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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 38 

This issue of Antennae marks the celebration of the journal’s ten years of activity. It was 2006 when our first issue 
was published, and thirty-eight issues later Antennae is still here—alive and kicking, the one and only international 
journal of nature in visual culture: a world-wide reference point on the subject of human/non-human relationships in 
contemporary art. I will not indulge in a memory-lane-style editorial filled with romanticizations on what it means to 
have been on this journey with so many great colleagues, collaborators, and friends. I can only say that keeping 
this ‘independent-beast’ alive for ten years, without a traditional institutional support, has been hard work
— extremely rewarding hard work. And it does mean a lot, of course! 

From the very start, Antennae has provided a platform for new voices—it has outlined an academic space 
marked by a certain fluidity of content and freedom of format designed to foster the multidisciplinarity that is 
essential to the study of human/non-human relations. It is for this reason that the interview format has constantly 
been one of the most important publishing dimensions for the journal. It is in interviews that artists and scholars 
explore the side-lines of their practices, the loose and dead ends, and talk about the 'heart of the matter' with the 
same level of dedication. It is in interviews that a space opens to say what might not be otherwise said in essays or 
book chapters—it is in the colloquial dimension of the interview that (minor) disciplinary discourses of 
alternative kinds can be made to emerge. The interview is always a becoming of some sort; one in which the 
interviewee and the interviewer tease each other out of their comfort zones for the purpose of outlining new 
possibilities to connect, analyze, and map. The interview is always a collaborative kind of text in which co-authoring 
becomes testing, measuring, challenging, and most importantly unorthodox thinking.

It seemed therefore appropriate that Antennae’s first ten years should be marked by the release of two 
issues entirely dedicated to the interview format. Members of Antennae’s academic and advisory boards were 
asked to choose their interlocutors in order to address an issue dear to them. The idea was to gather some of the 
most influential thinkers, artists, writers, and makers in the field of nature and art to produce an archive of 
contemporary outlooks framed by multidisciplinary outlooks. The result is a series of original perspectives, 
exchanges, and investigations that capture the essence of what it means to be working with human/non-human 
issues at this point in the Anthropocene. Commissioning interviews for an issue entirely dedicated to this format is 
a gamble--it means letting collaborators squeeze into the editorial driving seat without knowing exactly where they 
want to drive. But the gamble has paid off—I could have not hoped for a more colorful cast, and trust Antennae’s 
readers will find these interviews informative as well as inspiring.            

On the graphic level, the issues generated by this commission pay homage to the irreverent and 
pioneering spirit of Andy Warhol’s entrepreneurial ambition to break the mold and to enable new modes of 
discussion to emerge in an accessible and inclusive way. It might seem odd to some that Warhol should 
appear on a cover of this journal. By essence, he was not an environmental artist and neither did he care much for 
animals. Yet, there is something really witty about his representations of flowers and animals as seen 
from a pop-culture perspective—the approximation, objectification, generalization, and artificial 
beautification of his non-human subjects speaks volumes about the anthropocentric attitude we have nurtured 
over the past fifty years of animal (imagery) consumption. However, their aesthetic appeal is 
counterbalanced by the often overlooked, yet extremely important, critique on nature and surfaces in 
representation. Warhol’s nature canvases embody a superficiality the artist relished as the essence of the 
consumerist age—a superficiality of consumption which constructs a consumable nature-product that relentlessly 
alienates us from other non-humans and ecosystems. 

With many thanks to all who have contributed to the making of this issue and the previous 37!

Dr. Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 
Lecturer in Visual Culture: 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Sotheby's Institute of Art 
Tate Galleries 
www.antennae.org.uk 
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ary Wolfe has been one of the most 
influential voices of animal-studies and 
posthumanism of the past ten years. 

He has written on a range of topics across 
bioethics, cognitive science, animal ethics, 
gender, and disability. But most regularly, Wolfe 
has in his writing turned to a genuine interest for 
how contemporary art can unhinge philosophical 
concepts in order to mobilize them further 
beyond disciplinary boundaries and the 
limitations of anthropocentric thinking. As a 
result, Wolfe’s 2009 influential book What is
Posthumanism? featured the discussion of a 
substantial amount of contemporary works of art 
in many diverse media. Wolfe’s quest for defining 
the essence of a posthumanist mediatic aesthetic 
led him to consider Sue Coe’s illustrations, 
Eduardo Kac’s transgenic projects, Lars von 
Trier’s musical film Dancer in the Dark, Rem 
Koolhaas and Bruce Mau’s urban landscape 
design Tree City for Toronto’s Downsview Park, 
Ricardo Scofidio and Elizabeth Diller’s 
architectural project Blur, and Brian Eno and 
David  Byrne’s  experimental  rock album My Life 

in the Bush of Ghosts from innovative perspectives. 
More than any other previously published book on 
the subject, Wolfe’s use of contemporary art in 
philosophical writing has provided a productive 
model for multidisciplinary, experimental inquiry in 
posthumanist and animal-studies thinking. 

Giovanni Aloi: Since the publication of What 
Is Posthumanism? much has changed on the 
philosophical horizon: Speculative Realism, 
New Materialism, Object Oriented Ontology, 
and Multispecies Ethnography have become 
increasingly important in contemporary 
debates on new ontologies and non-
anthropocentric perspectives. What is your 
impression of the, so-called, ontological turn? 

Cary Wolfe: I’m not interested in ontology 
even though I am interested in what people 
interested in ontology are interested in. To me, 
ontology is a seriously misguided philosophical 
pursuit—which doesn’t mean that people who 
think they are doing ontology don’t have 
interesting  and  valuable  things  to  say  about 

C 

INTERVIEWEE: CARY WOLFE 
INTERVIEWER: GIOVANNI ALOI 

Since the very beginning, rethinking human/animal relations has entailed reconsidering epistemology, 
ontology, and ethics. Along the way, on this ambitious journey, contemporary art has constantly provided 
invaluable opportunities to push disciplinary boundaries and test philosophical notions to breaking point. 
Twenty years later, so much has happened in animal-studies and much more has changed in 
contemporary art and philosophical discourse. Giovanni Aloi, Editor in Chief of Antennae interviews 
Cary Wolfe on the current state of affairs of animal-studies, posthumanism, and the arts. Over the past ten 
years, Wolfe has distinguished himself as one of the most influential voices in posthumanist philosophical 
discourses.  What’s left to say? What’s not been said? And what lies ahead for contemporary art and 
animal studies as speculative realism brings another wave of radical, ontological revisionism?   
Text and Interview Questions by Giovanni Aloi
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this or that topic. Ever since my second book, 
Critical Environments, I’ve made it clear that the 
kind of work I do is an explicitly deontologized
form of pragmatist theory, so I’m simply not 
interested in (and in fact find philosophically 
empty) the kinds of claims that ontology makes. 
One unfortunate result of the turn that you 
describe has been a pervasive, ongoing 
confusion in theoretical circles of the issue of 
philosophical realism with the question of 
materialism. In short, realists like to claim that if 
you don’t believe in philosophical realism’s 
account of reality then you automatically don’t 
believe that reality is real. But of course, it is 
perfectly possible to believe that you can’t have 
a pure, unmediated encounter with the material 
world without believing that reality isn’t real (and 
it is perfectly possible to do so without being a 
“correlationist,” by the way). 

A lot of mileage has been wrung out of 
this confusion (to mix my metaphors). But as 
Richard  Rorty  pointed  out  a  long  time  ago  in 

Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, philosophical 
realism and philosophical idealism, which seem to 
be opposites, are actually just two sides of the 
same coin, namely a coin called philosophical 
representationalism. For me, philosophy and 
theory are not representationalist enterprises, 
and that means that when we talk about 
“speculative realism,” for instance, the accent for 
me falls on “speculative,” not “realism.” I’m not 
the least bit interested in the realist and 
ontological claims being made, which I think are 
empty and in fact, in many ways, ultra-traditional 
and intellectually conservative; but I am
interested in how the “speculative” enterprise 
opens up questions in fresh and innovative ways 
we hadn’t thought of before. 

G.A.: How do you see animal-studies and
posthumanism fitting amongst these new 
philosophical waves?   

C.W.: Well, just as it is increasingly difficult to
generalize about, say Object Oriented 
Ontology—I find the work of even its most well-
known purveyors quite heterogeneous and 
increasingly divergent, in many ways—I think it’s 
increasingly difficult to generalize about animal 
studies and posthumanism (and, as you know, 
“animal studies” is for me but a subset and sub-
problem of the much larger domain of 
posthumanist thought). What animal studies and 
posthumanism share with these movements, 
obviously, is an commitment to anti-
anthropocentric thought, to the idea that the 
“human” is not at the center of the universe and 
that, in fact, the concept of the “human” should 
not be allowed to do any heavy lifting, 
philosophically speaking. So the OOO people are 
quite right when they say that the “human” is 
just another kind of object. But of course—and 
this was the point of an entire chapter in What Is
Posthumanism?—there are humanist ways of 
doing anti-anthropocentric theory, whether we’re 
talking about animal studies or the various 
varieties of ontology and realism you’ve just 
described. The other part of your question that is 
worth thinking about is the extent to which 
promoters and practitioners of these “new 
philosophical    waves”    adopt   a   posture   of  

Cary Wolfe 
What Is Posthumanism?, University of Minnesota 
Press, 2009  
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overcoming or rejecting humanism altogether, 
which is a sense I have about some of this 
work. Leaving aside the dubious desire for 
philosophical purification, I’ve tried to make it 
clear that, for me, “posthumanism” doesn’t 
mean a rejection or overcoming of humanism, 
but rather coming up with better ways of 
thinking about many of the things philosophical 
humanism was interested in. Humanism isn’t 
wholly bad or wholly good; it’s a legacy and an 
inheritance we have to work through. 

G.A.: In Surface Encounters: Thinking With 
Animals and Art, Ron Broglio argued that art 
“has a particular investment with surfaces 
 that is useful in unhinging philosophical  
concepts and moving them in new 
directions”. What role does art play in the 
relationship between your thinking and 
writing?  

C.W.: I think Ron is right. One of the
fundamental roles that art plays for me is that it
can undertake what I often call “non-
propositional conceptualization” of the kinds of
questions we’re interested in, and in ways that
the relatively impoverished medium of language
and textuality really can’t. That makes art’s
engagement of, say, the question of species loss
and extinction potentially more multi-
dimensional, if less precise, than theoretical
exposition in the medium of words. I could give a
more highly technical answer to your question
about how this works, drawing on the work of
Niklas Luhmann’s Art as a Social System (among
others), but that is available in the chapter of
What Is Posthumanism? on architecture that
you’re referencing below, which centers on how
art makes the incommunicable communicate by
using the difference between perception and
communication, psychic systems and social
systems, in a way that is unique among the
various forms of social communication. To
paraphrase Luhmann, in art—and this includes
literary art, of course—things that don’t make
sense make meaning, and it’s possible for
elements that are not present to be maximally
meaningful. Or as Miles Davis put it, in a line I’m
fond  of  quoting,  “in  jazz,  what’s important is

not the notes you play; it’s the notes you don’t
play.” All of this is an enormous asset for fully 
conceptualizing the kinds of questions we’re 
interested in and how they resonate in 
theoretical, social, and affective registers. The 
only other thing I’ll add here—and again this is 
not about what art engages but how it 
engages it—is that artists, because of the 
intensive involvement they have with the media 
in which they work, start with an understanding 
that “normate” human ways of perceiving and 
experiencing are just one way of experiencing 
the world of light, sound, smell, taste and 
touch that involves the potentialities of a much 
broader non-human, “animal” sensorium. 
There’s a way in which art—even the most 
traditional, humanist art—is always already 
“animal” in this sense, and this really hit me 
recently when I was in Amsterdam and took a 
very close look at Rembrandt’s use of paint, 
especially in some of the later self-portraits. 
But of course the same could be said of 
Cezanne—speaking of paragons of humanist 
art!  

G.A.: In What Is Posthumanism? you focused 
on a range of artistic media including Sue 
Coe’s illustrations, Eduardo Kac’s transgenic 
projects, Lars von Trier’s musical film Dancer 
in the Dark, Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau’s 
urban landscape design Tree City for 
Toronto’s Downsview Park, Ricardo Scofidio 
and Elizabeth Diller’s architectural 
project Blur, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essays, 
Wallace Stevens’s philosophical poetry, and 
Brian Eno and David Byrne’s experimental 
rock album My Life in the Bush of Ghosts. 
What media are you currently interested in 
and why? 

C.W.: Well, I’ve written a couple of fairly 
substantial pieces recently on contemporary 
installation art having to do with animals and 
extinction—specifically, Mark Wilson and Bryndis 
Snæbjörnsdóttir’s Trout Fishing in America and
Other Stories, which engages the plight of the 
California Condor (among other creatures), and 
Michael Pestel’s Requiem: Ectopistes Migratorius,
which  centers  on  the  extinction of the Passenger 
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snæbjörnsdottir/wilson 
Condor 082, artwork from the exhibition Trout Fishing in America and Other stories, (archival photograph, 
2015 © snæbjörnsdottir/wilson) 

 



9 

Pigeon and specifically Martha, the last of her 
kind who died in captivity in Cincinnati. They’re 
both installation art of a fairly familiar type, but 
they’re also very different from each other. 
Michael, for instance, is a trained composer and 
musician, and has done a lot of improvisational 
work with both Japanese butoh dancer Taketeru 
Kudo and jazz musician Anthony Braxton, so that 
inflects his piece in a quite different direction. I’m 
also quite engaged with the literary medium 
right now—specifically, poetry—in a project 
tentatively called Wallace Stevens’s Birds, or,
Ecological Poetics. Working with literature and 
poetry comes more naturally to me, because that 
is my field of scholarly training, but because of 
the theoretical frameworks that I use, there’s 
probably less distance in my work between 
textual and other media in terms of how I 
engage them. Another way to put it is that when 
it comes to specific media, I’ve never really been 
the kind of person who says “oh, I’m a film guy” 
or “oh, I work on painting.” That’s not how I 
think. 

G.A.: Your discussion of the ethical
considerations involved in the 
representational strategies deployed in Sue 
Coe’s illustration and in Eduardo Kac’s 
transgenic projects caused quite a bit of 
controversy in some circles. More 
specifically, Steve Baker disagreed with your 
conception of the relationship between 
philosophical and artistic 
representationalism. In Artist|Animal, Baker, 
accused you of “not looking enough” (p.231), 
thus producing a “misleading reading” of the 
essential differences involved in their 
practices. Have you reconsidered your 
position on Kac’s and Coe’s work in the light 
of new developments that have 
characterized contemporary art? 

C.W.: No, not really. Look, contemporary art is
a vast and heterogeneous field—as you know 
better than I do—and any incision one makes 
into that field will thus by definition be 
reductive, highly selective, and schematic—but 
to a purpose, one hopes. And my purpose in 
that  piece was to raise a very specific question 

that I felt hadn’t really been taken up the way it 
should: what is the relationship (if indeed there 
is one) between representationalism and 
speciesism? As I said earlier, the issue is not 
just what art does—expressing outrage and 
grief over anthropocentric exploitation and 
violence, in Coe’s case—but how it does it. Sue 
Coe’s work is very powerful, no doubt, and I 
admire her very much for all sorts of reasons—
and I like her a lot personally, too; she visited 
an undergraduate class of mine on animal 
rights many years ago, at Indiana University--
but, you know, her work is what it is: humanist 
posthumanism. 

