving them their distinctive red colour 
that led him to The Great Salt Lake in Utah the 
Northern section of which, he was reliably 
informed by a member of the Utah Parks 
Department, “was the colour of tomato 
soup” (Smithson, 1996e, p.145). The Spiral Jetty 
essay reinforces the importance of colour for 
Smithson from the outset. The artist begins with 
a quote from the writer G. K. Chesterton: “Red is 
the most joyful and dreadful thing in the physical 
universe; it is the fiercest note, it is the highest 
light, it is the place where the walls of this world 
of ours wear the thinnest and something beyond 
burns through” (Smithson, 1996e, p.143). The 
colour red and the notion of a burning force can 
be seen to frame the work. The essay is rich in 
further references to the materiality of colour as 
Smithson recounts his journey to The Great Salt 
Lake and the immensity of the landscape 
surrounding it. Colours suffuse his descriptions of 
the site from the ‘silver band’ of the lake in the 
distance and the ‘amber light’ covering the 
hillsides, to the ‘black basalt,’ ‘pinkish water’ and 
the ‘violet’ of the lake up close against the 
‘crushing light’ of the sun (Smithson, 1996e, 
p.145-146). 

Along with its particular bacteria The 
Great Salt Lake was also chosen for its high 
saline content which would contribute to salt 
crystals growing on the sculpture over time. 
The links between light and colour are echoed 
in the  crystal  which,  in  turn, is further echoed  
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in the spiral form of the Jetty. The Jetty acts as 
a visual metaphor of time in continuous 
movement forwards and backwards. Smithson 
relates these crystalline structures to the 
human body initially then extends these 
relations outwards to encompass more-than-
human, planetary timeframes (1996e, p.148): 

On the slopes of Rozel Point I closed 
my eyes, and the sun burned 
crimson through the lids. I opened 
them and the Great Salt Lake was 
bleeding scarlet streaks, my sight 
was saturated by the colour of red 
algae circulating in the heart of the 
lake, pumping into ruby currents, no 
they were veins and arteries sucking 
up the obscure sediment. My eyes 
became combustion chambers 
churning orbs of blood blazing by the 
light of the sun. All was enveloped in 
a flaming chromosphere. 

The opening scene of Spiral Jetty the film 
presents an image of the sun starkly 
juxtaposed against a black background in a 
telescopic close up. Explosive solar flares 
bounce off the sun’s surface creating a picture 
of vibrant matter, a planetary perspective of 
instability and a glimpse of the future imagined 
in thermodynamic terms as the eventual heat 
death of the universe as the sun’s energy 
dissipates outwards. The sun plays a central 
role in the film from the opening sequence 
where it dominates the screen, to the 
repetitive shots of sunlight shimmering and 
reflecting off the water of the lake, to 
Smithson’s closing narrative on the effects of 
sunstroke (see Fig.1). The essay continues 
(Smithson, 1996e, p. 148): 

Swirling within the incandescence 
of solar energy were sprays of 
blood. My movie would end in 
sunstroke. Perception was heaving, 
the stomach turning. I was on a 
geologic fault line that groaned 
within me. Between heat lightning 
and heat exhaustion the spiral 
curled into vaporization. I had the 
red heaves, while the sun vomited 
its corpuscular radiations. Rays of 
glare hit my eyes with the 
frequency of a Geiger counter. 
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Shapiro also draws attention to Smithson’s 
use of the sun highlighting the artist’s 
narration of the clinical effects of sunstroke 
toward the end of the film, which include 
references to the loss of memory and an 
inability to concentrate: ‘at that point, after 
half an hour of blaze and glare, we might well 
wonder whether we have been subjected to 
a similar form of disorientation, because by 
then, deprived of our accustomed sense of 
time and narrative (memory), we have lost 
that ability to clearly focus from a centre that 
is necessary for concentration’ (1995, p.13). 
The presence of the sun as an optical device in 
tandem with the formal composition of the 
sculptural-earthwork and the montage 
structure of the film, all serve to reinforce the 
continual sensation of dizzying movement and 
the lack of any fixed viewing position. 

Once these nuclear-solar references 
are re-situated to Spiral Jetty’s original 
contexts of production and presentation in the 
deserts of the Southwestern United States 
(US) it seems impossible to experience these 
images of glaring heat, light and disorientation 
and to witness the destructive material forces 
at work across Smithson’s film without 
recalling the spectacular images of the desert 
nuclear tests that took place in the area in the 
post war period. Following the initial atomic 
test carried out at Trinity, Almogordo in New 
Mexico on July 16th 1945 the physicist Robert 
Oppenheimer, when later asked how he felt, 
famously recalled two passages from the 
eleventh chapter of the Bhagavad Gita where 
the Hindu god Vishnu says: ‘If the radiance of a 
thousand suns were to burst at once into the 
sky, that would be like the splendour of the 
Mighty One … Now I am become Death, the 
destroyer of worlds’ (Williams, 2011, 
p.202-203). William Laurence, the official 
historian of the Manhattan Project  
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echoed Oppenheimer’s response and his 
appeal to the magnitude of forces beyond the 
human, writing in 1946 (Ponte, 2014, p.105): 

And just at that instant there arose 
from the bowels of the earth a light 
not of this world, the light of many 
suns in one. It was a sunrise such 
as the world had never seen, a 
great super sun… Up it went, a great 
ball of fire about a mile in diameter, 
changing colours as it kept shooting 
upward, from deep purple to 
orange, expanding, growing bigger, 
rising as it expanded, an elemental 
force freed from its bonds after 
being chained for billions of years. 
For a fleeting instant the colour was 
unearthly green, such as one sees 
only in the corona of the sun during 
a total eclipse. It was as though the 
earth had opened and the skies had 
split. 

 

This image of an elemental primordial force 
and a ‘thousand suns’ emerges in Smithson’s 
work as the sun violently sends out its 
explosive solar flares; interferes with vision; 
bleaches out or heightens colour; parches 
the earth; sends the body into delirium; 
reflects and refracts off water and camera 
lens and eats into the film stock itself as raw 
material. The sun functions as a vibrant 
material force. It acts as a visual metaphor of 
life as well as an entropic symbol of its 
demise. The atomic explosion or ‘super sun’ 
offers an accelerated depiction of this 
process, a form of reverse evolution in J. G. 
Ballard’s terms where life forces spiral 
backwards through the destructive force of 
the blast and radioactive fallout. Human 
time is arrested in this process and planetary 
time emerges to counter any proposal for a 
linear version of history. 

Pillars of Salt: Crystalline Time, Capital Time.  

The harnessing of the salt crystal in the Spiral 
Jetty can be  seen as a further  material index 

Robert Smithson 
Spiral Jetty, film still,1970  
Courtesy of the Holt-Smithson Foundation and Electronic Arts intermix (EAI), New York  
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 non-linear temporality that calls into focus 
a sense of planetary time alongside the 
specific geopolitics of place that emerge at 
the site. As noted, Smithson carefully 
selected Rozel Point on the Great Salt Lake in 
Utah for the red algae colouring the water 
and the high saline content of the lake that 
would produce the hoped for effect of salt 
crystals later forming on the spiral base 
structure. Jennifer L. Roberts (2004b, p.97) 
describes how this use of the salt crystal 
‘articulates a perpetual belatedness’ in 
relation to the work itself and, as an indicator 
of an extended temporality, situates Spiral 
Jetty geographically in relation to its chosen 
site. For Roberts, the specificities of the 
location are revealed not through its relation 
to the nuclear proving grounds but through 
its proximity to the Golden Spike National 
Historic Site that lies 17 miles away. The 
Golden Spike was a ceremonial final spike 
produced to mark the completion of the 
transcontinental railroad in 1869 linking the 
Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads at 
Promontory Summit in Utah. Roberts charts 
the significance of this event within a 
framework of technological and economic 
progress and the introduction of mechanized 
and standardized measurements of time via 
railroad timetabling. 

The introduction of standardized time 
in the 19th century is a well-documented aspect 
of the development of capitalism and its impact 
on time and space. David Harvey for example, 
has written extensively on notions of ‘time-
space compression’ since he first articulated the 
concept in his 1989 book The Condition of 
Postmodernity. Harvey emphasises thexsymbi-
otic relationship between geography and 
technological development charting capital’s 
emphasis on techno- and spatio-temporal ‘fixes’ 
throughout its history. These two ‘fetish beliefs’ 
work together to expand capital into new 
markets that reduce distances and speed up 
circulation: ‘The list is endless. Where would we 
be without canals, railroads, steamships, 
automobiles, highways, air transport, telegraphs, 
radios, telephones, electronic communications 
and the like?’ (Harvey, 2010, p.158). References 
to time’s annihilation were common in the 19th 
Century as the development of an expanded 
railway network reduced temporal distances and 
journey times. The expansion of the railway 
system also introduced standardized time over 
local    times    in    order    to    increase     efficiency  

through reliable timetabling and to reduce 
accidents. Developments in the railway 
network were also closely linked with 
advances in communications technologies 
and the introduction of simultaneous forms 
of communication via the telegraph and the 
telephone for example which ushered in a 
period of ‘convergence’ in time-space (Stein, 
2001, p.109). 