G.A.: I am personally not in full agreement
with Baker’s claim that Coe’s body of work 
does not rely on a ‘regime of faciality’, as 
you instead argued. It seems to me that 
many works by Coe entirely rely on a highly 
anthropomorphic regime of faciality that 
echoes a Lacanian conception of ‘the face’ in 
the sense that Coe deliberately leverages 
upon tried and tested representational 
techniques typical of the photographic or the 
filmic, strategically employing close ups, 
exaggeration of eye-size, and accentuation 
of curved lines, in order to instill empathy in 
the viewer—animals look back, and in many 
of Coe’s work, animals seem to implicitly 
implore us to stop. In this sense, my 
preoccupation with a ‘regime of faciality’ in 
contemporary art involving animals rests 
upon specisistic concerns, rather than on the 
original question of posthumanist/humanist 
approaches in art. I believe that art that 
engages with posthumanist themes cannot 
afford to be speciesistic. Coe’s work, 
because of the nature of her animal rights 
commitment, poses interesting questions 
that extend well beyond the artistic remit. In 
this context, what kind of ethicalities are, in 
your view, more suited to art involving 
animals? And more importantly, can an 
animal studies centered approach to art ever 
be truly posthumanist to start with? 

C.W.: With regard to Coe’s work and Steve’s
position,  I couldn’t  put it better myself. But to 
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Sue Coe 
From the book Dead Meat, 1995 © Sue Coe 

Eduardo Kac 
Alba, 2000 © Eduardo Kac 

your larger question, I think you are absolutely 
right. Another way to put it is to understand 
that “species” is not really where the action is 
from a posthumanist point of view. In this day 
and age of increasing attention to the 
microbiome and epigenetics, “species” is 
obviously, now more than ever, a reductive 
concept (both scientifically and theoretically) 
and a very blunt instrument. And one of the 
real values of biopolitical thought—as I tried to 
show in my last book Before the Law: Humans
and Other Animals in a Biopolitical Frame—is 
that it reminds us just how blunt it can be when 
you remember how “race” functioned in 
biopolitical formations, and then you also
realize that you can’t talk about race without 
talking about species—my critique of Foucault, 
and Donna Haraway’s as well. Whatever it is 
we’re talking about with regard to the 
relationship between art, ethics, and what we 
call “life,” it can’t be adequately engaged by 
indexing these questions to a biological or 
zoological taxonomic designation. No way. 
“The animal” can’t be allowed to do any heavy 
lifting any more than “the human” can. We 
need another vocabulary, another theoretical 
framework within which what we  call  “human” 
and   “animal”   (as   Derrida   put   it)   are   the 

eventuations—not necessary eventuations but 
possible eventuations—of processes and 
relations that are not themselves either 
“human” or “animal.” And this is precisely 
what I think Eduardo’s work is on to (and so is 
Donna Haraway’s, of course). So if the concept 
of “species” is of any use, it’s in focusing our 
attention on how the organism/environment 
relationship is anything but generic. “Species” 
is simply a placeholder, a bookmark, for a more 
complex and robust form of engagement of 
the questions of art, ethics, and “life.”  

C.W.: In 2012, you interviewed Eija-Liisa
Ahtila, a well-known video artist and 
photographer residing in Helsinki and whose 
work has been exhibited at Tate Modern in 
London and MoMA in New York amongst 
other prestigious museum. At the very 
beginning of your interview you took care to 
let your reader know that your conversation 
with the artist was conducted via email over 
the period of two weeks, her keyboard 
docked in Helsinki, Finland; yours, in 
Houston, Texas. Considering this issue of 
Antennae is entirely dedicated to interviews, 
I am curious to hear about the challenges you 
encountered in interviewing  
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Eija-Liisa Ahtila 
The House, 2012 © Eija-Liisa Ahtila 

the artist through this medium. What 
productivities and challenges shaped this 
process? 

C.W.: To be honest, I sort of like the email
medium for interviews, and it was easy for 
Ahtila and me—and we still have never met 
face to face, by the way—to converse in this 
medium.  You have to figure out the protocol, 
of course: how many back and forths do you 
have, do you introduce new questions as 
subsets of original answers that point toward 
the need for another chapter, as it were, etc. 
We were lucky, no doubt, and that luck was 
produced in part by the fact that we have a 
deep and sympathetic understanding of each 
other’s work. One advantage of this medium is 
that you have already, in a sense, gone through 
a couple of edits by the time you’re done with 
the first pass. It’s cleaner, more focused, and 
more thoughtful, if perhaps less textured in a 
sense. As it happens, I just did a Skype 
interview yesterday for a project that a couple 
of faculty from Queen’s University in Canada 
are doing, and I shudder to think about all the 
“ums,” “ahs,” “likes,” and digressions that are 
built into talking out loud—at least the way I
talk out loud. They’ve got their work cut out 
for them! 

G.A: Would you classify Eija-Liisa Ahtila’s
work as posthumanist, or have you moved 
beyond the desire to classify artist’s work 
within specific categories? 

C.W.: These sort of labels are useful to me only
insofar as they open up something about the 
work—whether it’s artistic or philosophical—
that we wouldn’t have seen otherwise. My 
writing on Ahtila’s work (in a catalog essay for 
a big retrospective show of hers a few years 
ago) is actually not framed by the question of 
posthumanism, but rather in terms of the 
biopolitical problematic—and specifically the 
immunitary/autoimmunitary paradigm within 
biopolitical thought. One of the interesting 
things about her work is how heterogeneous 
and unexpected it is—both within individual 
works and in the connections between 
different pieces (even if we just stick with what 
are regarded as her major works). Think about 
the appearance of Santa Clause at the 
beginning of The Annunciation, or all sorts of 
stuff that happens in The House. What the 
immunitary paradigm enabled me to see in her 
work was a larger coherence, the subterranean 
connections between pieces that otherwise 
seem quite unrelated. For example, how is the 
increasingly   psychotic   space   of   home,  the  
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heimlich, and the whole inside/out topography 
of The House related to the seemingly quite 
distant concerns about colonial violence 
against Algerians by the French in Where Is
Where? And how are these related, in turn, to 
the persistent concern for non-human life, and 
the relations of human and non-human forms of 
life, that animate pieces such as The
Annunciation and The Hour of Prayer? To the 
question of religion and the biopolitical opened 
up in the work of Derrida and Agamben? 

G.A.: More recently you have collaborated
with contemporary artist Maria Whiteman for 
a project titled Landscape and Inscription, 
which considers questions of geological time 
and force, global warming/climate change, 
circuits of energy production and 
distribution, human interfaces with the 
environmental, among other considerations. 
Are you at all interested in the aesthetic 
strategies of Multispecies Ethnographies, for 
instance? 

C.W.: Oh yes, of course. Multispecies
Ethnography takes up such questions in a way 
that is quite consonant, I think, with what I was 
saying  a  moment  ago about the term “species” 

in relation to art and ethics. “Species” is a 
placeholder that gets decomposed, recomposed, 
and distilled under very specific conditions and 
sets of coordinates, and in relation to different 
disciplinary frameworks. Last February, Maria 
and I participated in an art exhibition and panel 
on “Hope in an Era of Extinction” at the 
Princeton Environmental Institute that Eben 
Kirksey put together as part of his ongoing 
“Multispecies Salon” project. The panel included 
leading scholars from about five or six different 
disciplines, with others skyped in from various 
locations to discuss extinction, de-extinction, 
wildlife conservation, species loss, ethics, and the 
broader relations of life and technology in the 
era of CRISPR and synthetic biology. As one of 
the people in the audience put it at the 
reception, it was a great example of “problem-
driven,” not “puzzle-driven,” interdisciplinary 
exchange around a question we’re all 
passionately interested in. The other thing I like 
about Multispecies Ethnography is its explicitly 
experimental character (sometimes to the point 
of a sort of Merry Pranksters ethos)—“let’s do 
a remix (perhaps “in the wet”) and see what 
happens”! But of course, being a pragmatist, I 
would like that about Multispecies 
Ethnography!  
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G.A.: Can you tell us how the idea for
Landscape and Inscription came about and 
how the work relates to your philosophical 
work whilst triangulating with that of Maria 
Whiteman? 

C.W.: I think Landscape and Inscription was
Maria’s idea, but I’m not entirely sure. It’s hard 
to locate an origin for the project because she 
and I have been involved for a few years in an 
ongoing collaboration centered primarily on a 
suite of video installation pieces that we 
continue to work on, even as we both have our 
own quite consuming individual projects. I 
guess the way I’d describe it is that it emerged 
as an attempt to unpack and fully ramify why 
she and I seemed to be drawn to the same 
elements and forms of engagement of what we 
used to call “nature”—she, as an artist and I, as 
a theorist. So in her video or photographic 
work, for example, I’d be quite taken by the 
shots and compositional grammars her work 
would gravitate toward: you know, a shot of an 
seascape but with a rearview mirror in it, or a 
herd of elk, but upon closer inspection wearing 

radio tracking collars, or herons and egrets 
traversing the Texas wetlands, but with the 
faint outline of an oil refinery on the horizon. I 
think for both of us this opens onto the larger 
question—a philosophical question, but also a 
question for artistic practice and strategy—of 
the need to think more deeply in both media 
about what “nature,” “landscape,” “ecology,” 
“environment,” and “life” are (and other 
cognate terms could be added to the list, of 
course). For example, we’re both passionately, 
intensely interested in non-human animal life, 
but here again, as I said earlier, that question 
thus becomes reframed within in a larger set of 
considerations in which “nature” itself, 
“landscape” itself, “life” itself become a 
medium on which various forces (political, 
economic, technological, etc.) inscribe 
themselves (and in a way, this is a  different 
kind of answer to your earlier question about 
what sorts of media I’m interested in right 
now). All of which, to me at least, is quite 
consonant with the Foucauldian sense of the 
biopolitical that I tried to draw out in Before
the    Law.   In   other   words:     environmental  
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thought meets biopolitical thought. 

G.A.: Does Landscape and Inscription 
represent the beginning of a new turn in 
your career? What role will making art play 
in your participation to posthumanist 
discourses? 

C.W.: I don’t think so; I see it as more of a
continuum. The video installation pieces that 
we’re doing are in part built around longish 
poems that I wrote (three to five pages, typically, 
and probably more narrative than I would 
normally write)—sometimes in response to the 
videos, sometimes as a kind of inspiration or 
script for them.  Fragments of the poems show 
up in each of the videos, and the full text of each 
poem is available in the installation space. I 
started out as a poet, actually, and I had to 
decide whether I wanted to do an MFA or a 
Ph.D., so for me, the progression feels quite 
organic (if we can allow that phrase at this point 
in the conversation!). I do find making art, writing 
about art, and working with artists to be 
incredibly liberating, enriching, and thought 
provoking—a different version of what I enjoyed 
about that “Hope in an Era of Extinction” 
program at Princeton that I was talking about a 
moment ago. It’s just a different and more open-
ended, more experimental process, in many 
ways, than sitting around talking to a room full of 
Derrideans or Deleuzeans or whatever—less 
predictable and more unexpected, I guess you 
could say. 

G.A.: Which other contemporary artists are
you interested in right now? 

C.W.: Wow, that’s such a huge question, there
are so many artists doing so many different 
kinds of work, so I’ll give a different kind of 
answer. I have pretty eclectic taste in art. The 
big Mike Kelley retrospective at MoMA PS1 a 
couple of years ago was maybe the best thing 
I’ve seen recently. Such an accomplished and 
yet remarkably heterogeneous body of work; 
it’s hard to believe it was done by the same 
person. William Kentridge’s work always blows 
me   away   and   then  I  sort  of forget about it 

(though he does make his way into the poem 
for one of our installation pieces, “Mountain 
Pine Beetle”—I think the line is, “the entire 
Front Range / Under a Kentridge eraser”). 
Wow what a serious, and seriously talented, 
artist he is—again, like Kelley, an amazing skill 
set. Another artist I love, with a similarly scary 
skill set but an almost diametrically opposed 
sensibility, is Wayne White, who is the subject 
of the film Beauty Is Embarrassing—a great 
film to show to students (especially art 
students), by the way.  

I saw a Wolfgang Tillmans show at the 
David Zwirner Gallery in Chelsea last year that I 
thought was pretty extraordinary—a 
photographer who deals with the photographic 
image like an architect or a sculptor. The 
thought that went into the installation of the 
images, how they spoke to each other, and 
how each room was built and worked with the 
overall space, was just really impressive. In one 
room, as I recall, there were just display cases 
of different kinds of photographic paper. Wow! 
Before that, in the same neighborhood several 
years earlier, Douglas Gordon’s Play Dead;
Real Time at the Gagosian. It’s a two channel 
installation centered on a huge video of an 
elephant lying down, playing dead, and getting 
up, then doing the cycle again, and as you 
stand there and watch it, it gradually dawns on 
you that the actual elephant was filmed in the 
very spot where the screen stands. Like most 
of Gordon’s work, very simple and razor sharp. 

What else? Taryn Simon’s A Living Man
Declared Dead and Other Stories at the Tate 
Modern was, I think, a very interesting piece of 
biopolitical art, and the most expensive (and 
maybe heaviest) book I own is the catalog for 
that show. Around the same time, a great—and 
great big--Glenn Ligon show at the Ft. Worth 
Modern that was a very smart and shrewd 
engagement of the crossing of race, gender, 
and sexuality. He’s one of my favorite African-
American artists, along with Carrie Mae Weems 
and Willie Cole. I like Tony Oursler’s work a lot, 
and was fortunate enough to see his Influence
Machine installation at Madison Square Park 
years ago. About eighteen months ago, I 
happened  to  be  in  LA on my way to Australia 



15 

Douglas Gordon 
Play Dead; Real Time (this way, that way, the other side), 2003 © Gordon 

when LACMA had the big Pierre Huyghe show 
and Thomas Demand’s amazing stop action 
video Pacific Sun running at the same time. Of 
course, LACMA has James Turrell’s Levitated
Mass (which I found a little underwhelming); 
Turrell’s an interesting character I may write 
about soon, and we have a big, splashy seven 
million dollar skyspace of his on the Rice 
campus called Twilight Epiphany.

We get some amazing stuff in Houston, 
of course, and the big Joseph Beuys Actions,
Vitrines, Environments show at the Menil 
Collection not long after I moved there really 
stayed in my head. I’ve been threatening ever 
since to write a big piece on Beuys, but then it 
morphed into a Beuys and Frida Kahlo piece 
(about animality, sexuality, disability, and 
infirmity)—but that’s another interview! In the 
animals and ecology neighborhood we were 
talking about earlier, it’s a very long list in 
addition     to     the    people    we’ve    already 

 

discussed, but Annette Messager’s piece The
Pensioners is one of my all-time favorites—very 
powerful and complex emotionally--and Walter 
De Maria’s The Lightning Field in New Mexico 
should be on everyone’s “To Do” list. They 
drop you off at this extraordinary little cabin in 
the middle of nowhere that my friend Helen 
Winkler Fosdick helped build years ago from 
old farm house scrapwood, and then they 
come back and pick you up twenty-four hours 
later. The duration, the solitude, is very much a 
part of the piece. Closer to home, Mark Dion’s 
work is really strong, I think, very intelligent 
and multi-faceted (and often with a great sense 
of humor!). Mark is a real pro when it comes to 
understanding context, audience, venue, etc.—
everything that goes into really thinking 
through a project. His big nurse log piece at 
the Seattle Sculpture Garden is one of my 
favorite works of eco-art by anyone; it’s perfect 
for     someone     who     thinks    about   “life,” 
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technicity, and prostheticity the way I do. Oh, 
and on that note, I love the Brothers Quay! 

G.A.: Donna Haraway’s new book, Manifestly
Haraway, published by Minnesota University 
Press, features a conversation between you 
and the author. Reading cyborgs and 
companion species through and with each 
other, you and Donna join in a wide-ranging 
exchange on the history and meaning of the 
manifestos in the context of biopolitics, 
feminism, Marxism, human–nonhuman 
relationships, making kin, literary tropes, 
material semiotics, the negative way of 
knowing, secular Catholicism, and more. How 
did this collaboration come about and what 
is the essential contribution to the field 
which emerges from this conversation? 

C.W.: Donna and I have known each other for a
long time—she came and visited my class when 
I was greenhorn Assistant Professor at Indiana 
in the early 90s—but we really became fast 
friends when we were together for a couple of 
days for a program at UCLA and we discovered 
that each of us had a very serious involvement 
with dog training.  And then that led, during 
the same trip, to a bond we discovered we 
both shared with Vicki Hearne, who was a very 
interesting and very smart character but not in 
a way that a lot of your typical progressive 
academics really get. This was all before Donna 
“came out,” as she later put it, as someone 
seriously involved in agility trial work with her 
dog Cayenne. 

We stayed in touch after that, and when 
I started the Posthumanities series at 
Minnesota, I got in touch with her about doing 
a book, even though I assumed, of course, that 
all of her work for the foreseeable future was 
already committed. Well, not only was that not
the case, she also wanted to sign up for two
projects: what would become When Species
Meet and then another project she had in 
mind, Manifestly Haraway, which would consist 
of the two manifestoes and then a bridge essay 
she would write about the evolution of her 
thought and her work in the intervening years. 

Well, as the years went by, she became less 
and less interested in the bridge essay idea—in 
part, I think, because of everything that was 
going on in the UC system and at Santa Cruz 
during the mid- to late 2000s (especially post-
2008), a period in which she was serving as 
Chair of the History of Consciousness 
Program—but she (and the Press) still wanted 
to do the manifestoes together in one volume. 
So I suggested that we just do a long 
conversation instead and that would be the 
bridge text; I was doing a thing Stanford a 
couple of springs ago, so I shot down to Santa 
Cruz and stayed with Donna and Rusten for 
three days and we put about five hours on 
tape, about three and half to four of which, I’d 
say, we ended up using, and in very lightly 
edited form. What you read in the book is very, 
very close to how the conversation itself went, 
not verbatim but pretty close.  

To come to the 
other part of your question, I think there are 
very many ways in which the project is relevant 
to the current context—too many to name, in 
fact, but I think they emerge quite clearly in the 
course of the conversation—but my main 
agenda in the project, as I say in the preface, is 
to recover and reassert the importance of 
Donna’s work in the context of what would 
come to be called “biopolitical” thought. One 
of the things that’s pretty hard to miss about 
canonical biopolitical thought is that it is largely 
a procession of white, male, European 
philosophers, and so part of what I was trying 
to do for Donna’s work in the context of 
biopolitics is a lot like what she has tried to do 
for Lynn Margulis’s work in the field of biology 
and the life sciences, to rectify a certain lacuna 
or omission, what she calls “the politics of 
citational practices” that has largely written 
Margulis out of the main story of the 
development of theoretical biology over the last 
30 or 40 years. So my main point in the project was 
to remind people that Donna was “doing 
biopolitical thought” long before it was codified as 
such, in essays such as “Sex, Mind, and Profit,” 
“Situated Knowledges,” the famous essay on 
immune  system  discourse—really,  a whole book’s  
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worth of foundational work in biopolitical 
thought, and with an interdisciplinary range and 
skill set unmatched by any of the other major 
biopolitical thinkers (and I’m not even mentioning 
Primate Visions which, similarly, was and is a 
foundational text in “animal studies” before 
there was anything called “animal studies”.) So 
part of the idea was to set the record straight, 
and part was to draw out how much we can still 
learn from her work in attempting to think what 
has sometimes been called an “affirmative,” 
rather than “thanatopolitical,” biopolitics. 

G.A: Are you currently working on a new
book? 

C.W.: I’m actually working on two new books,
maybe three, depending on how one of them 
evolves. The first is a project on political theory 
that is a sequel, of sorts, to Before the Law—
not in the sense that it focuses on non-human 
animals, but it picks up on the question, “how 
does the concept of the `political’ change after 
the immunitary turn in biopolitical thought?” 
Essentially, I’m returning to the immunitary 
paradigm (which is a systems concept, after all) 
but retheorizing it in terms of systems theory, 
in a way that is much more rigorous than what 
we find in Esposito’s work, for example. When 
you do so, you end up with some very 
interesting consequences for thinking what the 
“political” is (and isn’t) and how it can influence 
(or not) the other social instances in question, 
and to do that, you really have to have a 
requisite theory of social complexity before 
you can re-insert the “political” back into the 
equation.  One way to put it is that I’m using 
Luhmann to radicalize Foucault. I’ve spent the 
past couple of years developing this project, in 
part in conjunction with a year-long seminar at 
Rice that Tim Morton and I ran last year, called 
“After Biopolitics.” 

The second project is the one I 
mentioned earlier on Wallace Stevens’s Birds,
or, Ecological Poetics. This may turn into two 
books—one focused squarely on Stevens, and 
one on the broader question of ecological 
poetics as we find that developed not only in 
some   of   the   work   I’ve   already mentioned 

(Wilson and Snaebjörnsdóttir, Pestel, etc.) but 
also in other kinds of art that I have in mind, 
such as the wonderful late long poem Garbage
by A.R. Ammons (one of the truly great poets 
of the second half of the 20th century), Don 
DeLillo’s novel Point Omega, which is 
fascinated with the complexities of thinking 
geological time and extinction, and the Turrell 
material I touched on earlier (among others). 
I’m going to write the Stevens first and see 
what happens.  
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n his latest book, Immaterialism: Objects and
Social Theory, (Polity, 2016) Speculative Realist 
philosopher Graham Harman differentiates 
Object-Oriented Ontology from New 

Materialism and Actor-Network Theory, using the 
Dutch East India Company as a primary example. In 
the following interview, we discuss some of those 
nuances, how they relate to art, the Anthropocene, 
and Harman‘s articulation of Object-Oriented Social 
Theory. Harman is the author of several books 
including Guerrilla Metaphysics: Phenomenology
and the Carpentry of Things (2005), Circus
Philosophicus (2010), Bruno Latour: Reassembling
the Political (2014) and more. 

C.P.: In your latest book, Immaterialism: 
Objects and Social Theory, (Polity, 2016) you 
articulate how object-oriented ontology 
differs from Actor-Network Theory and New 
Materialisms. Would you talk a little bit 
about those differences? 

G.H.: Let’s start with Actor-Network Theory, to
which   I’m  much   closer.  I  first   encountered 

Bruno Latour’s work here in Chicago, as a 
student working on my PhD at Depaul in the 
late 1990s. What I immediately liked about 
Latour is that his tone was much more 
optimistic than Heiddeger’s. Latour is much 
funnier. He also provides more resources for 
talking about specific objects. For Heiddeger, 
all objects seem to be treated as faces of 
technology and miserable instantiations of 
presence. Meanwhile. Latour actually talks 
about individual technologies, each different in 
its own way. Yet what bothers me about the 
Actor-Network approach is that it defines 
things solely by their actions. That’s too 
limited; ultimately, you need to be able to talk 
about things outside of their actions because 
things are capable of multiple different actions. 

C.P.: How does that relate to the main
example in Immaterialism, The Dutch East 
India Company? 

G.H.: I chose that example because Leibniz
made fun of the Dutch East India Company as a 
pseudo-object,   in   his   correspondence   with 

I  
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 Over the past five years, Object-Oriented Ontology has t aken the philosophical world by storm. Graham  
Harman’s notion that everything is an object unravels ne w conceptions of agency in which objects can  
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Antoine Arnauld. As concerns the Company, 
Leibniz basically says: “How silly to think of it 
as a unified substance. It’s just a bunch of 
different people and different ships. How can it 
be considered one thing? There is no monad 
here.” Yet the fact remains that the Dutch East 
India Company lasted nearly 200 years, longer 
than any known human being has survived. 
Even if it changed its ships on a regular basis, it 
was a real object that exerted pressure both on 
its internal components and the outside 
environment. It remained roughly the same 
thing throughout that time, even when ships, 
people, or its operational strategies were 
replaced. 

C.P.:  But you are interested in the way it, as
a single thing, nevertheless changes over 
time? 

G.H.: Yes, but not according to the usual
pseudo-cutting edge model in which 
everything is in a constant flux of becoming. 
This merely levels out everything in such a way 
that all moments become equal, which does 
not match what experience teaches us. 
In Immaterialism I try to identify five or six 
particular moments that were crucial for the life 
of the Dutch East India Company. My major 
source here is the Serial Endosymbiosis Theory 
(SET) of the biologist Lynn Margulis, who is 
only just starting to catch on in the humanities: 
Luciana Parisi at Goldsmiths in London and 
Myra Hird at Queen’s University in Canada 
come to mind as two authors working in 
neighboring areas to my own who have 
grasped the importance of Margulis for all of 
us. For those who haven’t read her but are 
interested, the book Symbiotic Planet is a good 
starting point. 

Margulis had an important idea in the 
1960s, during her years as a graduate student 
and assistant professor, that life forms evolve 
primarily not through a gradual process of 
survival of the fittest, but through intermittent 
symbiosis with other life forms. Consider the 
human cell and its numerous organelles. Her 
theory was that these organelles did not 
originally  belong  to  the  human cell, but came 

   Graham Harman 
  Immaterialism, Polity, 2016 

from the outside. Originally, there was the 
prokaryotic cell, which has no nucleus or 
internal membranes. According to Margulis, 
these organisms were probably infected by 
cellular parasites that fed on the nutrients 
inside the cell. Eventually, the parasites 
became important for our cells to survive when 
atmospheric oxygen drastically increased. 

Margulis hypothesized that if we were 
ever able to run adequate tests to analyze the 
DNA in the nuclei of human cells, we would 
find that the cellular DNA does not code for all 
the organelles, thereby proving their extra-
cellular origin. In the 1980’s those tests 
became possible and it turned out that 
Margulis was right. What she had proposed 
went from being a laughingstock of a theory to 
standard textbook biology. 

C.P.:  Is there another example of how that
would work? 
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G.H.: Yes. Around the same time, Margulis
asked, “Have we ever seen evolution happen in 
a laboratory?” They told her there was one 
such case, and it involved fruit flies in a tank, if 
that’s the proper term. Researchers split the 
tank down the middle, slowly turning the heat 
up on one side and down on the other. After 
however many generations, the two sets of 
fruit flies could no longer mate, and thus had 
effectively become different species. After 
dissecting them, they found that there was a 
virus in the hot fruit flies. The orthodox 
reaction to this might have been: “Damn it. The 
experiment is contaminated by a virus. It’s 
useless.” But the reaction of Margulis was 
different: “No. That’s the whole point. The 
point is that the virus allowed the fruit flies to 
survive in the heat.” 

C.P.: What made you want to apply that
approach to history? 

G.H.: I was thinking first about human
biography,  because  Levi  Bryant  and  I had an 

interesting dispute. He claimed that since I 
think objects have fully formed essences, this 
would entail that a thing could never change, 
and that only combinations of things could 
change. I took this objection seriously, though 
it’s not inherently problematic given that 
everything for me is a combination in the first 
place, since there are no ultimate objects that 
consist of no further parts. But then the further 
observation occurred to me that 
we don’t really change internally as individuals 
anyway. We don’t sit around in our bedroom, 
brooding, and then suddenly our lives are 
different. Instead, this happens through 
symbiosis with some other object: a person, an 
institution, a career, a city, a favorite author. 
These are the things that can change our lives 
irreversibly. And furthermore, I don’t think 
these life changes are infinite in number. A 
typical person has maybe half a dozen in a 
lifetime. 

And then it occurred to me just before 
writing this book that we could apply the same 
idea to history,  by saying that the real changes 
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in history are sudden and symbiotic, not 
gradual or internal. There are amazing 
moments leading to big changes, and 
mediocre moments that exist in the midst of 
long stable periods. I was looking for 
symbioses in the history of the Dutch East India 
Company, with the idea that the Company 
evolves by creating new objects in fusing with 
others. The resulting change is irreversible 
because the total object has a retroactive 
effect on its parts, even if the object isn’t 
irreversible. The Dutch East India Company 
eventually ended as all historical objects come 
to an end, but things did not revert to their 
previous state. A married couple can always 
get divorced, but in most cases the marriage —
as a larger object containing two individuals—
will have left retroactive effects on those 
individuals even if they decide never to speak 
to one another again. And you can always get 
married again, but you can never have a first 
marriage again. 

C.P.: It reminds me of co-evolutionary
theory, where things develop reciprocally 
within a specific niche. For instance, the 
Dutch East India Company continues to 
specialize until it only trades in spices and 
nutmeg—like a hummingbird whose beak 
evolves to get longer and longer… 

G.H.: That’s right. Certainly, that is a
disadvantage and why species disappear 
suddenly: they become over-attached to 
situations that do not endure. What happens to 
the Dutch East India Company in the 18th 
century is that nutmeg and cloves and other 
spices become less desirable on the market. In 
the 1700’s it was tea, coffee, and chocolate 
that were on the rise, and the British were in a 
better position to supply those goods, 
especially tea. 

So, the fate of the Dutch East India 
Company goes hand in hand with the fate of 
nutmeg and cloves. Yet there are also cases 
without reciprocity. For example, I definitely 
had a symbiosis with Cairo. I arrived there at 
the right moment in my life. I worked there for 
sixteen  years,  lived  there for thirteen, and will 

never be the same person I was before Cairo. 
At the same time, Cairo didn’t have a symbiosis 
with me. Cairo has an ancient history, and was 
barely affected at all by my presence there. I’m 
not a symbiosis for that city in the way that the 
arrival of Islam was, or that the Romans were, 
or whatever happens next. 