In contrast to the notion of 
standardized time as memorialised in the 
Golden Spike Monument, Roberts cites 
Smithson’s model of ‘crystalline’ time that 
disregards linear or progressive models by 
imagining time as an opaque encrustation 
around a fault or fracture. Here time has no 
connection to an origin or centre; it begins with 
a ‘dislocation” and accumulates from without. 
Time does not pass or fly, it accretes, building 
up as material sediment that remains 
indefinitely, constantly subject to change and 
dissolution (Roberts, 2004b, p.98). In this 
reading Spiral Jetty therefore offers a parallel 
narrative of organic time, an alternative model 
to the dominant modern framework in the 
standardized time of capital. Time is marked as 
slow moving and incremental, subject to external 
forces, to seasonal and climatic variations. At the 
Great Salt Lake where the water moves in 
response to the Earth’s gravitational pull, water 
continually passes over the Jetty and laps at its 
edges. For many years the Spiral Jetty was 
completely submerged under water after high 
rainfall and flooding only to resurface in 2002 
after several years of continuous drought in the 
region. Upon resurfacing the structure had been 
completely covered in white salt crystals offering 
a physical and material rem(a)inder of the 
passage of time marked in terms of geological 
rather than human time. 
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It is significant to note in the context 
of this discussion debates unfolding that seek 
to fix a start date for the Anthropocene. 
Recent disputes over the exact dating revolve 
around early forms of land use and 
agricultural practices that intervened in the 
natural landscape on a significant scale; the 
invention of the steam engine and the dawn 
of the Industrial Revolution; and the period 
of the Great Acceleration beginning in the 
second half of the twentieth century. Papers 
published by members of the Anthropocene 
Working Group in 2015 discuss the difficulties 
of adopting any of these historical 
timeframes as a single ‘geochronological and 
chronostratigraphical’ reference point able to 
mark a substantial alteration in the Earth 
system indicating that ‘the physical and 
chemical nature of the deposits, and their 
fossil contents, are recognizably different 
above and below the boundary’ (Zalasiewicz, 
et al. 2015, p.197). Geologists traditionally seek 
to establish a single reference point at a specific 
location that is able to mark the lower boundary 
in a succession of rock layers, (interestingly also 
referred to informally as a ‘golden spike’). The 
Anthropocene Working Group argue that there 
are too many significant variables attached to 
each of the above historical timeframes with 
the exception of the latter mid twentieth 
century boundary marker that ushered in the 
period of the Great Acceleration. Whilst there 
are a number of events that are associated with 
this period – including, for example, growth in 
worldwide population figures and increased 
urbanization, the increased use of chemical 
fertilizers, developments in transportation and 
increased mobility – the authors demonstrate 
that a discrete boundary layer change can be 
established in the presence of radionuclides 
released  from  the  earthbound  and  atmosphe- 

         
         

     
        

     
       

       
     

      
        

       
 

      
        

       
          
        
         

         
      

      
        

     
        

       
     

     
       

       
     

      
      

     
     

      
 

Abstract Geology: Sedimentation and 

the Transcategorial 

Within the film of Spiral Jetty there are 
repeated references to prehistory and 
dinosaurs juxtaposed with images of modern 
machinery including a truck, a digger, a 
helicopter and a film camera. At the start of 
the film we witness a view of the road looking 
ahead from inside the truck accompanied by 
the distinctive sound of a clock ticking. The 
film then cuts to a view of the road looking 
backwards followed by a map of the ancient 
area of Lake Bonneville whilst Smithson 
recounts an historic myth of the site’s 
connection to the Pacific Ocean via an 
underground whirlpool, a myth he informs us 
that was  not overturned  until the  1870s. The  
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perpetuation of this myth, which came about 
through the early Euroamerican settlers’ 
confusion over the presence of a salt 
water lake so far from the ocean, read in the 
historical context of the intercontinental 
railroad’s arrival in 1869 testifies to the 
multiple, coexistent and often incompatible 
narratives of ‘progress’ that might inhabit a site 
at any given moment. 

The film continues to depict views of 
the road looking forwards and back when we 
suddenly find ourselves in an interior space 
that is entirely coloured red. As our eyes adjust 
to the change of space, light and colour we 
begin to make out the presence of fossils and 
dinosaur skeletons in glass cases. We are inside 
a museum which we later find out (from the 
essay) is the Hall of Late Dinosaurs in the 
American Museum of Natural History. The 
film  contextualises  andxextends SpiralxJetty, 
the material-sculptural work, within a broader 
temporal and geographical narrative that 
stretches time outwards from the present to 
incorporate the prehistoric past and a science 
fiction future. Images of dinosaurs juxtaposed 
with machines, ancient maps and myths of the 
site with aerial views shot from the helicopter, 
and images of the salt crystals-to-come are 
presented within a dizzying montage of image 
and narrative. The form of the film mimics its 
content as it spirals back and forth, loops and 
circles around its subject. Smithson 
deliberately plays with notions of spatial and 
temporal scale here and refers to an ‘interior 
immensity’ that spreads throughout the hall 
‘transforming the lightbulbs into dying suns’ 
(1996e, p. 152). 

In the film the machines stumble and 
falter in the terrain becoming lumbering 
prehistoric beasts. Images of dinosaurs, in the 
museum cases and as drawn images, are 
interspersed with film footage from the 
site. The artist’s fascination with prehistory and 
an extensive notion of time is bound up with 
his focus on geology, materiality and ‘rock 
time’. Rocks feature significantly in the artist’s 
work, materially in his non-site pieces where 
they are frequently brought into the gallery 
from external landscape spaces, and 
psychologically in his thoughts on geological 
time and prehistory. Geological notions of 
strata and sedimentation in the Earth are also 
linked to psychological and aesthetic processes 
and practices and to descriptions  of  language,  

which seems to be inadequate as a tool for 
ordering thought and as a container for 
meaning. Body, mind and geology follow a 
similar entropic pattern as they merge into one 
another. As Smithson writes (1996a, p.100): 

One’s mind and the earth are in a 
constant state of erosion, mental rivers 
wear away abstract banks, brain waves 
undermine cliffs of thought, ideas 
decompose into stones of unknowing, 
and conceptual crystallizations break 
apart into deposits of gritty reason. 
Vast moving faculties occur in this 
geological miasma and they move in 
the most physical way. This movement 
seems motionless, yet it crushes the 
landscape of logic under glacial 
reveries. This slow flowage makes one 
conscious of the turbidity of thinking. 
Slump, debris slides, avalanches all take 
place within the cracking limits of the 
brain. The entire body is pulled into the 
cerebral sediment, where particles and 
fragments make themselves known as 
solid consciousness. 

This collapsing of mind and matter into one 
another and the intertwining of earth’s 
materials and processes with the emergence 
of thought is a back and forth movement. 
Smithson acknowledges the pretentions of 
rational thought and logic or what he calls the 
‘mechanistic world view’ to order, linear 
progress or the creation of a ‘perfect system’ 
(1996c, p.201). He instead sees in the 
processes involved in language and thinking a 
dynamic pattern of movement, accretion, 
sedimentation, loosening, ‘breaking apart and 
bleeding at the edges’, Smithson goes on to 
state ‘If I am interested in concepts, the 
concepts are so much sludge collapsing down 
the side of my brain’ (1996a, p.202). It is 
possible to identify a prescient attempt here by 
Smithson to shift thought towards an 
acknowledgement of the material, geological 
and planetary forces at work within human 
consciousness expressed through his unique 
form of ‘abstract geology’ (1996a, p.100). The 
Anthropocene proposition has exposed 
human and non-human entanglements as a 
necessary condition of any future thought, it 
arguably demands a shift towards other forms 
of  agency  beyond the human and acknowled- 
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ging the challenge to thought that opens up as 
a consequence of this extended planetary 
framework. The presence of geological 
temporalities and the material forces of 
entities including dust, mud, sand, gravel, and 
clay within the mind, and therefore within 
language, disrupt the mechanistic world 
view and models of universal or standardized 
time exposing their cultural-historical and 
therefore their human specificity. 

Smithson invites us to experience the 
work of art not as a discrete object contained in a 
museum, gallery or site, but as a material 
assemblage within a broader temporal, historical 
and extended material framework. His dialectic 
of the site/non-site works to capture this sense of 
extension and the relational quality of the 
objects/projects. The site functions as a specific 
geographic location in the landscape, although 
Smithson theorises this ‘place’ in fairly open 
terms using references such as ‘A Series of 
Points’, ‘Outer Coordinates’ and ‘Scattered 
Information’ in a list presented in the Spiral 
Jetty essay. In contrast, the non-site is where 
references – material, topographic and historical 
- are transposed into a contained setting such as 
a gallery or museum space. In a number 
of works Smithson constructed literal containers 
in the gallery space that held earth, rocks and 
other material from the physical site alongside 
further references to the geographic location in 
the form of maps, photographs and drawings. 