C.P.: That’s where you bring up metaphor—

G.H.: —because not only does metaphor not
give literal comparisons, it also does not 
give reciprocal ones. If we say that two things 
are alike in a literal sense, there is a reciprocal 
relationship between the two terms: the pen is 
like a pencil, or Chicago is like Toronto. There’s 
a reciprocal exchange of properties in such 
cases. That’s not what happens with metaphor. 
Here, one of the terms is in the object position 
and the other in the quality position. It’s an 
asymmetrical pairing. One object strips 
qualities away from the other, but not the 
reverse. In the new book I was trying to say 
that symbiosis is a metaphorical relation rather 
than a literal one, and therein lies its power. 

C.P.: Using the Dutch East India Company as
your main example brings out a political 
aspect in your discussion. There is so much 
violence and exploitation inherent in the 
company’s history. 

G.H.: One of the paradoxes of the company is
that the Dutch were the most liberal and 
humane nation in Europe at that time, and yet 
they created in the Company a very efficient 
monstrosity. It should not be forgotten that the 
Netherlands at the time was a newly 
independent nation, in true existential peril 
from their former Spanish masters, who 
committed a number of atrocities on Dutch 
soil. In this situation the Netherlands needed 
the huge monopoly profits promised by Jan 
Pieterszoon Coen’s vision for the Company, 
which entailed not only shutting out other 
European powers with violence, but even 
dominating trade among the Asians 
themselves. Yet there were limits to Dutch 
power, as seen by their failure to  make inroads 
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with Tokugawa Japan and Qing China. Japan in 
particular humiliated the Dutch, making 
representatives of the company go and bow 
before the Emperor, who as a rule would make 
the most minimal concessions. There were also 
occasional threats from local potentates, first in 
Java and later (and more seriously) in Malacca, 
where the Dutch Navy eventually had to come 
and save what was supposed to be an 
autonomous corporation. 

Yes, there was a horrible amount of 
violence connected with this vast and powerful 
corporate monopoly. 

Let me add that it was not my intention 
to single out the Netherlands for bad behavior. 
At a recent conference in Cincinnati, I received 
a rather emotional reaction from a Dutch 
reader who had appreciated the book but felt 
that I had focused on the absolute worst 
aspects of the Netherlands during that period. 
He offered some counterexamples of Dutch 
Liberalism, such as the de Witt brothers. What 
he was forgetting is that my case study was the 
Dutch East India Company, not the Dutch in 
the Netherlands, and the Company was largely 
autonomous of the Netherlands itself, a 
measure necessary to allow quick decision-
making on the other side of the world in a time 
of slow communications. And I tried to stress 
the fact that the Netherlands was a young and 
vulnerable country at the time, despite its 
wealth, and was truly in danger from Spanish 
invasion. Moreover, the Portuguese and British 
were hardly models of fine behavior in the East 
Indies. The reason I focused on Dutch atrocities 
is simply that I was focusing on a period of 
relative Dutch dominance in the region. The 
Portuguese were much worse in at least one 
respect: religious bigotry. Ironically, the 
concerted efforts of the Portuguese to destroy 
Islam was one factor in the rise of the Dutch, 
who cared less about spreading religion than 
about securing profit for the Company. 

C.P.: At one point you quote the
archaeologist Ian Hodder saying 
“Anthropocene civilization cannot easily rid 
itself of disposable plastic trinkets and their 

ultimate Pacific Ocean dumpyard, because 
too many jobs depend on such trinkets.” It 
drew a parallel for me between the Dutch 
East India Company and a contemporary 
corporation— 

G.H.: That was a paraphrase rather than a
direct quote from Hodder, but that’s certainly 
his idea. He calls it “entanglement” and he 
wrote an entire book about this interesting 
topic not so long ago. Hodder’s point is that 
human activity is so path-dependent that we 
often become trapped by decisions made long 
ago. His chosen example is Christmas tree 
lights. They generate a lot of waste and use a 
lot of electricity, and so it’s conceivable that 
government under a Global Warming State of 
Emergency might choose to ban them, among 
other things. But so many jobs around the 
world depend on a thriving Christmas tree light 
industry that it’s hard to get rid of them. 

I see that we both have iPhones. How 
many people scraped metal in mines and 
polished the phones in Chinese factories, 
perhaps getting horrible lung diseases to make 
these? Hodder says that an iPhone uses as 
much electricity as a small refrigerator, though 
I have no independent verification of that. It’s 
easy to say that it’s “capitalism’s” fault, but 
what then? How do we dismantle capitalism 
without people starving and the environment 
becoming as bad as it was in East Block 
communism? 

Perhaps gold mining companies are the 
world’s most vicious corporate entities today. 
There have been cases of mining companies 
that use attack dogs on local citizens. The 
conditions in their mines are appalling and 
hideous. The temperature down there can run 
to 120, 130 degrees Fahrenheit. You have to 
shimmy on your stomach because the tunnels 
are so low, according to my journalist friend 
Graeme Wood, who has visited one of these 
mines. And then of course there are the toxic 
chemicals they use, and the tiny wages people 
earn from mining gold. In fact, some observers 
have labelled AngloGold Ashanti “the most evil 
corporation in the world.” 
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C.P.: Within that frame, though, it feels as if
the system propagates itself; it’s almost 
impossible to identify personal agency within 
this massive economy of extraction. 

G.H.: I think it’s true that in some cases the
remaining human agency is fairly minimal, and 
the corporations themselves become agents 
with their own inhuman interests. Occasionally, 
I’ve been puzzled to receive the criticism that 
Object-Oriented Ontology must agree with the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in the Citizens 
United case that corporations are people. 
Frankly, this is a rather stupid misunderstanding 
of my position. My position is that corporations 
and  individual  humans  are  both  objects,  not 

that they have equal political rights. 
According to OOO, Popeye, unicorns, and 
square circles are objects, but obviously we 
would not insist that these things deserve 
human rights. The ontological and political 
questions are completely different. We don’t 
give votes to mosquitoes, and I’ve never 
even heard an animal rights activist say that 
mosquitoes should not be smashed, though I 
suppose Jainism would say that. Nor should 
we obviously give corporations political 
rights in the sense that the Citizens United 
decision granted them. 

C.P.: Going back to symbiosis, I started to
wonder how humanity might itself be a 
global object. I don’t want to reduce the 
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complexity of our species into one unit, but if 
we are tied together in an evolving global 
system, where would the Dutch East India 
Company sit on that trajectory? 

G.H.: The Dutch East India Company was the
first modern corporation. It had to monopolize 
in order to function as it did. Fernand Braudel 
talks about this in his three-volume Civilization
and Capitalism, as does Manuel DeLanda later 
on. Capitalism is really about anti-markets. It’s 
about international monopolies and cartels, 
because if you look at what the trade was like 
in the East Indies before the Europeans came, 
or more specifically before the Dutch came 
(because the Portuguese were unable or 
unwilling to stifle free trade in the region), the 
ports were completely open to Turks, Arabs, 
Chinese, Ethiopians—it was a multicultural 
paradise in terms of trade. 

But those ports were eventually 
monopolized by the Dutch. Controlling 
everything was their specific innovation. The 
spices in question were very rare at the time, 
coming only from specific and limited points on 
the globe. At the time, nutmeg, mace, and 
cloves came only from a small number of East 
Asian Islands: the “Spice Islands,” as they were 
known, which lie midway between Sulawesi and 
New Guinea. The Dutch would actually chop 
down the trees on certain islands to make sure 
they only grew on the islands they controlled, 
in order to keep monopoly prices high. It 
works, and that’s a sobering lesson: anti-
markets work. 

C.P.: At the end of your book, you propose
to develop an object-oriented social theory? 

G.H.: I was trying to test the waters here for
something different from Actor-Network-
Theory, a theory I cherish but which has 
obvious problems, such as over-emphasizing 
the actions of a thing as opposed to its mere 
stable existence. ANT does not deal well with 
counter-factuals, and thus is most useful in 
describing things that have already happened, 
not things that might still happen. 
Furthermore,   it  doesn’t  give  us  the   proper 

tools to distinguish between important and 
unimportant actions, whereas Margulis’ notion 
of symbiosis does. ANT is also perhaps a bit 
too blithe about the reversibility of relations: 
for it, everything looks like a fragile and 
symmetrical assembly of different actors. This 
is one place where the Left does have a point 
in its critique of Latour: some relations are 
actually quite asymmetrical and difficult to 
reverse. 

Along with ANT, I also made criticisms 
of the so-called New Materialism in this book. 
A lot of people group OOO with New 
Materialism, but I do not feel at home with the 
latter camp. What people overlook is that New 
Materialism has no interest in objects, and 
OOO (in my version, at least) has no interest in 
“matter,” a concept I would like to see 
abolished. 

Materialism can be one of two things—
both of them bad, from my standpoint. One of 
them reduces things to their pieces. That’s the 
old classical materialism. The other reduces 
objects upwards to the social practices or 
language or events in which they are manifest. 
I call these two strategies undermining and 
overmining, though they are usually combined 
in a joint assault I’ve termed duomining. Both 
of these materialisms are not quite object-
oriented theories, because obviously they 
eliminate objects in favor of an upward or 
downward effect. 

C.P.: Part of what you’re talking about is
how difficult it is to concentrate on an 
object; a kind of awkwardness or insecurity 
emerges about exactly what the thing is: is it 
a set of atoms—but if so, why would atoms 
be the smallest unit? Or if it is a net 
assemblage of effects—then still we have to 
explain why we prioritize one scale over 
another. One’s encounter with an everyday 
mug, for instance, becomes very peculiar. 

G.H.: We should resist the temptation to know
too quickly. When somebody asks you what 
something is, there are two possible kinds of 
answers: you can either say what it’s made of, 
or say what it does. These correspond to what I 
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just called undermining and overmining, and 
they are the two forms of knowledge that 
human beings have. 

But I argue, in the Immaterialism book 
and elsewhere, that philosophy and art are not 
forms of knowledge. Knowledge means 
paraphrasing the thing in terms of true 
properties that can be ascribed to it. This is 
precisely what science does. Science has of 
course been the gold standard of cognitive 
activity in modern civilization. For 400 years, it 
has been the ultimate authority. It has replaced 
the Church as the place where we all go for 
ultimate reassurance. Great. But there have 
also been some great artists over the same 
time period, and I would resist any tendency to 
downplay their cognitive impact and view them 
as mere decorators and mood manipulators. 
Should we really rank Picasso lower than 
Einstein or Newton? That would seem to be 
going too far. But we have to see Picasso as 
doing something different. I wouldn’t say 
Picasso gives us knowledge, as if I learned 
something about horses or acrobats from 
looking at Picassos (though this seems to be 
Alain Badiou’s position, oddly enough). That’s 
not what’s happening. It’s something else. An 
artwork cannot be paraphrased.  Art critics 
have to swerve in from the side and deal with 
things obliquely. That’s how they should do it. 
Yes, it can slip into pretension sometimes. That 
is the professional risk of philosophers, criticsm 
and artists: we all risk falling into pretension in 
a way. 

C.P.: I wonder if part of the anxiety that I
feel—at least as it’s connected to climate 
change or major global corporate 
investments—is connected to how the 
landscape is stepping its traditional 
background position into the foreground— 

G.H.: Yes.

C.P.: That we’re not in control, maybe.

G.H.: Or maybe we’re still too much in control.
One or the other. In a few essays I’ve used 
“Anthropocene”    as    a    technical   term   for 

philosophy, referring to any object in which 
humans are a necessary ingredient. Things like 
arts, chess, and basketball obviously have been 
Anthropocene from start. But now the climate 
is becoming Anthropocene for the first time 
because humans are an ingredient in it. There 
is some disagreement about when this first 
happened. Was it 1945? Was it the industrial 
revolution? Was it way back in the Stone Age? 
At the advent of agriculture? At some point, 
we became a crucial ingredient in the planetary 
climate. We’re part of it now. We have 
responsibility for it now. That in and of itself is 
anxiety-inducing. 

C.P.: I wonder if the theoretical structures
Western thought has used thus far to 
understand the world—philosophies, 
mathematics, sciences etc.— aren’t 
positioned to accommodate that shift. 

G.H.: Certainly the kinds of philosophy and
science we’ve had were probably not adequate 
to account for the shift. Climate and earth 
science are, of course, crucial in helping to 
identify what is going on. But these are very 
different kinds of sciences from the precise 
modern ones that we relied on for so long. To 
take one especially sinister example, the 
Nagasaki bomb in 1945 required the perfect 
implosion of a ring of plutonium so that all 
portions of the ring reached the center at 
precisely the same moment to create a critical 
mass. That is extremely precise weapons 
science. 

But that’s not what climate science is 
like: they are not the kind where you have 
100% indubitable evidence, which is precisely 
why there is more politics involved in such 
science than in the previous kinds. Bruno Latour 
is one of the first philosophers to have picked up 
on all those themes. He already wrote one book 
on ecology and will surely be writing more. I 
think Latour’s We Have Never Been Modern is 
the most important philosophical book since the 
Second World War. I’m probably still the only 
one saying that, but Latour drives a stake in the 
heart of Modernism with this book, and I don’t 
see     that     anything    more    important    has 
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happened in philosophy. As Latour teaches us, 
modernism is about the attempt to purify 
subjects and objects from each other. Within 
this paradigm, there are just two kinds of 
things: (1) people and (2) everything else. 
Nature becomes the cold realm of calculable 
automatic action and culture becomes merely 
an arbitrary projection of values with no reality 
principle behind it. People swing back and 
forth, choosing nature or culture depending 
what suits them at the given moment. 
Conservatives hold that war is a natural and 
ineffaceable fact but that domestic gun 
violence is “socially constructed” by violent 
movies and videogames and inadequate 
mental health treatment. Liberals say that the 
current status of women is socially constructed 
and thus revisable, but also say that 
homosexuality is a natural fact found in some 
people from birth and not something that can 
or should be changed by treatment. Whichever 
political tribe is yours, nature and culture are 
your two basic weapons, drawing first on one 
and then on the other to argue your point. But 
what if neither of the two is a good weapon? 
What if nature and culture are just two 
separate domains amongst trillions of others? 
Latour will try to say that most objects are 
hybrids, most of them involve humans and non-
humans entangled, so you cannot tell which is 
which. The ozone hole is both natural and 
constructed. Global warming is an even better 
example. But there’s still a danger with this 
concept of the hybrid, which is that people 
might think that every object requires a hybrid 
of nature and culture. No, that’s not the point. 
The point is that neither nature nor culture is a 
good concept. 

In any case, four or five centuries from 
now when the end of modernism seems as 
obvious a historical fact as the birth of it, I think 
Latour will be seen as the one who really put 
his finger on what is central to modernism: an 
artificial taxonomy of natural and cultural (or 
world and thought) in which the two realms are 
supposed to be purified from one another. The 
reason so many philosophers have a hard time 
appreciating this is that philosophers are still 
pursuing   a  modernist  project  even  as  other 

disciplines have been compelled to move 
beyond it. The Owl of Minerva flies at dusk, so 
it must not be dusk quite yet. We are still in the 
late afternoon of modernism. 