Smithson’s dialectic of place as 
articulated via the site and non-site relation 
extends his engagement with mind and matter, 
presence and absence, inside and outside, 
abstraction and the materiality of the here and 
now. These connect with notions of the 
fixed/bounded and the dedifferentiated 
through what Roberts (2004, p.6) refers to as 
‘his unabashed contamination of idealistic 
aesthetics with materiality, contingency, and 
physical labour; his dislocation of the traditional 
sites of artistic production; his complication of 
the authorial function; and his violation of 
disciplinary boundaries’. Spiral Jetty exemplifies 
this violation of boundaries in its multiple 
formats of presentation. Within the film, in 
parallel to the lumbering awkwardness of the 
heavy machinery, Smithson himself struggles to 
navigate the terrain as he runs, trips and lurches 
from side to side around the Jetty advancing to 
its centre under the watchful gaze of 
the  airbound  camera’s  eye  that zooms in and  

out as it circles overhead. The sun spots that 
bounce off the camera lens interfere with our 
vision as viewers and disrupt the clarity of the 
aerial perspective—the traditional Archimedean 
viewpoint that is meant to bestow an objective 
position - just as the images of maps from different 
periods of history and prehistory overlay 
geographic space like palimpsests. The presence 
of Smithson’s physical body, vulnerable as it 
stumbles over rocks beneath the helicopter 
circling overhead, reemphasizes the partiality of 
the situated position. In these shots of the body 
from above (as sculpture, as site and as human 
flesh), the gaze is far from conquering. It 
falters, blurs, is blinded and loses perspective.

Following Roberts, we might read the 
work’s multiple material formats across sculptural 
practice, text, and film as a further element in this 
disruptive, non-linear and overlaid sense of time-
space. xPeterxOsborne,x writingxabout postcon-
ceptual practice in contemporary art, cites 
Smithson’s expanded practice across multiple 
formats as ‘fundamentally transcategorial’ (2013 
p.108). Osborne finds in Smithson’s development 
of the site/non-site dialectic an enriched notion of 
practice that resists easy categorization and begins 
to challenge the ‘ontology of mediums (painting, 
sculpture, architecture, photography, film, video)’ 
marking its critical historical significance for 
contemporary practice. He goes on to note: ‘what 
is interesting critically about Smithson’s work is 
the extreme tension between, on the one hand, 
the complex rationality or intellectual logic of its 
construction – that is, the deliberate, 
staged crossing ofxcategoriesx(its transcategorial 
character) and, on the other, its final staging of 
determinate breakdowns or meltdowns of 
categorization in various different ways’ (2013 
P.108). Whilst Osborne does follow a limited 
historical analysis of Smithson’s work in order to 
bring Smithson into a conceptual art framework 
in support of his theory of the contemporary, the 
concept of the transcategorial is a useful one for 
this discussion. [i] The transcategorial, in this 
context, works to expose existing epistemological 
and representational frameworks as 
fundamentally inadequate to any confrontation 
with the altered state of the human and the 
planetary within the Anthropocene. Categories 
and materialities have become scrambled 
whether we like it or not and works like 
Smithson’s with their entanglements of mind and 
matter might now be read as an archaeology of 
the future in their ability to reflect this. 
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Nuclear Time, Slow Violence, and 

Atmospheric Politics. 

The earthbound, underwater and atmospheric 
nuclear tests conducted throughout the late 
1940s until the signing of the first Limited Test 
Ban Treaty in 1963, ushered in an era of 
advanced research in the earth sciences that led 
to a new vision of the globe as an ‘integrated 
political, technological and environmental space’ 
(Masco, 2010, p.9). In what appears to be a 
paradoxical position from a contemporary 
perspective, the post-war period of nuclear 
militarism and the threat of ‘mutually assured 
destruction’ that would ostensibly initiate the 
most extreme ecological catastrophe imaginable, 
fundamentally contributed to a developing 
awareness of the biosphere as an interconnected 
whole. Geophysical mapping of the oceans, the 
earth and the atmosphere began to track the 
effects of radiation and the dispersal of fallout 
leading to the discovery of radiocarbon dating, 
awareness of the importance of carbon dioxide 
uptake by the Oceans and the discovery of a high 
level of fossil fuels circulating in the Earth’s 
atmosphere.[ii] 

The extensive period of nuclear 
testing that took place between 1945 and 1992 
is however, as we have seen from the use of 
boundary markers in dating the Anthropocene, 
part of a longer duration that stretches 
forwards in geological, biological and 
ecological terms. The production of nuclear 
weapons (and nuclear power) requires the 
processing and enrichment of uranium, which 
produces highly toxic transuranic waste 
products including strontium, cesium, and 
plutonium. The half life of plutonium 239 is 
24,110 years, this figure refers to the amount 
of time it takes for half a given amount of 
radioactive material to decay into other less 
harmful elements. It takes several hundred 
thousand years for plutonium to fully degrade 
to a non-harmful state. These transuranic 
elements are therefore unique in material 
terms, presenting, according to Valerie Kuletz 
(2001, p.242) ‘complex and problematic 
containment strategies.’ Functioning as 
material resource and waste matter 
simultaneously, transuranic elements become 
a  ‘commodity/problem with the ability to alter 
the biological genetic structure of all living 
things, to mutate cells and cellular growth, to 
produce  energy  in  ways  that  it can power or  

obliterate whole cities. As such the transuranic 
elements’ power is monumental’ (2001, p.242-
243) and this monumentality presents us with 
another perspective of scale in the desert 
spaces of the Southwest where the problems 
of nuclear fallout have affected land, water, air, 
animals, and communities of people for the 
past seventy years.

Kuletz documents the effects of 
nuclear militarism in the region, detailing the 
experiences and interests of a range of 
different and often incompatible actors from 
the might of the military-industrial-scientific-
state complex with their treatment of the 
region as a ‘national sacrifice zone,’ to the 
relationships of the Native American 
communities who inhabit the area with the 
land (1998, p.7). Competing narratives emerge 
of the desert as a peripheral or void space open 
to experimentation, exploitation and sacrifice, 
and the desert as a sacred geography with a 
fundamental relationship to cultural survival. 
Kuletz undertook research at a time when 
Yucca Mountain in Nevada had been selected 
as a national waste repository for spent nuclear 
materials. This project is still pending but 
would, if realised, present an unwitting 
monument to a new Golden Spike in the 
region, a nuclear monument that marks the 
dawn of the Anthropocene. The force of 
Kuletz’s argument against the continuing 
‘internal colonialism’ at work in the use and the 
representation of this desert site serves to 
highlight how matter – particularly seemingly 
invisible and ‘immaterial’ matter - comes to 
matter. It also highlights the significance of 
Smithson’s site/non-site dialectic as a method 
of transcategorial practice that might work to 
create assemblages across geographic, 
political, material and cultural boundaries. 
Kuletz (1998, p.6-7) highlights how: 

Naming and mapping the nuclear 
landscape opens a space for other 
critical narratives to emerge: 
narratives about science (and what 
constitutes objectivity), power (and 
the representations used to 
legitimate it), racism, and cultural 
marginalization… mapping the 
nuclear landscape employs the 
politicalxpracticexof seeing  purpo- 
sefully unmarked and secret 
landscapes;  it   makes visible  those  
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who have been obscured and 
silenced within those landscapes… 
extensive zones of sacrifice are 
allowed to emerge as the price for, 
and inevitable result of, a particular 
set of power requirements. 

In Terror From the Air (2009) the philosopher 
Peter Sloterdijk examines the use of gas 
warfare in the trenches of the First World 
War as the initiation of a form of 
‘atmospheric terrorism’ that facilitated the 
emergence of the environment as a key 
concept of the 20th century. He locates the 
origin of this in a specific temporal moment 
that took place on April 22nd 1915 when a 
German regiment launched chlorine gas over 
the Ypres front towards unsuspecting French 
troops. The significance of this act in the 
midst of an already bloody and horrific 
conflict cannot be underestimated as the 
nature of the attack marked a profound shift 
in the terms of engagement. Once the gas 
was released it was its very invisibility 
coupled with its spatial extent that caused 
maximum damage to the opposing troops. In 
its early incarnation the gas could not be seen 
or smelt, the soldiers on the French side only 
became aware of the attack at the moment 
when the very thing they took for granted in 
the muddy, rat infested, bullet and shell-
ridden trenches they were occupying, 
became explicit through its sudden removal, 
and that 'thing' was the air that enabled them to 
breathe. Through the introduction of this air 
bound toxicity the war shifted focus from an 
attack on the individual body of the enemy 
soldier to his surrounding environment, to the 
atmospheric conditions needed for his survival. 
For Sloterdijk this ontological shift from the 
human-body at the centre of things to its 
environment marks a profound moment; in the 
process of this atmospheric ‘explication’ 
Sloterdijk foregrounds the conditions under 
which that body is able to be, and to breathe, in 
the first place and goes so far as to claim that 
‘the discovery of the "environment" took place 
in the trenches of World War I’ (2009, p.18). 

It is through this making explicit of the 
air, the revealing of the background conditions 
necessary for survival, and the deliberate 
targeting of those conditions through their 
violent erasure via state-sponsored terrorism 
that,  according  to  Sloterdijk,  the   environment  

emerges into ‘formal representation’ (2009, 
p.23). From this point on it was no longer 
possible to take for granted the atmospheric 
conditions of environmental inhabitation, the 
simplicity of breathing uncontaminated air. 
Whilst it is possible to trace a history of air 
pollution prior to this – not least through the 
toxic emissions of the industrial revolution – 
this particular historical moment marked the 
first point at which the contamination of the 
atmosphere became selective, strategic and 
state-sponsored. The First World War 
initiated an industry for the design and 
manufacture of lethal gases, breathing 
instruments and portable oxygen cylinders 
and an attendant scientific and technological 
milieu in which the attempt to define, delimit 
and control atmospheric conditions 
developed. This relationship between war, 
terror, the pollution of the atmosphere and 
environmental monitoring was echoed and 
extended in the Cold War period when the 
technological expansion beyond the bounds 
of the planet into space coincided with the 
nuclear arms race and the need to 
understand the effects of nuclear testing on 
the environment in order to prepare for the 
very real possibility of a post-nuclear 
landscape on Earth. The proving grounds of 
the Southwestern US deserts played a 
central role in the expansion of the post war 
military-industrial-scientific complex. 
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it exemplifies that most fundamental yet invisible 
atmospheric support that is the precondition of 
our existence. Being-in-the-world is therefore 
always already spatial and social due to our 
immersion in shared atmospheres and 
communal environmental interdependency. 
Inhabitation is necessarily cohabitation (2011, 
p.83). Sloterdijk’s account establishes 
a politicised and relational understanding of 
inhabited spaces that has implications for post-
anthropocentric thought. His thinking offers a 
hybrid ontology requiring ‘a new politics of trans-
human symbiosis,’ (2005, p.174) in which the 
human is no longer the privileged term. The 
radical shift in temporal scales that is brought 
about by the Anthropocene can be seen to 
gesture towards this politics as the human and 
the geological become more explicitly entangled. 
This entangling is foregrounded across the 
multiple sites of Smithson’s Spiral Jetty with its 
trans-human spatial and temporal assemblages 
that merge humans with machines, dinosaurs, 
rocks, salt crystals, and the sun. 

Kuletz’s study of the nuclear 
landscapes of the Southwestern deserts maps 
a number of Native American social-historical 
and spiritual-cultural relationships to the land, 
which she characterises as possessing, in part, 
a more relational and ‘intersubjective’ 
connection to nature in contrast to the 
dominant Euroamerican military-scientific 
culture in which subject and object and nature 
and culture continue to be split off from one 
another. In tracing these different ontological 
and cosmological frameworks in relation to the 
landscapes under discussion, Kuletz also draws 
on a broader material framework of reference 
citing the correlation between intersubjective 
models of life and practices of long land tenure 
for example. The Western Shoshone and 
Southern Paiute nations who have inhabited 
the Southwestern  interdesert regionxforxmil-
lennia describe the land as ‘sacred’ with 
particular geological and geographic sites, 
boundaries and landmarks signifying places of 
origin and emergence (places of significance in 
relation to creation myths), or as holy sites of 
ancestral significance such as burial areas. The 
importance of the concept of puha as a 
significant aspect of indigenous environmental 
ethics in the region has also been 
documented.[iii]  This impersonal force or 
kinetic power is seen to have the potential to 
move through or reside in any natural or living  
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Euroamerican military and scientific 

discourse has, in contrast to the indigenous 
response to the landscape, structured the 
Southwestern desert region repeatedly as 
lacking use-value despite simultaneously 
exploiting the rich resources found there for 
their economic and material gain. These 
resources include uranium, oil, natural gas, coal, 
gold, silver, copper and bauxite amongst other 
valuable minerals. Native American lands are 
some of the richest in the United States in terms 
of mineral resources and fossil-fuel deposits yet, 
as Kuletz and others point out, the continued 
description of these resource-abundant lands as 
wastelands strategically enables their 
simultaneous designation as dumping grounds 
and weapons testing ranges (1998, p.13). From 
the push Westward and the development of 
an expansionist logic of the frontier in the 
nineteenth century the Southwestern deserts 
have been invasively mined, bombed, subjected 
to testing above and below ground. The limited 
water sources present have been redirected, 
polluted or used up altogether, and the fauna, 
flora and human inhabitants subjected to nuclear 
contamination with environmental and genetic 
repercussions that vastly transcend a human life 
span. If the military-industrial test sites and 
proving grounds of the Southwestern deserts 
represent the technological excesses of war and 
the belief in technology as progress then the 
proposal     for     the    Yucca    Mountain    Nuclear  
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Waste Repository represents a dark 
ecological counter narrative of slow violence, 
displaced and delayed fallout in both literal and 
metaphorical terms. Within the spaces of the 
nuclear desert therefore we are confronted with 
a violence of speed and slowness, a temporal 
dislocation that exceeds the time of the human 
propelling us forwards into Ballard’s notion of the 
fossils of time future. In environmental historian 
Rob Nixon’s terms (2011 p.2): 

By slow violence I mean a violence 
that occurs gradually and out of sight, 
a violence of delayed destruction that 
is dispersed across time and space, an 
attritional violence that is typically 
not viewed as violence at all. Violence 
is customarily conceived as an event 
or action that is immediate in time, 
explosive and spectacular in space, 
and as erupting into sensational 
visibility. We need, I believe, to 
engage a different kind of violence, a 
violence that is neither spectacular 
nor instantaneous, but rather 
incremental and accretive, its 
calamitous repercussions playing out 
across a range of temporal scales. In 
so doing, we also need to engage the 
representational, narrative and 
strategic challenges posed by the 
relative invisibility of slow violence. 

In the post war period it has become evident that 
the rate of exploitation of non-renewable 
resources is infinitely faster than the processes of 
geological sedimentation taking place over 
millennia in the earth. Industrial and capital time 
are incommensurable with geological time. 
Despite a host of warnings throughout the 
twentieth century to this effect, it seems that 
collectively, as a species, we are still unable to 
fully acknowledge and act on the threat to our 
continued inhabitation on this planet and to 
develop the necessary skills needed to think 
speed (framed as technological progress) and 
slowness (framed as geological and planetary 
materialism) together at the same time. The 
Anthropocene concept’s migration from the 
geological sciences into the humanities goes 
some way to collapsing these different temporal 
and planetary scales and in bridging the gap 
between ‘reading the rocks’ in relation to the 
human. However, there is clearly  more  work  to  

be done in order to give new imaginative and 
(non)representational forms to these 
narratives in a broader public sphere. If we 
accept the recent dating of the Anthropocene 
to the advent of nuclear weapons testing in the 
mid 20th century then, in Nixon’s terms (2011 
p.232) ‘we are all downwinders now.’ Every 
living thing on the planet is entangled with the 
fallout of the nuclear age collapsing the natural 
with the artificial and the human with the 
technological. This condemns us, as a species 
to new trans-human symbioses and techno-
animist intersubjectivities. In the midst of these 
newly emerging assemblages and endlessly 
unsettled environments older political and 
aesthetic models based on the centrality of the 
human appear moribund. 

I am arguing that Smithson’s Spiral 
Jetty makes some gesture towards new 
aesthetic, planetary temporalities that move 
beyond the human. The work offers 
a transcategorial model of practice that begins 
to think, enact and to visualise speed and 
slowness simultaneously. Attending to the 
blind spots rendered in the film’s use of the sun 
spot as a material and metaphorical reference 
point, the work has been resituated to the 
landscape sites of its production and 
presentation. In the process this has revealed 
multiple visual and material references from 
the deserts of the Southwestern US and beyond 
that enable opposing temporalities to emerge. 
The human sensory apparatus both equips and 
limits us in equal measure from taking account of 
the profound changes taking place on our planet. 
Enfolding human and non-human temporalities 
and materialities to reveal our entanglements 
with a more-than human world forces us 
to denaturalise and decolonise the present. The 
landscapes of the Southwestern deserts have 
revealed the entangled histories of their 
indigenous ancestries and advanced 
technocultural, military and industrial presents, 
further scrambling temporalities as supposedly 
‘premodern’ intersubjective animist cosmologies 
coexist with the splitting of the atom and the 
creation of spectacular and violent ‘new’ worlds. 
In the process of assembling these diverse and 
partial  perspectives the xdeserts xofxthe South-
western US have emerged as complex and 
contested cultural and material sites where 
matter continues to matter in the social and 
cultural histories under formation in the 
Anthropocene. 
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Notes 
[i]

Previous scholarship on Smithson has also referenced his

mixing of categories and disruption of formal coherence in

art historical terms. Ann Reynolds for example notes:

“Smithson combines things and ideas to reveal fundamental

formal and structural connections between categories of

thought and images that remain invisible to established

hierarchies of interpretation.” Ann Reynolds, Robert

Smithson: Learning From New Jersey and

Elsewhere, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003), xv. Gary

Shapiro also notes: “that there is no primary, authentic

object (the spiral) to which the film and the essay are merely

ancillary. One could either say that there are three

distinguishable but interrelated works that bear that name or

that there is one work existing simultaneously in a number

of modes.” Shapiro, Earthwards, 7.

[ii]
Elizabeth DeLoughrey. “Satellite Planetarity and the Ends

of the Earth.”Public Culture. 26:2, 2014. 

[iii]
Catherine S. Fowler. (Cultural Resource Consultants

Ltd). “Native Americans and Yukka Mountain: A Revised

and Updated Summary Report on Research Undertaken

Between 1987 and 1991, Vol 1, (1991),

http://www.state.nv.us/nucwaste/library/se-039-91v1.pdf
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xperimenting with materials during the 
past ten years has led me to define the 
art-making process as an organic 

system with no beginning or end; something 
simply experienced as interlinked, actual 
occasions. I construct events that are time-
based and open-ended where the material's 
agency can contest the role of the artist as an 
active producer and the material as passive 
matter. I use elements that can easily change 
form, states or expression through human or 
non-human intervention to examine how the 
interaction between different materials can 
collect meaning and recall processes in the 
natural, mechanical or social realms. These 
interests are based on experiences I have 
encountered in the natural and social context 
in my homeland of Costa Rica and abroad. 