C.P.: Does formalism tie into Latour’s
account? 

G.H.: Formalism can mean a number of
different things, but perhaps the most relevant 
way to define it is in Kantian terms. He uses it 
in his ethics to refer to ethical principles that 
are autonomous of any reference to the 
material world and refer solely to the 
categorical imperative. Similar principles are at 
work in Kant’s aesthetics and ontology. I deal 
with this in my just completed book Dante’s
Broken Hammer, which will be published by 
Repeater Books (London) in October 2016. 
Max Scheler makes a helpful start for us by 
opposing Kant’s formalism in ethics. Whereas 
formalism assumes (just as Latour argues 
against modernism) that self and world are two 
ontologically distinct zones that must be 
purified from one another, Scheler effectively 
argues that the ethical unit is not the human, 
but rather the human in conjunction with the 
world. One practical consequence is that 
Scheler has greater sensitivity to the different 
personal vocations of different people. If 
someone has a calling and a wish to be a great 
viola player, there is an ethical imperative to 
follow this path that is not merely 
“hypothetical,” as Kant would put it. The 
ethical unit here is actually person plus viola, 
not just a person with a sense of duty. 

The same holds in Kant’s theory of art, 
where both the beautiful and the sublime are 
actually about us, not about the world. 
Ironically, this gets flipped in twentieth century 
formalism, in which Clement Greenberg, 
Michael Fried, Cleanth Brooks, and other 
formalists want to say that art is all about 
the art object, not about us. Though it’s the 
exact inversion of Kant’s position, it’s still a 
formalism, because it still involves the notion 
that self and world must be mutually purified, 
and it’s still in search of an objectivity of taste 
that   is   binding   on  everyone.  Here  again,  I 
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argue in the book that the aesthetic unit is 
neither the person nor the object, but both in 
conjunction. One consequence is that just as 
there can be an individual vocation to become 
a plumber, painter, or parent, there can be an 
individual vocation to respond intensely to 
Schopenhauer (like Nietzsche did) or to Nicolas 
Poussin (as Cézanne did). Perhaps this is even 
easier to see if we look at cases in history 
where someone was especially inspired by a 
relatively minor figure. The one that’s always in 
my mind is how enthusiastic T.S. Eliot was 
about the poetry of Jules LaForgue, who by no 
means ranks among the greatest French poets 
of his time. Another example is how the young 
Heidegger was set on his path of the thinking 
of being after reading the doctoral dissertation 
of Franz Brentano on the many senses of being 
in Aristotle. Now, Brentano is in my view one of 
the overlooked great philosophers, not a minor 
figure, but his dissertation is not one of his 
obviously greatest works. It took Heidegger’s 
special sensibility to see something potentially 
world-changing lying in germ in Brentano’s 
thesis. Many others read it, but no one else 
saw it as crucial to the future of philosophy. 

I’ve not yet mentioned Latour, who was 
the point of your question. But perhaps it will 
now be clear why Latour’s attack on the 
nature/culture taxonomy of modernism also 
gives us the resources to escape Kantian 
formalism, and its variants. 

C.P.: So this goes back to my question about
how knowledge production might have to 
change to accommodate the Anthropocene— 

G.H.: Early on in his career, Latour was
working with Shirley Strum on baboons for 
their paper “Redefining the social link: from 
baboons to humans.” What Latour learned 
from working with Strum is that baboons are 
more social than we are (and by the way, I owe 
my recognition of the importance of baboons 
for Latour to Peer Schouten). Baboons are 
constantly watching each other: who’s grooming 
whom today? A baboon has discovered a rich 
food source, and sees the rest of the baboons 
wandering off: now there is no alternative but to 

run after the others, because baboons are too 
social to be alone. Each day, baboons are 
keeping a close eye on the pecking order of 
their society as it shifts; they are constantly 
renegotiating their place in that order. And 
though we might tend to think of humans, in 
respectably cynical fashion, as cagey, social-
climbing, manipulative beings, that’s really not 
true at all when you compare us with baboons. 
After all, humans wake up to a relatively stable 
world each day. We have birth certificates, 
driver’s licenses, jobs, names, wedding rings, 
bank accounts, titles, and family histories. All of 
these give us a relatively stable place in the 
world that changes only in moments of life 
crisis, such as professional or marital problems 
or financial catastrophe. 

C.P.: So, objects help stabilize our world-
position. 

G.H.: Yeah. Inanimate objects stabilize us. We
have homes. My wife and I have an apartment, 
and if somebody breaks in, we can call the 
police. The police will arrest the person 
responsible, if they can be found. My home is 
not available for anybody to come in and crash. 
It remains my home until I decide to move or 
am evicted due to non-payment of rent. If 
anyone doubts who I am, I can prove it with a 
birth certificate. I know that I have some 
money in the bank that I can withdraw when 
needed: nobody else can take that money out, 
and it will be available at all times unless there 
is a global financial crash. Baboons have none 
of these luxuries. Inanimate objects are the 
mediators that stabilize human society: this is 
one of Latour’s most important political 
insights. He rightly complains that there’s not 
much about inanimate beings in Machiavelli or 
Hobbes, who talk mostly about other people. 
Machiavelli speaks a bit about fortresses and 
guns, but he’s mostly concerned with out-
foxing or overpowering humans. Latour is 
really the guy who has made inanimate objects 
part of politics. 

C.P.: You always make lists when you’re
giving examples of different types of 
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objects. I was wondering if you have advice 
about … 

G.H.: How to create them?

C.P.: Yeah.

G.H.: We call them Latour Litanies. Ian Bogost
coined this term because Latour does these lists 
especially well, though they’ve been around for 
centuries. Perhaps Latour’s finest litany moment 
comes on page 316 of Pandora’s Hope, when in 
one list he invokes golden mountains, phlogiston, 
unicorns, bald kings of France, chimeras, 
spontaneous generation, black holes, cats on 
mats, black swans, white ravens, Hamlet, 
Popeye, and Ramses II. Another brilliant one is 
when Richard Rhodes in The Making of the
Atomic Bomb lists all the different types of 
objects that were destroyed in the Hiroshima 
bombing. Then there is Georgius Agricola in 
his De Re Metallica, when he lists all the different 
ways that people can be killed without metal, in 
order to absolve metal of the claim that it is used 
to make too many weapons: an early sort of 
“guns don’t kill people, people do” argument. 
And of course, Francis Bacon’s mind-blowing list 
in the Novum Organum of “instances agreeing in 
the nature of heat,” including “fire erupting from 
the cavities of mountains,” fresh animal dung, 
and “all flame.” Some critical readers of OOO 
claim to despise this technique, but I see no 
reason to stop using it. It’s an excellent rhetorical 
method for reminding us of the plurality of 
entities against any attempt to tame that plurality 
by privileging one specific type: usually the 
human mind. 

As for practical methods of creating 
good Latour litanies, here are my own tips. 
Generally the human mind gravitates towards 
lists of three, so I try to use at least four at a 
time in order to get the mind out of that 
natural rut. Bogost tends to like alliterative 
litanies, whereas I prefer not to use them 
because I want the feel of randomness about 
my lists, and to that end it’s important not to 
have all the words begin with the same letter. I 

also want my litanies to cover a wide range of 
entities, so for that reason I always try to 
include at least  some humans, some non-
humans, some natural things, some artificial 
things, some live humans, some dead humans, 
some fictional objects, and maybe some 
impossible or self-contradictory ones. And then 
you have to pull out before it gets too long and 
you try the reader’s patience: I’m talking about 
sincere readers, of course, not the sort of 
people who pretend to be annoyed by litanies. 
And they are many— insincerity is one of the 
most abundant productions of modernism. 
Steven Shaviro also noticed that I often include 
tar on my lists. 

CP: Tar? 

G.H.: Yes, tar. T-A-R. At one point I was
listening to Shaviro give a lecture, and he said 
something like:  “I want to know why Harman is 
so fascinated by tar.” Part of it is simply that I 
like the sound of the word, and always 
remember that it rhymes with “star.” There’s 
probably a psychoanalytic resonance here, as 
there is with most habits and obsessions: 
“yellow star” was reportedly one of my first 
compound spoken phrases as a child. My 
bedroom as a child was next to the top of the 
garage. At one time it was being tarred, and of 
course my parents wouldn’t let me go out 
there while the tar was still hot. But I did 
eventually walk out there, barefoot, when the 
tar had cooled but was still a bit soft and 
mushy to walk around in. I’m not sure why 
that’s such a pleasant memory, but maybe 
that’s why tar makes frequent appearances in 
my own litanies. 
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in 1990. Under the supervision of Alphonso Lingis at Penn 
State University, he received his MA in 1991. Eighth years 
later, Harman received his PhD from DePaul University. His 
doctoral dissertation, entitled Tool-Being: Elements in a 
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2000, Harman became a member of the Department of 
Philosophy at the American University of Cairo. 

Since 2002, and the publication of his doctoral dissertation, 
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Bryant and Nick Srnicek, he was the editor of The 
Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and 
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ynn Turner has been an important force in 
animal studies and visual culture. As editor 
of The Animal Question in Deconstruction, 

Turner brings to the forefront the stakes of 
animal studies. Her work and this collection make 
us aware of our spoken and unspoken 
anthropocentrism. The animal question exposes 
how fundamental power is to defining humans, 
culture, and the “outside.” It is here that Turner’s 
work coupling feminist theory with 
deconstruction can be very powerful. We see in 
the work of Hélène Cixous how binaries 
(man/woman, human/animal, citizen/foreigner) 
function within culture. Derrida coins the term 
logocentrism to explore and expose how we 
craft through language and reason a particular 
idea of self, presence, and being; he then 
extends the concept to phallogocentrism—a 
privileging of the male and phallus in the 
gendered man-woman binary. Cixous explores a 
écriture féminine ("feminine writing”) as a way of 
thinking outside of our culture’s systems of 
talking, writing, and thinking. In drafting a path 
toward other ways of saying and being, Cixous 
tests the limits of hospitality and seeks a broader 
inclusion  of  those  others  who otherwise remain 

 
 
 
 
 

outside of culture. Through a number of works 
Turner provides close reading of film and art to 
expose the asymmetrical force under which we 
and animals labor. In her writing, lectures, and 
collaborations, Turner brings to bear her 
extensive knowledge of leading contemporary 
critical thinking.  

Ron Broglio: Antennae covers a range of 
material in art, animal studies, and ecology. 
Let’s start with some very fundamental 
questions: Why art? As a theorist what is it 
about art that draws you to this field? And 
why animals? What is it about animals that is 
important to you as a theorist and art 
historian? 

Lynn Turner: For a long time, after training in 
an art school that was very conceptually driven 
and then doing both Cultural Studies and 
Social History of Art modules as a postgrad, I 
more or less hated art. Most of it seemed ‘bad’ 
or ‘ideologically corrupt,’ nothing really moved 
me (with the possible exception of Nancy 
Spero, who I loved her since my first year in 
undergraduate  Fine Art). After art school I was  

L 

INTERVIEWEE: LYNN TURNER 
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Ron Broglio and Lynn Turner are influential voices in the field of visual culture and animal studies. Ron 
Broglio's research focuses on how philosophy and aesthetics can help us rethink the relationship between 
humans and the environment. Lynn Turner’s research explores how animal and sexual differences matter 
in visual and aural culture as well as continental philosophy, literature and psychoanalysis. In this 
interview Lynn discusses her approach to the non-human at the intersection of animal studies and 
Derrida’s work. 

Text and Interview Questions by Ron Broglio 



31 

Dorothy Cross 
Spur, 1993, 28 x 14 x 16cm each. Boots, cow’s teat and string. 
Private Collection, courtesy 
Kerlin Gallery, Dublin and the artist (photo: John Kellett). 

more motivated by film, especially feminist 
counter-cinema, with the emphasis on ‘counter’. 
Getting involved with animal studies had the 
happy effect of re-motivating me regarding art. 
In terms of my writing I still tend towards 
working with filmic texts (with the exception of 
Carolee Schneemann and Dorothy Cross, so far), 
but teaching at the intersection of animal studies, 
feminist theory and deconstruction in a Visual 
Cultures department has become a pleasure.[1]  

While I am interested in the more obvious 
question of animal allegory, it is the poetics in 
contemporary practice that really draw me in – 
poetics that exceed hijacking animal imagery for 
human ends. One route that overlaps all this – 
and is a regular point of engagement in my 
classes – is the way which much feminist art of 
the 1990’s uses animal imagery and/or materials 
as a metaphor for the maternal (Dorothy Cross or 
Janine    Antoni    for   example),   but    which   in  
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hindsight exposes thought about animal bodies 
as much as feminine ones. Actually it is becoming 
a lens through which to revisit the word 
‘Geschlecht’ [!]. I’ve written briefly about – and 
plan to return to this in more depth – the 
coincidence of Donna Haraway’s amazing article 
“Gender’ for a Marxist Dictionary’ and Jacques 
Derrida’s series of essays mediating on the 
difficult to translate German term ‘Geschlecht’ in 
the 1980’s.[2] Apparently a translation of ‘gender’ 
– the topic of Haraway’s commission, the term
also brings up reproduction, stock, generation,
classification of all kinds including ‘species’. The
poetics of artworks become a way of not
revealing (in the sense of ideology critique – look!
You have been deceived!), but  rather  cultivating
differences. 

That said, there is a kind of ideological 
awakening in the sense that once you start 
understanding how fundamental the concept 
of the animal is to how we understand what we 
call the human, the vast proliferation of animal 
imagery from advertising to baby-clothing at 
the time of the fastest extinction rates of real 
animals is really disturbing. (I’ll say ‘concept’ 
here to remark how experience is corralled in 
ways that work against the particularity of that 
experience).  I am still in shock at the 
announcement made by the WWF a couple of 
years ago, essentially that the world has lost 
half of all wildlife over the last 40 years.[3] That 
bluntly says to me that if and when I am an old 
woman there will be no wildlife. It horrifies me. 

There is also something autobiographical 
at work. Growing up in rural Sussex we were 
always in proximity to lots of animals, domestic 
and wild. I am interested in the way that we 
narrate who we call kin, and how non-human 
creatures often co-ordinate these narratives. I 
think there are fairly classical totemic narratives 
at stake with regard to paternal authority and 
animal husbandry – but also the possibility for 
alternative totemisms too.  

R.B.: In 2002 Jacques Derrida’s ‘The Animal
that therefore I am (more to follow)’ was
published in Critical Inquiry. Given his
prominence, this essay was seen as another
marker to legitimize animal studies. You’ve

edited a collection of essays The Animal 
Question in Deconstruction and you are one 
of the assistant editors for Derrida Today . 
What is it that deconstruction brings to 
animal studies and conversely, what do 
animals give deconstruction?  