In 2010, I created a system intended 
to produce an ‘ideal’ shape out of a mass of 
material called Gatekeeper’s Matter. An 
event would take place where matter would 
slowly be transformed, processed and 
profiled. Rather than focusing on what is the 
‘ideal' shape, I aimed towards the act of 
production, especially how decision-making 
institutions (museums, art galleries and 
academia)  tend  to  promote a preference of  

 
 
 
 
 
 

the ideal. I wanted to examine the conditions 
of judgement that are practiced in these 
venues, and question the way displayed 
objects, entry requirements, job descriptions, 
etc. are given shape, hierarchy and value in 
society. 

I, therefore, devised a moving 
mechanism programed to create a platonic 
form with a series of plaster rollers that slowly 
file away at a mass of modelling clay. The 
device moves the rollers horizontally, 
compressing and smoothing the material. On 
the bottom of the device, a drawer with 
structural drawings and texts are displayed 
for the viewer to read. The viewer may expect 
a final result or conclusion to eventually 
appear, but the machinic process remains 
endless. 

Through the process, I assumed the 
clay would play a passive and malleable role, 
yielding to the straight-edged shapes of the 
rollers. At first, the modelling clay's plasticity 
was high, and the rollers' plaster was humid 
enough to keep them heavy. But after the first 
week, the clay hardened due to temperature 
and direct sunlight, and fractures and 
discoloring in the surface began to appear. 
The    loss    of    humidity   caused   the   roller's 

E 

GATEKEEPER’S 
MATTER  

 For the past ten years, Xavier Villafranca’s experimentation with common materials has led to temporal 

events that mutate form, states and expression. Triggered by human and non-human interventions, his 

work explores how materials become something else during the art making process. His time-based, 

open-ended installations and mechanisms recall incidents in the natural, mechanical and social realms, 

and allow materials to actively participate and contest the role of the artist and the art object. 

Impressions of the natural and social contexts of his surroundings and abroad play a key role in the 

work. 

Text and images by Xavier Villafranca 
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Xavier Villafranca 
Gatekeeper’s Matter, time-based ensemble with digital mechanism, 2010, Arne Kjell Vikhagen Ó Xavier Villafranca 
Gatekeeper’s Matter (detail), time-based ensemble with digital mechanism, 2010, Arne Kjell Vikhagen Ó Xavier Villafranca 
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Xavier Villafranca 
Gatekeeper’s Matter (detail), time-based ensemble with digital mechanism, 2010, Arne Kjell Vikhagen Ó Xavier Villafranca 
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surface to dry and wear off. The rollers ceased 
to leave a trace on the clay and the mechanical 
device responded by incrementing its effort to 
move through the textured surface. The clay 
was, in a way, resisting change and 
consolidating a shape. As the rollers wore away 
and gave in to the formlessness of the 
unyielding clay, materials' properties started to 
transform their sole function shifted, but their 
possibilities of interaction broadened. 

I began to explore the relationship 
between materials and mechanical devices in 
2009, with Unraveling Forces. A pair of dc 
motors spun left and right inside a threaded 
structure. As the motors pushed and pulled 
they got entangled and disentangled from the 
fabric while leaving an irreversible trace 
throughout the ruptured layers of thread. 

Even though the motors had 
programed actions, they reacted unpredictably 
due to the string structure that altered their 
route. At times the motors moved freely, 
disentangling, after a sudden jerk, or stayed still 
for a long time, almost as if they were 
consciously waiting for the right time to react, 
like small creatures using their skills to resist and 
survive their greater context. This apparent 
behavior not only kept many viewers in 
suspense, but it also created an illusion of events 
from the natural world. 

Exploring the properties of common 
materials that could react, transform and 
affect each other without my intervention 
was    a    recurrent    practice   that   was   also 

 

manifested in an installation piece called Rate 
of Dissolution in 2010. My intention was to 
keep the work ‘alive’ when displayed, where 
one had to follow the material’s outcome. I 
used perishable materials that could change 
states over a short time and perform a live 
organic process.  

I combined water, plaster, and 
textile, and contrasted them with synthetic 
materials like plastic and powdered color dye. 
Wood frames with plastic bags filled with 
water and blue dye were suspended from the 
ceiling. Every day a hole was punched in one 
bag for the water drop to fall on a cone of 
plaster mixed with sodium bicarbonate with 
an internal wire structure. Gravity caused the 
drop to hit the cone and trigger a chemical 
reaction. The different falling heights of the 
drop reshaped the cone, while the chemical 
reactions changed color tones and textures 
generating an array of chromatic sensations. 
The work was in a constant construction 
process, where the viewer could encounter a 
different outcome every day. After the work 
was exhibited the resulting material was still 
transforming through time. 

I made a smaller version of this 
project called Panorama I in 2012. I used 
three acrylic boxes for the materials and three 
printed images of past results I had 
photographed. I wanted to examine the 
relationship of the fixed image next to a  real-
time developing event. The photograph 
captured a past moment,  but  it  also  encap- 

Xavier Villafranca 
Unraveling Forces (detail sequence), time-based ensemble with digital devices, 2009 Ó Xavier Villafranca 
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Xavier Villafranca 
Rate of Dissolution, installation, 2010 Ó Xavier Villafranca 
Rate of Dissolution (detail), installation, 2010 Ó Xavier Villafranca 
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sulated space and time, letting the mind 
imagine a different context of the sceneries 
magnified by the photographic lens. Instead, 
in a real-time event all senses are heightened, 
transformations are happening at that 
moment, only once and in that physical place. 

These constructed events of causality 
toggle between the human and non-human 
intervention. They contest the role of the 
artist as prime maker and create a space for 
materials   to  gain   determining   agency,   to 

 become autonomous actors through the art 
process. When active materials are at the 
forefront of the art project, factors like 
entropy and serendipity can come into the 
equation. This can bring new meanings and 
connections with the natural, mechanical and 
social realms. The notion of the artwork as an 
isolated, finite and static object, must shift to 
become an organism in a state of flux, where 
all forms of matter are interconnected, 
interactive and affected. 

Xavier Villafranca 
Panorama I, time-based ensemble with inkjet prints, 2012 Ó Xavier Villafranca 
Panorama I (detail), inkjet prints, 2012 Ó Xavier Villafranca 
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n museum studies, most discourses on 
digital decay gravitate towards discussions 
on preserving the work in its immaterial 

state, suggesting strategies such as software 
migration and emulation.xvi This tendency on 
focussing on digital immateriality is also 
present in many of the curatorial strategies 
developed at the end of the 1990s and 
theorised in the early 2000s. If the emphasis on 
immaterial behaviours defined new media 
curating at a time when the hype for 
interaction was thriving, how could more 
recent studies in the field of media archaeology 
and media geology inform curatorial 
methodologies for digital art? machines will 
watch us die’s exploration of digital decay 
embodied the question: why has there not yet 
been a material turn in curatorial practice? 
Rethinking digital decay through a materially-
driven and post-medium approach to curating 
digital art was deemed the appropriate place 
to start to reposition the curatorial within the 
material turnxvii (Brown, 2010).  

machines will watch us die set out to 
offer a concrete example to show that 
curatorial strategies based on interactivity and 
immateriality are not suitable to explore a 
‘radical idea of digital decay that revolves 
around processes of environmental 
formations,  timescales  of  non-human  nature 

 

 
 
 
 
 

and the debris of digital culture’.xviii The 
exhibition featured artworks by Cory Arcangel, 
Emma Charles, Martin Howse, Rosemary Lee, 
Rosa Menkman and Shinji Toya. All of the 
works addressed different aspects of digital 
decay depending on the materialities and 
temporalities embedded in each artwork. The 
methodology was based on a notion of digital 
materiality that encompassed the digital in all 
its formations rather than merely favouring 
immateriality and interaction. Through an 
exploration of digital decay as material process 
entangled with contemporaneityxix, the aim of 
the show was that of taking the viewer into a 
journey from the 1990s utopian future that 
foresaw the Internet as the means to solve 
every single problem in the world (Huhtamo, 
1995), to dystopian material scenarios already 
forming in the present. 

Framing the Curatorial 

The adoption of media archaeology as a 
conceptual framework shaped the definition of 
materiality on which machines will watch us 
die was based. Beyond the misconception that 
defined it as immaterial, an informed notion of 
digital materiality represented the theoretical 
foundation that allowed us to explore the 
decay  of  the  digital  in  art  practice. Since the  

I 

MACHINES WILL 
WATCH US DIE  
This paper is a reflection on the theme and methodology of machines will watch us die (The Holden 

Gallery, 6
th
 of April – 11

th
 of May 2018, Manchester) an exhibition that explored digital decay through 

artists addressing material manifestations of digital culture. machines will watch us die was conceived as 

a platform for research, a space to explore how a material turn in curatorial practice could be 

undertaken. Adopting media archaeology as conceptual framework, the research behind the show 

questioned if curatorial strategies for digital art – which were developed at the end of the Nineties and 

based on new media’s immaterial behaviours of interactivity, computability and connectivity – are still 

relevant in addressing art practices that deal with the very much material issues of the contemporary. 

Full essay title:“machines will watch us die – a material turn in curatorial practice”. 

Text by Patrizia Costantin 
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Eighties, two main parallel lines of inquiry 
have dominated the debate surrounding 
materiality in art practice. One began with 
the dematerialization of the art objectxx and 
linked with the immateriality of networks, 
virtual scenarios, and software technologies. 
The other emerged from new materialist 
perspectives and focused on politico-
environmental concerns linked to digital 
technology, such as surveillance, planned 
obsolescence, health, and environmental 
issues. This second tendency is linked to Les 
Immatériauxxxi, a landmark exhibition that 
explored the impact of technological progress 
through the interconnections between 
information networks and its physical 
apparatus at the dawn of digital culture in 
1985. On a similar note, the investigation on 
digital decay stemmed from art practices that 
engage with the materiality of media 
technology to explore the connections 
amongst art, technology, geology, human 
and nonhuman temporalities.  