L.T.: I’ve called ‘The Animal that Therefore I am
(more   to    follow)’   ‘pedagogical    dynamite’. [4]

Really, I think it’s incredible – and, while still
challenging, to me it has the double effect of
both teaching the problem of the elevation of
‘the human’ above and against ‘the animal’ in
ways that are endlessly relevant, but also
underscoring the ways in which deconstruction
has always gestured towards the more-than-
human (rather than a literary genuflection, that
is the erroneously narrow reading of the ‘text’).
That said, I know people not already immersed
in Derrida’s style, let’s say, can still be mislead.
There’s a moment when he is talking about the
abyss between humans and other animals, and
that word can at first conjure the same old gulf.
However, in the vein of Derrida’s repeated
repurposing of familiar terms this ‘abyss’
becomes a site of cultivation.[5] As a gardener
this appeals to me immensely! The once and
forever divide becomes spatially and
temporally uncanny. So much - perhaps
everything, comes back to this cultivation of the
limit. It speaks also to the way that Derrida poses
the difficulty of delineating what we call ‘the
living’. ‘The trace’ is also at stake here – troubling
the, again, purportedly hard and fast line
between the ‘signifier’ and other forms of
communication.

While you can now find books that ‘simply’ 
or at least more traditionally, present exegesis on 
particular themes or problems that Derrida has 
foregrounded (be it on ‘sovereignty’, ‘friendship’, 
‘autoimmunity’ or ‘the animal,’ to name only a 
handful) which can of course be illuminating, 
developing a taste for deconstruction was for me 
coincident with being trained as an artist. That is to 
say, I intuited that deconstruction is always intimate 
with whatever it is in touch with: it cannot then 
produce a model. Every engagement starts with 
the particularity of whatever is encountered, and is 
affected by it – including by animals.  Let us allow  
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attention to animals to undo the fictions on which 
we have built what we call the human! 

R.B.: Animal studies is becoming a diverse
and almost amorphous field cutting across
disciplinary inquiries, deploying different
methodologies, investigating different
historic and contemporary moments. I’m
interested in knowing if you see any common
thread in animal studies today. And where is
animal studies going in the next five years or
so?

L.T.: On the one hand plant studies and lets
say ‘microbial studies’ are noticeably putting
pressure on current research. What’s crucial is
that we negotiate between our ‘tastes’
including the appetite for novelty - including
academic novelty, and the models of inquiry
that we follow. I have to say I was thrilled to
hear of a new book coming out soon on plant
horror cinema![6] I just can’t wait. But we have
to drop the model of identity politics, I mean
the representational model that says ‘oh, this
category is excluded from the picture, if we
just put it in then the picture will be fixed’. One
of the major outcomes of reading the work of
Derrida in particular as well as very specific
ethological or indeed botanical or biological
texts is the way in which frames of thought,
categories of thought such as even the notion
of ‘species’ are being challenged.

Alongside our increasing specialization 
and fascination with new knowledge it is crucial 
that we, in the widest possible sense of that 
word, remain open to the reshaping that that 
new knowledge demands. The most frightening 
obstacle, in short, is ‘because Capitalism.’ 
Specifically, and recently, it is the rise of “post-
fact” culture globally and significantly in the UK 
and US. Climate change denial at this point is 
criminal. As with the alarm call raised by the 
WWF just mentioned, ours is the generation that 
must start making much bigger revisions to how 
we live with others – with every other. That 
means not just eating radically less meat and fish 
globally, but revising all systems of food 
production – well, all production that poisons, 
that  exterminates,  that decimates environments  

and ecologies and cultivating more caring tastes. I 
think there is a tendency now in animal studies to 
think in wider terms – ‘multi-species ethnography’, 
‘becoming-with’ etc. That is crucial. It also poses 
the question of responsibility again and differently: 
Sellbach and Loo might ask how we are 
responsible to those others we barely perceive 
(insects in their case). I’d want to draw out the 
unconscious question here – how we are in 
relations with those others that cannot be brought 
to consciousness, but which act on and through us 
nonetheless.  

R.B.: Are there particular philosophical texts
that serve as touchstones for you? Can you
share one or two with us and how they
provide a foundation for your work on
animals?

L.T.: Yes – it's a kind of comfort as well as a
necessity that I can circle back and take new
steps with texts ostensibly familiar but actually
so dense that they warrant repeated forays.
One such is the ‘Eating Well’ interview with
Derrida, which indexes the, to my mind, richly
suggestive and yet to be worked through
possibilities between deconstruction and
psychoanalysis (there is of course material on
these two, but more often psychoanalysis gains
the allegiance). This moment in particular
hypnotizes me:

For everything that happens at the 
edge of the orifices (of orality, but 
also of the ear, the eye-and all the 
‘senses’ in general) the metonymy of 
‘eating well’ (bien manger) would 
always be the rule.[7] 

He is talking about the overlap between 
identification and ingestion and the way that 
this overlap itself confounds the distinction 
between literal and metaphorical (‘the limit’ 
once more). Crucially Derrida dismantles the 
priority of the face and the mouth by engaging 
‘all the senses in general’. So, by implying forms 
of identification (of ‘eating the other’) that are 
not oral, Derrida’s work allows us to imagine 
other  forms of psychic  life for humans and non- 
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humans. It might also point to a remodeling of 
‘carno-phallogocentrism.’ Its uncannily evocative 
of Melanie Klein’s work too, about which Derrida 
has said barely anything, except that she perhaps 
‘opens the way’![8] There are lots of others, of 
course. The Postcard has been electrifying for 
me for years – though its also maddening, not 
least in the engagement with Freud’s mad text, 
‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’.[9] I know this 
doesn't sound like classic Animal Studies 
terrain, but, for example, I’m aware of just how 
many domestic animals show up in texts that 
interest me and while I think it was insightful 
for Erica Fudge to suggest that the function of 
the pet is to ‘return home’,[10] I think there is a 
wider problematic. It may be that the fort/da game 
is played out here too, with the body of the cat 
instead of Freud’s nephew’s cotton reel, being 
pulled back home: it actually embeds the structure 
of representation.  

R.B.: What are you working on now and how
is it pushing your thinking in new ways?

L.T.: In our work, right now, for the Edinburgh
Companion to Animal Studies, I’m working on
the question of voice – again a concept that
should   immediately   be   pluralized   to  index

    Lucky Mckee 
   The Woman, movie poster, 2011 

vocalization in animals other than Homo 
sapiens. I’m particularly fascinated with 
cetacean sound production, including of song. 
Broadly, giving attention to such phenomena 
crosses over – and challenges the limits of so 
many disciplines and practices, from 
bioacoustics to activism to philosophy. More 
specifically it revises the territory that Trauma 
Studies has founded, and takes it out of a 
politics of representation (in which trauma is 
locked into not being able to speak of one’s 
experience).  

Incipiently, over the next year I want to 
think through material on 2 films in particular – 
both engage animal studies, deconstruction 
and feminism. One, in my view, helps us 
address the ways in which the concepts of ‘the 
animal’ and ‘the feminine’ inform each other as 
they support the virile concept of ‘man’. It’s 
called The Woman, and it is a horror film 
drawing on both cannibal and rape revenge 
narratives.[11] In one sense it is problematically 
an ‘abjection 101’ lesson (as my students know 
too well!). Yet also, it fascinates me by posing 
the problem of thinking through alternative 
models of authority (alternatives arguably 
under severe strain through the taming of the 
creature formerly human but rendered into a 
beast-like form by the film’s evil patriarch, 
remodeled as a ‘pet’ by the titular woman). The 
other, White God, draws a diagram of carno-
phallogocentrism in the courtyard of an 
abattoir – really![12] Viewers are drawn in by the 
publicity material showcasing this incredible 
shoot of hundreds of real dogs ecstatically 
pouring through the streets of Budapest 
seemingly lead by a young girl on a bicycle, 
only to have the narrative of ‘man’s best friend’ 
be completely withdrawn. We are left in lieu of 
conclusion in this incredible hiatus in which 
word, phallus and law are all suspended as the 
young girl and her father prostrate themselves 
in silence before the army of dogs. Any 
decision regarding ‘what next?’ is effectively 
ours, the viewers.  
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athy High is an interdisciplinary artist 
working in the areas of technology, 
science, speculative fiction, and art. She 

produces videos and installations posing queer 
and feminist inquiries into areas of medicine/bio-
science, and interspecies collaborations. 

She is an multifaceted artist whose work 
is equally convincing in many different 
media. Her highly original work is frequently 
focused on animals, human-animal relations and 
processes of becoming. In her videos she for 
example captures the point of view of a cat 
during a thunderstorm, details the appointments 
of an animal communicator who is trying to 
determine the reasons behind the strange 
behaviors of a „problematic cat“, creates an 
homage for her dead dog and interacts, only 
dressed with a pig’s mask, with her pets. And in 
one of her best-known animal-related 
works, Embracing Animals, she cared for 
humanized transgenetic rats in a fictional 
laboratory situation. Here she investigated 
identification and transformation processes as 
well as the ethical implications of the sisterhood 
between humans and animals, making explicit 
references to the writings of Donna Haraway. 

High   subverts  the  hierarchical   relation 

 
 
 
 
 

between human and non-human agents in many 
ways (for example she gives credits to her non-
human collaborators) and thus destabilizes and 
decentralizes anthropocentrism. Although being 
a posthumanist artist in the true sense of the 
word, she still shows a keen interest in the future 
of the conditio humana and the human body. 
And she doesn’t shy away from engaging with 
death, old age, disease, and abject bodily 
functions, displaying an amazing lack of vanity 
when it comes to her own self. While many works 
are rather personal, the personal always serves 
as a tool to address existential questions and 
broader social and scientific issues.  

High’s art touches on many relevant 
discourses, like for example the concept of 
becoming animal, new materialism, theory of 
mind in animals, notions of anthropomorphism or 
entangled empathy. But she is never simply 
illustrating or commenting philosophical ideas. 
Rather she rethinks and challenges current 
discourses and develops new trajectories for art, 
science and human-animal relations. 

Kathy High’s artworks are not only highly 
reflective, masterly executed and aesthetically 
stunning, but also witty and emotionally 
touching.  They  are  not  always easy to read and 
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INTERVIEWEE: KATHY HIGH 
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Kathy High is an interdisciplinary artist working in the areas of technology, science, speculative fiction 
and art. She produces videos and installations posing queer and feminist inquiries into areas of 
medicine/bio-science, and animal/interspecies collaborations. In this issue of Antennae she is interviewed 
by Jessica Ullrich, curator and scholar on subject of animals in contemporary art. Jessica is one of the 
most influential animal studies figures in continental Europe. 

Text and Interview Questions by Jessica Ullrich 
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have many different layers of meaning as they 
affect her audience not only cognitively but also 
on a spiritual and a visceral level. 

Hence her artistic research is a profound 
contribution not only to the international art 
scene and the development of video and 
installation art but also to animal studies. 

Jessica Ullrich: You often engage with life 
sciences and nature/culture boundaries. In 
your multimedia installation Embracing 
Animal you brought questions of kinship into 
dialogue with high-tech animal husbandry by 
working with transgenic lab rats who 
were microinjected with human DNA. Few 
people feel sympathy for rats, yet you seem 
to identify with transgenic rats. Could you 
explain why that is? 

Kathy High: I was reading Deleuze and 
Guattari’s Thousand Plateaus as I started this 
work in 2004. Of course, like many others, I 
was grappling with the concepts in the heady 
chapter “Becoming Animal”. This whole idea 
of becoming was another way to think through 
our relations with animals and other things 
(such as cells, microbes, and molecules). I was 
also taken with Donna Haraway’s description of 
the OncoMouse TM as her sibling from Modest
Witness... 

I began this project very naively – which 
was probably the best way to do it. I had never 
even handled a rat before I started Embracing
Animal. I was curious to reverse engineer — if 
you will — the idea of pharmaceuticals 
developed for my own illnesses. In previous 
video work done with the NYC collective Paper 
Tiger Television (Just Say Yes: Kathy High
Looks at Marketing Legal Drugs 1990), I had 
co-produced a video about the pharmaceutical 
industry and how they manipulate the market 
and use persuasion to sell their products. So I 
had an interest in the critique of “big 
Pharmas”. This project started out that way. 
But it became quite different once I started to 
really consider the lab animals used to conduct 
the research. And then the whole notion 
of transgenic was super sci-fi to me. Eduardo 
Kac  had  done  art  with  transgenics  that  was  

very inspiring. And yet his Alba bunny project 
was frustrating as, in the end, Alba remained in 
the lab. Embracing Animal was in some ways a 
response to that project.  

It was not that I liked rats. I was simply 
curious as to what transgenics meant in an 
embodied way, and how these animals reacted 
to their condition. Literally. And how would the 
rats behave if they had alternative choices? 
Because I had been dealing with chronic 
disease for much of my life, and I felt so 
trapped by the conventional medical system. I 
fought to seek out alternative medicines – 
alternative and more holistic ways to 
understand my illness and my diseased body. I 
wondered if research could be conducted with 
these rats that could also be “alternative”. 

Of course, there is the question of 
whether animals should be used in scientific 
and pharmaceutical research at all. But this 
project was not about that question directly – 
perhaps indirectly.  

I was scared of the rats when I met 
them and unsure of what to do with them. But 
over time, I found them to be incredibly smart 
and curious — and also sick. The more I looked 
into lab rats the more fascinated I became with 
their history as standardized animal products. 
The fact that they existed in this kind of limbo 
in the USA where they are not exactly 
considered as animals under the law (not that 
they don’t receive good care by their lab 
technicians and researchers), and that these 
rats were transgenic – somewhere between 
human and animal, made them poetic creatures 
to me. Liminal. Caught in inbetweenness. I 
think as a queer and a feminist I identified with 
that notion as well. 

J.U.: You treated the rats holistically and
took care of them in many different ways. In
1982 Carol Gilligan developed the Ethics of 
Care, a strain of moral philosophy that
emphasized the relations of concrete
individuals, the maintenance of connections,
responsiveness, and the satisfaction of
needs. It opposed or complemented the
justice framework in ethics that relies more
on an abstract conception of morals focusing
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on the application of general rules of conduct 
and the fair resolution of conflicting 
interests. Would you situate yourself within a 
theoretical (and practical) framework of 
ethics of care and what do you think about 
the gendering of such a concept? 

K.H.: I agree with Gilligan’s ideas although it is
easy to see the gendering of this concept. I
agree with her specificity because I also believe
in the personal, the individual action, the actual
manifestation of ideas, ideologies, and ethics.
Embodiment and materialism is key to
understanding concepts for me – otherwise my
head is just in the clouds all the time.

I should note that Irina Aristarkhova has 
also written about the notion of hospitality and 
she has been criticized about the gendering of 
this   idea   too. I think  that  ideas   from new 
materialism may help to think through this 
gender bias. If we consider caring for an actual 
tangible animal, or person, or object, then it is 
manifest as something we are responsible to. 
This relationality can be enacted by anyone.

At MASS MoCA - where I had my 
longest exhibition of this work -  the rats were 
on display for 10 months. I gave them an 
enriched housing situation with climbing areas 
and different environments to play in. They had 
really good care at the museum by the 
curators, interns, and especially the night 
watchman, Mike Weber. They had veterinary 
care. The rats were adored by the staff and 
brought out the best in them all! And the rats 
came home in the end. 

J.U.: You call rats „forgotten workers“ which
reminds me of Carol Adams’ notion of
animals as „absent referents“. Adams has
famously compared the oppression of
animals with the oppression of women. The
rats you were working with were retired
breeders. Does it play a role for your work
that they were female?

K.H.: I assumed that the “retired breeders”
would be more vulnerable and disposable
within the industry they were produced for.
And  I  had  some  identification  with them as I

was a post-menopausal woman, a retired 
breeder as well. 

J.U.: You have characterized the animals in
your work as “collaborators” and as
“sisters”. The terminology reminds of Donna
Haraway who called Oncomouse her sibling.
Would you also consider the animals to be
co-authors of your art and could you
elaborate a little bit on the agency of your
rats?

K.H.: I understand that the relationship between
myself and the rats was not “equal”. Of course,
there were power dynamics as I was the one in
control of their destiny.

And, yes, I was moved by Haraway’s 
writing about the Oncomouse and that inspired 
my thinking about my relationship to these 
particular HLA B27 rat models. 

But I do have to give them credit for their 
work – as they were more than contributors. 
They created this project as well. I feel that I 
gave them a platform to perform in. They took 
advantage of the situation and thrived. 

I took huge risks with them exposing 
them to this environment. These are creatures 
that typically would never leave a very 
controlled laboratory setting. I had a theory 
that exposing them to different environments 
and giving them a varied diet would help to 
strengthen their immune systems. Also much 
more room to explore. They took advantage of 
it all and did very well, learning how to play – 
and heal. They took control of their new 
situation and had more agency. 

J.U.: After the death of the rats Echo,
Flowers, Tara, Matilda, and Star you created
for each of them personalized glass burial
globes that hold their cremated ashes. These
sculptural objects in the shape of white
blood cells are supposed to commemorate
their live and death. Such memorials are
usually reserved for human beings. Do you
consider HLA-B27 rats used for research (or
any rat) to be persons?

K.H.: I  don’t  consider  HLA  B27  rats  to  be
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human. But I do think these animals deserve 
the same respect we do. We have cemeteries 
for our pet animals and honor their deaths. So I 
thought that a memorial to these particular rats 
and their kin would honor them and also bring 
attention to the work that they do. Research 
animals are hidden. They are literally hidden 
from public view as people don’t want to think 
about their deaths and sacrifices for science. 
Also institutions hide their research as they are 
afraid of attacks from animal rights groups. So 
the lab animals are basically invisible. 

This memorial was to create something 
beautiful for the rats, so that they would be 
remembered and counted. 

J.U.: For Embracing Animals as well as for
your video  you have not only talked to

scientists but also to animal communicators. 
What is your personal take on animal 
communication and telepathy and what is the 
function of it in your work? 

K.H.: I very much believe in telepathy and think
that everyone has the capacity for telepathic
communication. We practice it every day!
Everyone has experienced thinking of an old
friend and “coincidentally” having that same
friend call you the next day.

Even the CIA engaged in experiments 
in the 1950s-90s around ESP – extrasensory 
human perception, as did the Russians. I have 
believed in and practiced ESP since I was a 
young girl. We know too little about these 
human perception capabilities – including 
telepathy.  

Kathy High 
Animal Attraction, video still, 2000 
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 Rat Laughter, work in progress, 2000 
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In terms of interspecies telepathy, it is 
hard to tell what animals are thinking. I say 
hard because it is difficult to quiet our own 
minds enough to really “hear” the other. Often 
we “fill in the blanks” with what we want them 
to say. So we project a lot onto our 
surrounding animal companions. I really did 
experience some real telepathic exchanges 
with animals at Spring Farm. They became the 
animal films at the end of the documentary. 
The first exchange I had was with a horse I had 
grown fond of – Breezy. She had an accident 
and had fallen and broken her back. At one point 
I was visiting her while at Spring Farm and I 
asked her what had happened during the 
accident. Suddenly I was overwhelmed with a 
series of very quick images depicting the scene. 
They were not the way I would “picture” a 
scenario like that. As a filmmaker I recognized a 
different rhythm and editing style from my own, 
an unfamiliar visualization of the accident. I 
returned to the house and asked Dawn Hayman, 
the animal communicator at Spring Farm about 
it, describing what I had “seen” from Breezy. 
Dawn confirmed that those details were correct 
in terms of what had happened to Breezy. It was 
then that I realized I could receive images from 
some animals.  

My friends thought I was crazy. I thought 
I was too. Some friends thought I would ruin my 
career if I included these telepathically 
transmitted animal films in Animal Attraction. But 
I did.  

I can’t prove absolutely that telepathic 
communication with animals really exists. There 
are more ways to disprove it. In the end I don’t 
really care, because even attempting to 
telepathically communicate with an animal allows 
for a new approach, fostering new respect for 
that creature. Because you are practicing 
“listening”. 

J.U.: Some of your work is very personal: For
example with Embracing Animal you  made
your Crohn’s disease public and your own
pets feature regularly in some of your
videos. How important is it for you to
separate your private life and your art or is
there no need for you to do so?

K.H.:  I  had  not   really   thought  about   the
“outing” of my Crohn’s disease when
presenting Embracing Animal. But it ended up
being helpful. This is an invisible disease and
not talked about very much – unless you have
it! Many people have talked to me about their
own Crohn’s disease after my disclosure. I think
that a lot of it has to do with discussion of our
bodies – diseased bodies, bodies in a living
space, our bodies in relation to other non-
human bodies.

Art often comes from a very personal 
place. “The personal is political.” As a feminist 
it is important for me to use my life as an 
example of how I practice my politics. So, I do 
think my personal life is very close to my 
artwork– and more so as time goes on. 
Hopefully my private stories give people an 
entry to the work. 

J.U.: Rats laugh when tickled. For your
soundscape Rat Laughter you recorded such
ultrasonic rat utterances and created a
concert that is supposed to be played back
to laboratory rats. Are there already
scientific findings about the contagiousness
of rat laughter? And couldn’t it be regarded
as cynical rather than enriching to confront
rats used in research with laughing
conspecifics?

K.H.: Rats, among many other animals, have a
hearing range that is quite different from
humans. They hear and communicate quite a lot
in the ultrasonic audio level. These are sound
registers that we can’t hear without assistance
from devices like a “bat detector” that can
“down sample” the audio to a range we can
hear. Thus, rats inhabit another audioscape that
we are not that aware of. They are very sensitive
to sounds that are “everyday” to us – such as
crinkling plastic, the jingling of keys, etc.[1]

Jaak Panksepp a psychologist and 
neuroscientist from Washington State University 
has researched rat ultrasonic vocalization, as well 
as the rat’s giggle and the notion of play. He has 
stated that rats that like to “giggle” also enjoy 
the company of other rats that do the 
same.[2]  There  also  is  research  into the affect of  
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  Blood Wars, performqance, 2010-ongoing 

playing 50kHz rat “chirps” for other rats. 
“Playback of 50-kHz ultrasonic vocalizations led 
to approach behaviour.“[3] 

The neural mechanisms of 50-kHz and 22-
kHz calls may shed light on the neural bases of 
positive and negative affective states in humans 
and other animals and have potential implications 
for understanding psychiatric disorders (Burgdorf 
et al., 2001; Brudzynski, 2007; Brudzynski, 
Eckersdorf, & Golebiewski, 1995; Panksepp et 
al., 2002). The use of vocal indicators of various 
other emotional states in other species has 
helped reveal emotional circuits that may be of 
importance in understanding the ancestral 
sources of human emotionality (Brudzynski et al., 
1995; Jürgens, 2002; Newman, 1988; Panksepp, 
2007). … Our hypothesis is that the robust tickle-
induced   FM 50-kHz   calls   in   rats   have  some  

ancestral   linkage   to  infantile  human  hedonic 
laughter (Panksepp, 2007; Panksepp & Burgdorf, 
2003).[4] I never thought about the idea of Rat
Laughter being regarded as cynical. Should 
prisoners in jail not be encouraged to laugh? 
Laughter is an ancient release that links humans 
and rats. In humans laughter can express 
happiness, joy, cynicism, taunts and cruelty. We 
don’t know if that range of emotional expression 
exists in animals. But from studies it is proven to 
promote well being and play. Generally, I believe 
that Rat Laughter could be contagious, and at 
the least lead to a better understand of the audio 
environment rats inhabit. 

J.U.: With Trans-Tamagotchi you developed a
computer game in which people can care for
virtual transgenic animals. In other works you
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  Blood Wars, performqance, 2010-ongoing 

document playing rats. Many philosophers 
have highlighted the close relationship of art 
and play. Thomas Seboek for example 
regards play as the precursor of art and in 
more recent times Dario Martinelli stresses 
the close relationship of lying, playing and 
aesthetics. A play can offer experiences just 
as an artwork and both have the power to 
transform the involved beings. How 
important is the notion of play for you, 
especially when it comes to interspecies 
communication?  

K.H.: I fell in love with art as a young child. I
grew up outside of Philadelphia and went on a
school trip early on to the Philadelphia
Museum   of   Art.  While  my  classmates  were

looking at some early American abstract paintings, 
I snuck off to the Marcel Duchamp room. There I 
found one of Duchamp’s last pieces Etant Donné. 
As you walk into the room there is a wooden door 
on one side with two peepholes in the door. The 
peepholes were dark from the facial oil of many 
people looking thought them, and they smelled 
musty and very animal-like. Beyond the peepholes 
was a mysterious and wondrous diorama of a 
(anonymous) naked woman lying on a cliff holding 
a lantern with and a waterfall in the far 
background. This work had a profound effect on 
me. I was scared and delighted by it – and 
somehow I found it very funny. I had no idea what 
it was, but the absurdity of it touched me. 
Duchamp’s use of the absurd in many of his works 
taught me how to be playful in my own projects.
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Also,   growing  up  I  was  told  by   my family 
that I shouldn’t be an artist. So, I have always 
felt a bit naughty making art. It was the one 
thing I did where I could work with taboo 
subjects, take risks — and be provocative and 
playful. Besides, animals – who I find endlessly 
funny — taught me to play, be playful, and to 
be more creative.  

J.U.: For the interdisciplinary art + science
experiment Blood Wars you investigate the
human immune systems, in states of both
health and disease, by staging a tournament
between different individual’s white blood
cells in a petri dish. The blood dueling picks
up the understanding of the immune system
as a defense system but it also claims to
demystify irrational notions associated with

blood. Could you explain this a little bit 
further? 

K.H.: I think that we ascribe blood with mystical
powers. It is used in ritual, we talk about “pure
bloods”, we have blood brothers/sisters by
joining our blood, etc. I was interested in looking
at how blood — which is culturally revered — is
infused with meaning and significance. In the
case of Blood Wars, we had people compete
against each other using the medium of their
own white blood cells. Blood Wars plays off the
aggressive, military language used when
speaking about the immune system. I adopted
the format of the FIFA World Cup, a highly
competitive sports play-off, modeling the
immune system on sports rivalries in order to
exaggerate  this  use of fighting  metaphors
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and to bring attention to this communication. 
Ultimately, I want to think about the immune 
system as a cooperative team, an alliance, and 
redirect this semantic about immunology to 
draw on terms that are more about adaptation, 
mediation and negotiation. 

J.U.: In the video essay Lily does Derrida,
you constitute your dog Lily posthumously as
a speaking subject rather than an object of
our speaking. Why have you given Lily who
discusses passages from L’animal que donc je 
suis by Jacques Derrida a male voice?

K.H.: I had recorded a friend of mine to read
the script and had planned to alter the pitch to
make him sound like a girl. But when I affected
the audio with the pitch shift it sounded
horrible. I thought about it a lot. I was making a
project about a dog speaking posthumously
with a dead philosopher. In the end, I didn’t
think the gender of Lily’s voice was an issue.

Besides, she was quite androgynous. Josh did 
such a great reading and really captured Lily’s 
essence. I am deeply indebted to him – thank 
you Joshua Thorson! 

J.U.: To me the film seems to be a grief work
mourning the death of a beloved companion
animal. What other aspects are important
here and why has Derrida been relevant for
you?

K.H.: The project came out of years of filming my
old dog, Lily. She was such a fighter – she came
from the streets of Brooklyn, and I found her
when she was about a year old. She was fiercely
protective of me – to a fault — but also a joyous
character. I was horrified by her death in many
ways. So, yes, this project was made in her
memory.

As I was organizing the film footage I 
realized that Lily’s and my relationship pictured in 
the  footage was all about human/non-human 
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relations. This flawed and somewhat fraught back-
and-forth between us as we negotiated our co-
habitation took on a larger meaning to me about 
how historically humans have considered animals. I 
found Derrida’s writings to be very much in sync 
with these same questions. Besides Lily was my 
great teacher in these matters. 

J.U.: You often focus the
indistinguishableness of humans and other
animals. Has the notion of becoming animal
by Deleuze / Guattari been an inspiration for
your work or are there other ideas on
posthumanism that have been (more)
important for you?

K.H.: I think that Deleuze and Guattari have
been really inspiring for sure. Particularly in
exciting my imagination. I often read philosophy
to help in my creative process. I found that
Deleuze and Guattari offered useful ways to
talk about animal human relations. But I have
found others too such as Donna Haraway, Cary
Wolfe, Timothy Morton, Steve Baker, Ron
Broglio, and recently I (happily) discovered the
work of Vinciane Despret. There are too many
to list. I am a pragmatist and so I like works
that are grounded in actual practices to
question our ways of thinking through these
theories.

I have also been inspired by the new 
feminist materialists such as Astrida Neimanis, 
and anthropologists such as Eben Kirksey, who 
coined the term “multispecies ethnography”, 
as well as artists Bryndis Snaebjörnsdóttir and 
Mark Wilson, Lee Deigaard, Terrike Haapoja, 
Oliver Kellhammer, and many others. 

There is a way we need to think about 
our situated-ness in relation to non-humans. 
Now that we are faced with the very real 
dangers  of  climate  change,  the larger picture 
of how interspecies relations matter take on an 
urgency and essential meaning.  

J.U.: In your video Death Down Under you
are documenting the experimental research
project of a fashion designer and a forensic
scientist. They wash, dress, bury and dig up
21 slaughtered pigs in order to study

clothing decay on dead bodies.  How did you 
take notice of the project? Could you explain 
your ideas on the ecology of death in regard 
to this project? 

K.H.: I was an artist in residence at SymbioticA in
2009 and 2010. When I first arrived I was very
interested in working with the forensic sciences,
thinking about decay and decomposition and the
metabolic transformations that come from death.
I was trying to develop many different project
ideas (I developed the projects Blood Wars and
the beginnings of Rat Laughter while in
residence). Another resident artist, Pia Interlandi,
a fashion designer and funeral celebrant, was in
progress with the project depicted in Death
Down Under. I realized her project was
complicated, ethically challenging, and a bit mad
and I thought it would be a terrible loss if it was
not documented.

I talked a new friend in Perth, Cynthia 
White, into collaborating with me documenting 
Pia’s working collaboration with Ian Dadour, the 
founder and then head of the Centre for Forensic 
Science, a classical artist–scientist collaboration. I 
also found Pia’s research in green burials was 
compelling as well as her ability to talk about 
death and dying in a culture that tries to 
discourage such discussions.  