From Media Archaeology we learn 
that metals, ores, rare earths and minerals are 
crucial to both the material and the immaterial 
processes of the digital, and that these 
materials – the geological assemblagexxii – 
belong to deep time temporalities (Parikka, 
2015). Digital materiality is thus entangled in 
material processes of different timescales, one 
of which is the process of digital decay. In 
machines will watch us die, an understanding of 
digital materiality as dynamic, unstable, 
unpredictable and subject to contingencyxxiii 
overcomes the presupposition that the digital 
lasts forever. It is in the materiality of the 
artworks that the ability to challenge the hype 
associated with the digital manifests, and the 
reconceptualization of decay begun to take 
shape. The artworks are thus considered 
independently from their medium-based 
classification as new media or digital art.  

The exhibition explored the ways in 
which digital materiality decays: from the 
smallest metal, ores, and minerals components 
that make up CPUs and microchips to the 
impalpable information that travels on them. In 
‘A geology of media’ (2015), Jussi Parikka speaks 
of digital materials as geological substrate. His 
understanding of materiality is integrated into 
the exhibition together with the notion of deep 
timexxiv.  As  Parikka  (2015)  and  Zielinski   (2006) 

   is the need to explore deep time 
to comprehend materiality and challenge the 
myth of linear progress that does not allow for a 
comprehensive analysis of technological media. 
However, if Zielinski uses deep-time to analyse 
the interconnections between art and science – 
and does so in going back to Medieval times – 
Parikka calls for an alternative notion of deep 
time in order to understand the materiality of 
technology by way of investigating the 
geophysical qualities of its materials. The 
chemical properties of aluminium and copper, 
for example, are crucial in determining the 
duration of the decay of digital materials.  

A temporal definition of digital 
materiality allowed the show to question the 
boundaries posed by a conception of time tied 
to the post-fordist era of capitalism. Common to 
both the conceptual frame and the narrative of 
the exhibition is a methodological approach to 
investigating materiality that goes beyond the 
myth of linear history and progress to challenge 
the supposed newness of digital culture. By 
adopting such ideas, the artworks featured in 
the show are considered representative 
instances of materials that belong to nonhuman 
history, and that reveal a decaying process that 
goes beyond human temporality. Digital decay 
is defined in the exhibition as a material process 
that entangles a variety of materialities and 
temporalities that span from the material to the 
immaterial, from linear human histories to the 
planet’s environmental cycles. Distant from our 
way of experiencing the digital in the everyday, 
such an idea of decay critically questioned 
whether present practices of human and 
environmental exploitations, adopted to sustain 
the so-called technological progress, should be 
rethought in      

  
To take out the emphasis on the 

present, the show was conceived as a 
representation of the contemporaneity of 
digital decay. Terry Smith (2015) defines 
curating as a practice that is ‘’able to offer 
strikingly original and acute interpretations of 
the complexities and contradictions of our 
contemporaneity’’ (Smith, 2015, 15). Smith’s 
understanding of the purpose of curating as 
‘’to exhibit (in the broad sense the show, offer, 
enable the experience of) contemporaneity as 
these are manifest in art present, past and 
multitemporal’’ (Smith, 2012, 29)  was  applied  
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to machines will watch us die. The exploration 
of digital decay through the hidden 
materialities and temporalities of digital 
culture through which it manifests was 
activated by the artworks: ‘By linking materials 
that belong to deep time – the extremely slow 
time of nature’s ecological cycles – to the 
immediacy perceptible to humans, the works 
in the exhibition visualize glimpses of a 
decaying process that from deep time reaches 
present temporalities’.xxv Adopting a temporal 
reading of materiality rather than the medium 
allowed to explore decay within non-human 
timescales such as deep time, a temporality so 
vast that comprehends the past, present, and 
future of humanity.  

To allow for a comprehensive 
exploration of digital decay through all the 
materialities and temporalities entangled in 
the digital, the curatorial process began with 
questioning curatorial strategies for digital art 
that emerged from the myth of immateriality 
(Paul, 2008) and were based on immaterial 
behaviours. The myth of immateriality that 
surrounds the ideas of materiality, medium 
and new media, monopolizes the curatorial 
debate, either in relation to preservation (Paul, 
2008) or, more generally, in regard to widely 
applied curatorial strategies. An example of 
these is Beryl Graham and Sarah Cook's 
approach to curating new media art based on 
the behaviours of interactivity, connectivity 
and computability. They argue that new media 
are best addressed not in terms of their 
materiality, but as behaviours, and that is 
necessary to update curatorial strategies in 
relation to how these behaviours have 
modified the production, dissemination, and 
preservation of new media art. The insistence 
on both behaviours and the medium dismiss 
the material nature of technology, and was 
therefore deemed unsuitable for showing an 
informed idea of digital decay that shapes itself 
against the conviction that the digital is purely 
immaterial.  

If there is the need to rethink 
curatorial strategies for digital art, Cook and 
Graham’s approach, which considers 
behaviours instead of materials, misses the 
point, adds to the confusion associated with 
the myth of immateriality (Paul, 2008), and is 
not useful in addressing art that explores socio-
political and environmental issues through 
digital    materiality.   Their   reflection   fails   to  

acknowledge that, at the time of their writing 
(2000s), new materialistic modes of thinking 
in contemporary art practice and media 
theory offered alternative methodologies to 
develop curatorial strategies not based on 
immaterial behaviours, but focused on 
media’s intrinsic material processes. An 
analysis of interactivity in relation to Karen 
Barad’s distinction between interaction and 
intra-actionxxvi exemplifies why Cook and 
Graham’s approach is not appropriate in 
addressing art practices dealing with digital 
ecologies and temporalities. 

In Cook and Graham’s ‘Rethinking 
curating’ (2010), interactivity is defined as a 
behaviour of new media art useful in reinventing 
curatorial strategies, and in documenting the 
audience’s way of interacting, as opposed to 
participating, with digital artworks. What they 
mean with interaction is the ‘’acting upon each 
other’’ (Stern, in Paul 325: 2016). Such an 
understanding emphasises the work as an 
interactive tool rather than revealing its hidden 
processes and agencies (Stern, 2016). 
Furthermore, an approach to curating built on 
interactivity would lead us to place the viewer 
directly at the centre of the experience (Manning, 
2009 in Stern, 2016). As an anthropocentric-
based behaviour, interactivity clashes with the 
more materialistic conception of agency such as 
Karen Barad’s intra-action (2007).  

Shifting away from interactivity, the 
exhibition became a space in which all the 
participating entities – the artworks, the 
audience, the artists, the theme, the exhibition 
and the curator – intra-acted, rather than 
interacted. Barad’s idea of intra-action was 
here adopted as a means to invite the audience 
to intra-act with the exhibition. For Barad, the 
fundamental difference among the two is in 
the relationship that they respectively form. 
Interaction defers and deflects responsibility 
(Barad, 2007). This, within the context of the 
exhibition, would mean that us – the curators, 
the artists and the audience – put a greater 
emphasis on the tools we interact with than 
the processes, issues and discourses that the 
works explore. In intra-actions, instead, 
responsibilities are distributed between the 
constitutive entities, which are all exercising 
agency within the established relationship. The 
show thus created a space for intra-actions 
between digital materiality and human beings 
whilst   repositioning   human   actions   before  
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digital materiality and its temporalities. The 
artworks invited the audience to rethink 
interactivityxxvii in relation to the digital, and to 
‘‘alter our sense of self as we reflect on material 
and discursive practices that constitute a world 
of interconnectedness in its state of becoming’’ 
(Barad, 2007).  

Substituting the immaterial behaviour of 
interaction with a materially-orientated 
understanding of intra-action, machines will watch 
us die defied linear time, the subject-object 
dichotomy, and throve on the convergence of the 
past, present, and future histories –in line with the 
idea of contemporaneity (Jacob and Lund, 2016) – 
compressed within the materials of digital devices. 
Promoting intra-activity over interactivity, in the 
exhibition, the emphasis was on the fluid 
materiality of digital technology and its ecologies, 
of which decay is an example. The exhibition thus 
suggested that, even if we cannot experience 
decay as such, we are intra-acting with it in the 
contemporary. It also invited the audience to 
rethink the role that humanity has in this complex 
system of relations.  The curatorial methodology 
tested the conviction that by taking interactivity 
out of the exhibition narrative, the audience 
would have questioned why it was missing, and 
would have looked for alternative and less 
human-centered histories.   

This approach based on the lack of 
interaction is contextualised in relation to the 
return to analogue as a way to critique digital 
culture of which Tacita Dean’s work is an 
example. Instead of returning to analogue 
technologies however, the limitations of digital 
culture related to digital decay were addresses 
through a return to the pre-interactive 
condition of the digital. Based on the notion of 
materiality adopted, there was no need to go 
back to analogue technology to critique digital 
culture because analogue and non-digital 
matter are already present within the digital 
device. The decision to avoid the binary 
opposition between the analogue and the 
digital organically developed from the 
adoption of a post-medium approach to the 
curatorial. machines will watch us die put 
forward the idea that we need to rethink our 
idea of digital materiality in more sustainable 
terms, and rethinking digital decay could be 
just one of the ways in which we can do so. 
What Erika Balsom (2014) describes as 
‘anachronism of the authentic’ – an ‘‘allergy to 
the  mass  (re)production  of  images,  experien- 
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 denotes   was   used  in  the rationale to 
explain  digital decay as a process of transversal 
temporalities. The artwork conceived as time-
machine interlinked different timescales of the 
digital with those of the audience, contributing 
to displacing the viewer’s experience from the 
human present – through the reflexive unease – 
to the contemporaneity of the materials 
entangled with digital decay.  The curatorial 
process was then developed to create this sort 
of unease. The selection and situation of the 
artworks was thought peculiarly to convey this 
uncanny feeling. 

At the entrance, the first work that the 
audience intra-acted with was Text Execution 
Host (2018) by Martin Howse. The lack of 
interactivity as a strategy to reveal digital decay 
and introduce an image of digital culture 
through its limitations was embodied in this 
work: a deconstructed but still functioning 
Touring machine encapsulated as a laboratory 
style project which did not allow for 
interaction. The audience’s view of the gallery 
space was then blocked by a projection box 
positioned in the centre. At the rear of the box, 
facing the entrance, the title was installed. On 
the  right,  the  viewers  were  able   to  glance  at 

 

one of the two prints from the series Surfaces 
of Exchange by Emma Charles (2012). 

The idea of the exhibition as a space 
for the creative experience embodied in 
Lyotard’s unease (1984)  already surfaced in 
the title. machinesxxxii will watch us die was 
thought as a provocative statement denoting 
dismal future scenarios for humanity – a 
situation in which the accumulation of 
obsolete machines, due to the inconsiderate 
use we make of digital devices, has taken over. 
Its aim was to make the audience think and 
question the role of digital technology in 
today’s world, in relation to both our future 
and a posthuman world. As it was formulated 
as a statement, the audience was directly 
invited to question it throughout their 
experience of the exhibition. Questioning the 
preservation and survival of our species, which 
are jeopardised by our own inventions and 
quest for power over nature, added to this 
sense of discomfort that the show created. 
Why will machines will watch us die? What are 
they made of if they will outlive us? This was 
the  primary  way  of  engaging  the  viewers 
before immersing them into a process of decay 
that lasts longer than humanity does.  

machines will watch us die: Exhibition shot of machines will watch us die. On view: Cory Arcangel, Jeans (Lakes), 2016 and Vai 
(Lakes), 2013   
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From the start, the show played with 
the opposition between revealing digital 
material processes and concealing them at the 
same time, mimicking the relationship we have 
with technology: the digital is everywhere, yet 
we cannot see it for what it really is. Text 
Execution Host addressed this dichotomy by 
deconstructing the computer to reveal the way 
in which immaterial information is produced. 
Shown as a lab-experiment as a way to 
respond to the artist’s way of working,xxxiii Test 
Execution Host (TEH) explored the role that 
geological materials play within the production 
of information and the history of digital 
culture. The work visualised the exchanges 
between information and natural processes of 
environmental formations and decay that are 
usually hidden within the digital device. 
Samples of rocks from local mining sites and 
junk pc components took part in forming a 
functioning but leaky Touring Machine. The 
device, due to its material components, poorly 
wrote and read 1s and 0s on a tape composed 
by rocks such as iron pyrites.  For  the machine  

to function, pre-mixed cyanotype was dripped 
onto these rocks and water was pumped from 
the adjacent nozzle. Information was then read 
back from the tape by the moving the reader 
head which registered relative light and dark. As 
the head moved, the Turing program was 
executed. This cyanotype photographic process, 
introduced in the 19th century and used to make 
blueprints from technical diagrams. It involves 
cyanide, a compound which is used in the 
industrial extraction of gold from low-grade ores.  

It is worth pointing out that Alan Turing 
committed suicide through the ingestion of 
cyanide. This double reference on Touring as 
computing pioneer but also as troubled human 
being added to the uncanny nature that the very 
material yet digital environment constructed by 
Howse already embodied. The deconstructed 
device malfunctioned, did not allowed for 
interaction and did not respond to the standards 
to which we are used to. The work was installed 
inside a box that restricted the audience’s access 
to it as a way to stimulate the voyeuristic instinct. 
The use of light and the cut-out windows added  

Martin Howse 
Test Execution Host, 2018. Detail Ó Martin Howse 
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to this game of revealing the very material nature 
of digital decay whilst concealing it at the same 
time just to remind us that digital materiality is 
carefully kept away from our sight.  

Emma Charles’ Surfaces of Exchange 
(2012) explored architecture as a shell for 
information storage and exchange. In 
suggesting that the digital infrastructure is 
hidden within a familiar landscape, it enforced 
the idea that digital decay is a material process 
difficult to perceive. However, it also 
suggested that it is closer to us than we might 
think. In Surfaces of Exchange, the physical 
infrastructure of digital culture is hidden within 
an imponent building that suggests the 
vastness and apparent inaccessibility of the 
infrastructure itself. The work focuses 
exclusively on the exteriors –on the surface – 
of what we know from the title is a data 
centre. The other edifices in the background 
position this desolate building at the edge of 
urbanization. Also, the location of the building 
near a field links to the idea that earth materials 
are at the basis of digital exchanges. Emma 
Charles’ exploration of the materiality of digital 
technology continued in the film space with 
Fragments on Machines (2013). The artist’s 
fascination with  the  materials  spaces  of    

 

culture dominated the narrative of this film. 
The action of exploring digital material 
infrastructure from the outside of the urban 
landscape – which initiated in Surfaces of 
Exchange – to hidden inside spaces, is here 
developed in a 17-minute film set in New York 
City. The artist takes us inside a luxurious 
period to remind us of the ubiquitous nature 
of digital materiality. Narrated by Barnaby Kay, 
this piece takes on a journey of exploration 
that repositions the digital and its materiality 
within timescales and spatial parameters 
comprehensible by human beings. Close-ups 
of copper wires, servers, and leaky 
underground spaces are accompanied by 
images of the Hudson river. Representing the 
relationship between Information and nature, 
the powerful image of the water flowing 
associates the digital to the passing of time, 
relating thus to processes of decay.  

Throughout the film, the material 
entanglements between the infrastructure and 
information are also emphasised by Kay 
voiceover which counterpoises the daunting 
physicality or digital materiality in its wish of 
becoming fluid information. The precariousness 
of the data centre covert environment  suggests 
that  these  are  the  places  where  we  can   see 

Exhibition shot of machines will watch us die. On view: Cory Arcangel and Paper Rad, Super Mario Movie (2005); Emma Charles, 
Surfaces of Exchange (2012) 
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 decay in action. Concealed on the 
surface by a very elegant building, digital decay 
is repositioned within underground coordinates 
that recall the geological nature of digital 
culture.   

An important element that concurred 
to create the feeling of unease in the 
exhibition was sound, and in particular, sound 
bleed.  Pervading the gallery architecture in 
full, even the entrance, the sound bleed was 
generated by Super Mario Movie (2005) by 
Cory Arcangel, 3 Years and 6 Months of Digital 
Decay by Shinji Toya (7 April 2016 - 7 October 
2019), To Smell and Taste Black Matter (1) and 
To Smell and Taste Black Matter (2) (2009) by 
Rosa Menkman. The sound bleed created an 
immersive experience – not just visual – for 
the viewer to experience digital decay. The 
different sounds from the three artworks were 
not contained intentionally. Sound bleed was 
in fact curatorially encouraged to influence the 
viewers' mood throughout the exhibition. 
Sound was also implemented as a strategy to 
ground the exhibition experience in the 
heterogeneous material nature of digital 
decay. Sound born out of a decayed Nintendo 
cartridge, a decaying Internet artwork and a 
corrupted file formed the soundtrack of 
machines will watch us die. 

Inside the projection box installed in 
the centre is Arcangel’s Super Mario Movie 
(2005). Its soundtrack is immediately 
recognizable and takes us back to the recent 
but already obsolete past of Super Mario Bros 
and the Nintendo Entertainment System. This 
is an example of a work that embodies 
different temporalities – among which we can 
find the nostalgic past of the Eighties and 
Nineties –and that evokes the lack of 
interactivity on which the exhibition narrative 
is based. In this 15-minute piece, Arcangel 
shows the correspondence between hardware 
and data decay by rewriting the video game 
internal narrative as an exposition of the 
decaying process of the cartridge’s materiality. 
Arcangel created the movie by hacking a 
decayed Super Mario Bros 1984 cartridge for 
Nintendo. The graphics have been left intact to 
reveal an obsolete decomposing game set 
while Mario’s appearance becomes involved 
with the metaphorical decaying process of life.  
Text extracts such as ‘’as a video game grows 
old,  its content and  internal  logic  deteriorate;  
AND …for  a  character  caught  in  this   break- 
down, problems affect every area of life"  have 

been incorporated into the video to ironically 
suggest that the reason why Mario’s life is 
falling apart is the ephemerality embedded in 
the materiality of the device itself, planned to 
become obsolete through processes that 
speed up the environmental ecologies of its 
materials. This is a work that explored 
different durations and temporalities in 
relation to obsolescence: the decaying 
cartridge responding to deep time, the very 
recent past of the late 1980s when the game 
was released, the present of the exhibition, 
and the time scale of the audience that found 
it impossible to interact with the video game 
as they would normally do. Super Mario Movie 
invited the audience to intra-act with the idea 
of digital decay through the nostalgia 
instigated by an artwork revolving around the 
now obsoleted life of a pop-cultural icon.  

3 Years and 6 Months of Digital 
Decay is a work by Shinji Toya that quantifies 
digital storage temporalities in relation to a 
scale of time not alien to humans. The project 
started in 2016 when Yami-Ichi, a sort of 
black market for digital-related goods, took 
place at Tate Modern. Artist Shinji Toya 
presented and sold CD-ROMs on which an 
audio file redirected the person who listened 
to it to a website (Arebyte Gallery). The 
Internet artwork constantly shows a video in 
a loop. The material component of the work 
is represented by the physicality of the CD-
ROM, while the webpage, representing the 
immaterial, shows the video The beauty of 
forgetting. The video visualizes the way in 
which data is affected by the process of 
decay that the CD-ROM undergoes for three 
and a half years, a duration that corresponds 
to the average lifespan of a burned CD-ROM.  

The video voiceover addresses digital 
decay in terms of memory and loss. In a similar 
way to Arcangel's work, digital decay has left 
the viewer with no possibility of interaction 
with the digital. This also raised questions such 
as, what if the Internet became obsolete? The 
piece revealed the correlation between 
material and immaterial decay, while also 
incorporating the audience into the process. 
Usually associated with guaranteed storage 
security, the CD-R’s materiality – and, by 
association, the Internet – is here challenged by    
the  passing   of   time,   establishing a   link 
between the loss of digital and human 
memories.  

To   Smell   and  Taste  Black  Matter by 
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An inquiry about the future of digital 
culture is also present in Molten Media (2018) 
by Rosemary Lee. The installation addressed 
digital decay through the concept of future 
archaeology. The two vitrines contained digital 
devices in the form of future fossils. The vitrines 
were a clean rendering of traditional displaying 
methods of 19th-century science museums. By 
melting the devices and by reconnecting these 
obsolete technologies with their geological 
counterparts, Lee skipped a million year forward 
to explore the idea of the obsolete device as a 
fossil for future civilizations. Playing with deep 
time, the cyclical temporalities of the planet's 
ecosystem and the quick turnaround defining 
capitalist ethics of production, consumption, 
and disposal, Molten Media illustrated digital 
decay as a material process entangled with the 
present of humanity’s constant quest for 
progress and overarching deep time 
temporalities that extend well beyond our 
civilization.  

Exhibition shot of machines will watch us die. On view: Rosemary Lee, Molten Media (2013-2018); Rosa Menkman,  
To taste and smell black matter (2009) 
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In Molten Media, obsolete non-inter-active 
devices came to terms with their natural 
components, visually relating digital decay to 
material processes of environmental timescale. 
Furthermore, the presence of sand in the 
vitrines invited the viewer to imagine the impact 
of obsolete devices when re-entering (and 
polluting) Earth’s geological strata, an idea that 
Jussi Parikka also addressed in his ‘Geology of 
Media’ (2015). Molten Media embodied an 
archaeologically-orientated exploration of 
digital decay. There was no space for 
information left in the entirety of the 
installation and the behaviours of interactivity, 
computability and commutability were not 
even contemplated. The physicality of the 
once functioning digital element is here 
rendered as a material object that seemed to 
have lost its purpose. The work invited the 
audience to look at obsolete devices which 
belong to a very recent past with a different 
perspective, perhaps a more sustainable and 
less anthropocentric one. In a human 
timescale, these were made less than fifty 
years ago, they are very recent objects which 
had a very short lifespan. However, they will 
be trash forever. Through Molten Media, we 
were able to look at these as if they were 
artefacts belonging to a previous civilization. 
The work thus contributed to the temporal 
displacement that defined the exhibition 
experience of digital decay in its entirety.  

Conclusion 

machines will watch us die was conceived as a 
research platform to explore what a material 
turn in curatorial practice could look like. The 
theme of the exhibition, digital decay, allowed 
to rethink notions of digital materiality and 
temporality through the selected artworks, all 
of which addressed the theme through a 
variety of materials and timescales that belong 
to digital culture. The adoption of a 
comprehensive idea of digital materiality – 
embedding processes of material and 
immaterial nature – was the foundation on 
which the methodology for a material turn in 
curatorial practice was developed. The 
exhibition explored digital decay in the 
interconnections between various material 
and temporal dimensions which blurred the 
boundaries between digital and human times. 

machines will watch us die reconceptualised 
digital decay as a material process embedded 
in the disjunctive temporalities of 
contemporaneity. By adopting the conceptual 
framework of media archaeology and new 
materialism, the temporal definition of 
materiality was used to rethink curatorial 
strategies for digital art based on immaterial 
behaviours such as interactivity. This led to 
curating a show in which digital decay created 
an uncanny digital environment – defined by 
its lack of immaterial interaction – aimed at 
stimulating a creative experience in the 
viewers.  

machines will watch us die embodied 
a critique of the inconsiderate use of digital 
technology across socio-political and 
environmental territories. In line with media 
archaeology, the critical inquiry towards the 
hype of the Internet and digital culture turned 
into a speculative attempt to look at how 
curatorial strategies for new media art could 
have been alternatively developed if the myth 
of immateriality were substituted by that of 
materiality in the Nineties. Nowadays, 
discourses on global warming, human and 
natural resources exploitation and e-waste 
accumulation, force us to rethink digital culture 
under more material perspectives. We are 
now living the hype of material culture and we 
need to explore to what extent the material 
by-products of the immaterial – a tendency 
that already begun with Les Immatériaux in 
1985 – are impacting contemporaneity: 
machines will watch us die reflected ‘‘on 
themes of consumerism, loss, failure and 
shows digital decay as a process which is 
shaping future archaeological scenarios for the 
digital culture of our times. xxxiv 

Notes 

[1] The Variable Media Initiative born in 1999 and which

now comprises a variety of institution and archives such as

Rhizome is an example of this trend. 

[2] ‘‘Within new media history, media theory and

cybercultural studies, this provocation has focused attention

on the materiality of the medium, of information, and of

communication, inspiring research on a wide range of

topics, from the material substratum of media to the human

body’s interaction with technology to the socio-economic

systems which support that interaction’’ Critical Terms for

Media Studies (Bill Brown, 2010:50).

[3] Extract from the exhibition rationale.
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[4] Geoff Cox and Jacob Lund, The Contemporary

Condition: Introductory Thoughts on Contemporaneity and

Contemporary Art (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016).

[5] Lucy Lippard, Six years: the dematerialization of the art

object from 1966 to 1972 (Berkeley; London: University of

California Press, 1997).

[6] Les Immatériaux (1985), curated by Jean François

Lyotard at the Centre Pompidou in Paris.

[7] Jussi Parikka, A Geology of Media (Minneapolis

London: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).

[8] In Realism Materialism Art, Diana Coole defines New

Materialism as a ’philosophy of becoming’ and describes

’materialization as a dynamic process rather than a state’.

(2015:46) 

[9] New Materialism has also influenced the temporal

definition of materiality embedded in the show. Quentin

Meillassoux and Timothy Morton’s notions of time, as a

dia-cronic image (Meillassoux, 2008) and as a hyperobject

(Morton, 2010), respectively, propose a concept of time that

is a feature of unstable, dynamic matter, and has a life-span

of billions of years. In ‘’After Finitude’’, Meillaissoux links

the term dia-chronic to the scientific discoveries that

demonstrate the existence of matter ‘’anterior or ulterior to

every terrestrial relation to the world’ (2008: 112)’. In The

Ecological Thought, Morton explains hyperobjects as

objects that are massively distributed in time and space as to

transcend spatiotemporal specificity, such as global

warming, styrofoam, and radioactive plutonium (2010:130).

Thus, by repositioning human and non-human materiality

into new space-time coordinates, these accounts of time can

be traced back to Lyotard’s image of the Inhuman (1991).

The philosopher presents the image of the ‘death of the sun’

to argue that thought can and will exist without body

(Lyotard, 1991). For Lyotard, the sun will die in 4.5 billion

years and this will inevitably lead to the end of human

thought as we know it.

[10] Extract from the exhibition rationale

[11] Barad, K. (2007) Meeting the Universe Halfway:

quantum physics and the entanglement of matter and

meaning, Durham, London: Duke University Press. 

[12] This is an idea discussed by Erkki Huhtamo who

argues against interactive technology as something that

‘’has been marketed as a patent solution for almost any

problem in today's post-industrial society’’ (Huhtamo,

1995),5.

[13] Kristoffer Gansing (2003) explains interactivity in

terms of the ‘imaginary power’ that it has come to possess

in a consumerist society in the search for the ever new. The

lack of interactivity in the exhibition also stands for a

critique of consumerism. 

[14] https://www.e-

flux.com/architecture/superhumanity/66879/spatial-thought/

[15] The work as time-machine is an idea formulated by

media archaeologist Erkki Huhtamo (1995). 

[16] Extract from the exhibition rationale.

[17] No capitals were used in the titles to distance the show

from anthropocentric conventions that states that names and 

titles should be capitalized.  

[18] Martin Howse’s works and workshops often resemble

lab-style projects. For example, see:

http://shiftregister.info/post/162042241984/earth-

observation-source-workshop-at-hyyti%C3%A4l%C3%A4

[19] Extract from the exhibition rationale.
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