Working with this project was 
fascinating – while at the same time, gross. The 
pigs were dug up in batches of three every 50 
days after they were initially buried. One of my 
favorite lines from Pia in the video is “It is as if we 
have interrupted something we are not really 
supposed to see.” This was decomposition at 
work!  

I became fascinated with the idea of 
natural/green burials and also the processes at 
play. So much so that I purchased a plot for 
myself in a green burial cemetery in central New 
York. I am also in the midst of a project creating 
a burial garden and researching the effects of 
dead animal bodies on plant growth, called The
Resurrection Project. I have recently written 
about it for the edited volume to be released 
later this year, ‘Piper in the Woods: Men
Becoming Plants’ in The Routledge Companion
to   Biology   in   Art   &   Architecture  edited   by 
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Charissa Terranova and Meredith Tromble. 

J.U.: ‘dOCUMENTA’ curator Chus Martinez
recently proclaimed the “metabolic era”.
Your documentary-in-progress Fecal 
Matters on fecal microbiota transplantation
and gut microbial studies seems to prove
this. Could you tell us why you are interested
in this subject and where you are going with
this project?

K.H.: Fecal Matters is a snap shot in this
rapidly changing field of the use of fecal
microbial transplantation (FMTs) to cure
disease. I made the project as a “primer” for
people to understand where the field is at
present. I interviewed scientists and medical
practitioners about their beliefs in treating
people with poop. The individuals who
participated  in  the  project  include Dr. Ashish

Atreja, Mt. Sinai gastroenterologist, and Dr. 
Emma Allen-Vercoe, Guelph University 
microbial ecologist and creator of "Robogut" 
device that grows stool. Interviews with the 
members of the Open Biome stool bank, 
technician Laura Burns, co-founder Mark Smith, 
and Chief Medical Officer Zain Kassam, as well 
patients’ fecal plantations (using Open Biome 
stool donations) conducted by Dr. Ari 
Grinspan, gastroenterologist at Mt. Sinai, NYC, 
will appear in the final edit of the work to be 
released in April 2016. 

At present FMTs are used in the U.S. to 
treat patients with Clostridium Difficile (C. diff), 
but the treatment could be used for other 
autoimmune diseases in the future — including 
inflammatory bowel diseases, depression, and 
autism. As a patient with Crohn's disease, my 
knowledge of autoimmune disorders and the 
body's  ecology  is  first hand. We are made up  
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of and co-habit with thousands bacteria, yeast, 
and fungi in our systems. This is a new field of 
medicine looking at human microbiota — 
ecologies within the body. This is a radical new 
way to think about and possibly treat our 
illnesses taking into account our entire body’s 
environment and that surrounding us as well. 
This holistic view is an exciting shift to me, 
considering the gut as a “hackable space,“  as 
it will allow for further consideration of our 
food system, and imbalances in our larger 
ecological sphere. “The transformation of
waste is perhaps the oldest pre-occupation of 
man.” —Patti Smith  

My collaborator throughout the project 
has been Guy Schaffer, PhD (ABD). My editor is 
Allison Berkoy. I thank them both for their 
brilliant input. 

J.U.: One last question concerning this
project: Did you really ask David Bowie for a
feces donation and if so did he respond?

K.H.: In February 2015, I produced a series of
photos, entitled Kathy As Bowie.  I had been doing
research about fecal microbial transplantations
(FMT) – the transfer of one person's feces to
another person's bowels for curative purposes. Or,
as in Miranda July’s film Me You and Everyone We
Know: “Poop back and forth. Forever." — Robby
(age 6). A friend asked whose stool I would like to
use if I were to have an FMT. My immediate
response was “David Bowie’s poop!” I had always
been a Bowie fan – but this proposed exchange
would be different. I felt as if Bowie’s poop would
allow me to join with his gut bacteria, becoming a
little bit of him. I created this series of photographs

 Kathy High and David Balluff 
 Trans-Tamagotchi, online game, 2012 
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emulating classic Bowie portraits to be offered to 
Bowie in exchange for his feces donation — so that 
I might perform a FMT with his stool.  

Of course, the exchange never 
happened. He did not respond. Sadly, Bowie was 
battling cancer in this last year of his life. Even 
the day before his death I was plotting with a 
friend how to meet his wife, Iman, at her local 
gym upstate to ask for his stool. But it was not to 
happen. 

The desire was still there. The desire to 
take in someone else — and take them on. Bowie 
was the best I could do, aspirationally. I am 
deeply indebted to my photographer: Eleanor 
Goldsmith, and make-up artist: Jeanna di Paolo 
for this project. 

J.U.: What are you currently working on?

K.H.: At present I am in Los Angeles on a
sabbatical from my university working as an
artist-in-residence at the gut biome laboratory of
Will dePaolo at the University of Southern
California (http://www.depaololab.com/). I was
lucky to land in this lab — everyone is great there
and Will is an inspiration. His latest mission
statement is “We aim to identify environmental
factors that impact distinct ecological
communities and develop therapies to maintain
or restore ecological harmonies.” He has a focus
on environment dependent microbiota. I met Will
and his lab manager, Amy Parker, at UCLA last
year when I was exhibiting, Waste Matters: You
Are My Future, at the Art/Sci Gallery through
Victoria Vesna’s invitation. I was impressed with
the work going on in the dePaolo Lab and
emailed Will shortly after our meeting asking if
he would consider me as an resident artist in his
lab. He consented– and added that I would be
his first!

This year I am conducting work around 
the project Gut Love, Combining performance, 
documentation, scientific analysis, data mapping, 
and sculpture, Gut Love will ultimately produce a 
series of discreet investigations and dialogs 
around the ecology of microbiomes. Looking at 
the politics of ecology, this work locates new 
paradigms of relationships between the 
biomaterials of our bodies and our environments.  

What if we lived on a diet including local dirt? 
What if we could make our own preserved super 
stool bank? How can you make poop? What are 
our family microbiome signatures (our family 
biome crest) and how do we change the 
microbiomes of our partners, our pets, our 
friends? Using DIY methods of bio-research, I will 
look at the breakdown of materials and the 
reconstitution of them as they are absorbed.

Waste studies is an important field at 
present — and human waste needs to be 
included in this exploration. Gut Love will open 
up various ways for people to think about 
tweaking their immune systems and feeding 
their internal ecologies. Through biome 
analysis and mapping to picturing poop, this 
project presents my last frontier. Having dealt 
with issues around shit almost all my life, I see 
my own attempts to make this material 
invisible reflects our culture’s ways of covering 
waste. This holistic view will allow for dialog 
between ecologists, biologists, activists, and 
artists to catalyze the imaginary around the 
abject.  

I am also working on an ongoing 
collaboration with Oliver Kellhammer called 
the Floating Museum of Postindustrial Ecology. 
With this project we are interested in the 
effects of our postindustrial environments and 
the study of ruderal ecologies and biodiversity 
in contaminated areas. Or as Oliver decribes: 
„From the wreckage of factories, brown fields, 
and destroyed buildings, beautiful and diverse 
biotopes emerge: urban savannahs, emergent 
forests, anthropogenic mountain and cliff 
simulacra, replete with seething processes of 
ecological regeneration.“[5]  

And finally, I am producing a film about 
the fate of animals who escape from zoos or 
slaughter houses, called Fleeing: The fate of
escaped animals. What separates these animals 
from their peers who stay to suffer the 
consequences of confinement and worse? Why 
do we identify with these animals? What signs 
do they leave us? Tales of apprehension and 
captivity are common: animals are taken from 
exotic settings to live in the unnatural habitats 
of zoos and circuses; and animals are bred for 
meat   consumption   in  horrid  conditions  and  
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inhumane environments. But what about the 
boundary crossings when the animals leave 
and/or escape? How do we project onto these 
non-humans our own desires for flight? 

I am participating in the field of biological 
arts with colleagues such as Ionat Zurr and Oron 
Catts of Tissue Culture and Art. As part of a 
Guggenheim Foundation Fellowship, I spent a 
total of 5 months in artist residency with 
Symbiotica at the School of Anatomy and Human 
Biology, University of Western Australia 
engaging in “wet biology practices in a biological 
science department.” Ionat and Oron have been 
great mentors for me. This research led me to 
consider materiality more than in my previous 
work. An audience reacts to physical live matter 
more viscerally than they do to an image or 
reproduction.     The     live     materials     act    as 

performative triggers for the viewer, engaging 
public imagination to think about the bodies that 
are being used and how they are being 
manipulated – and to ask “what are our 
embodied futures?”  

Websites 

http://kathyhigh.com/ 

http://embracinganimal.com/ 

http://vampirestudygroup.com/bloodwars/ 

http://www.slowburn.com/clients/tt/ 
(Transgenic Tomagotchi) 

 Kathy High 
 Underexposed: The Temple of the Fetus, video, screen capture, 1994 
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Notes  

[1] As many laboratory animals are much more sensitive to a
wider range of sound frequency than humans, it seems likely that
the levels of sound reported here could adversely affect animals
through physiological or behavioural changes, or may even cause
sensory damage in extreme cases. There appear to have been no
studies on the minimum threshold levels for such adverse
responses, or on the long-term effects of exposure to the types of
sounds recorded here. It is not yet possible to set realistic
exposure limits for laboratory animals. – from Sources of sound
in the laboratory animal environment: A survey of the sounds
produced by procedures and equipment by Sales, Milligan,
Khirnykh, Animal Welfare 8:97-115, 1999.

[2] Ultrasonic Vocalizations of Rats (Rattus norvegicus) During 
Mating, Play, and Aggression: Behavioral Concomitants, 
Relationship to Reward, and Self-Administration of Playback by 
Jeffrey Burgdorf, Roger A. Kroes, and Joseph R. Moskal, James G. 
Pfaus, Stefan M. Brudzynski, Jaak Panksepp, Journal of
Comparative Psychology 2008, Vol. 122, No. 4, 357–367.

[3] Sadananda M, Wohr M, Schwarting RKW: Playback of 22-
kHz and 50-kHz ultrasonic vocalizations induces differential c-fos 
expression in rat brain. In : Neuroscience Letters, Volume:
435   Issue: 1, p. 17-23, April 11 2008.

[4] Ultrasonic Vocalizations of Rats (Rattus norvegicus) During 
Mating, Play, and Aggression: Behavioral Concomitants, 
Relationship to Reward, and Self-Administration of Playback 
by  Burgdorf J, Kroes RA, Moskal JR, et al.,  Journal of 
Comparative Psychology Volume: 122   Issue: 4  357-367  Nov 
2008.

[5] Oliver Kellhammer, Text description for collaborative video
by High/Kellhammer Nos Habebit Humus: The Earth will have
us, as part of curator Monika Bakke’s Seeing The Forest Through
The Trees group show,  Abandon Normal Devices (AND)
Festival, Cumbria, UK, 2015.
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Kathryn High is an American interdisciplinary artist, 
curator and scholar known for her work in BioArt, video 
art and performance art. Her BA was completed 
at Colgate University in 1976 and she received 
her MAH from the Center for Media Studies at University 
at Buffalo in 1981. High is co-editor of The Emergence of 
Video Processing Tools, with Sherry Miller Hocking and 
Mona Jimenez. She has been a professor of video and 
new media at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, 
New York since 2002. Her work has appeared in 
the Guggenheim Museum and the Museum of Modern 
Art, among others, and has received grants from 
the National Endowment for the Arts, Rockefeller 
Foundation, and New York State Council on the Arts. Her 
work often intersects art, technology and science and has 
involved collaboration with scientists.The piece 
"Embracing Animal" was a performance involving live rats 
that was commissioned for the exhibition Becoming 
Animal at MASS MoCA 



53 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

enrik Håkansson’s artistic approach to 
animals and plants has always embraced 
their embodied and phenomenal 

aspects. He examines the natural through the 
cultural and cultural through the natural—indeed 
the cultivation of creatures and the cultivation of 
a sensitivity to their own sensorial skills has been 
an enduring feature of his work over the past 25 
years. Håkansson’s early work playfully conflated 
the worlds of animal calls and rock music played 
with the semiotics of sound across the supposed 
human/animal threshold and has since developed 
expansively to include symphonic collaborations 
between orchestras and birds. Another 
characteristic of Håkansson’s projects is to make 
use of photographic and audio equipment as 
forms of instrumentation, exploring the fine lines 
between aesthetic amplification, scientific 
detection, and natural history inquiry. The 
traditional formats of free-standing sculpture, 
painting, as well as photography are pushed to 
their  limits   by  employing  animal  and plants as 

 
 
 
 
 
 

living media in some cases, while in others 
highlighting their traces and remains as indexes 
of violent encounter between human and 
creaturely realms. Humorous, philosophical, and 
beautiful in equal measures, Håkansson is one of 
the most important artists working in across 
ecology and contemporary art today. 

Henrik Håkansson: I don't like to be 
interviewed. 

Andrew Yang: [laughter] I know.  One 
question just to start: right now if you could 
be any other animal besides a human, what 
do you think you would be? 

H.H.: A fly.

A.Y.: Out of choice or just out of fate?

H.H.: That came spontaneously. I think out of
fate.

A.Y.: Does that connect to your project titled

H 

INTERVIEWEE: HENRIK HÅKANSSON 
INTERVIEWER: ANDREW YANG 

Henrik Håkansson investigates the relationship between people, animals, insects and plants, and various forms of 
science. He does so by taking the role of a biologist and discoverer. His approach springs from a fascination for 
biological structures. Through his observations, he aims to close the gap with nature and to make the viewer 

 receptive to natural processes. In many ways, his work intersects with the practice of Andrew Yang, an artist, scientist 
and scholar actively engaged in the bridging notions of micro and macro dimensions through representation. In 
December 2015 Yang and Håkansson discussed animal ethics, the role played by materiality in non-human based 
work,  and the impact anthropogenic frameworks will have on art and human/non-human networks. 

Text and Interview Questions by Andrew Yang 



54 

The End (2011) at all, given the final fate of 
the housefly in the piece? 

H.H.: Yeah. No. Maybe.  The fly is quite
superior in its movements somehow. Actually,
fate is that I would be a fly, because you're
kind of hunted all the time.  On the other hand,
when you are a butterfly you're more attractive
and when you’re a moth you are only visible for
the one who wants to see you, or accidentally
found.

A.Y.: When did the focus on animals first
start taking shape in your work as an artist?

H.H.: When I was a child I was more interested
in insects and other animals than in art. I think
the two came together in the early '90s. As you
know, I was an insect collector from a very
early age.

A.Y.: Some collectors are very object-
oriented. Do you think of the animals or
plants that you use in your art practice as
“materials”?

H.H.: I never really have. Everything has been a
matter of collaboration somehow. A lot of the
early works included live animals. I always say it
is a collaboration, or like somehow creating an
open opportunity for us to act as ourselves.

A.Y.: Was that sense of collaboration there
already in that early, breakthrough piece of
yours with frogs, Frog For e.s.t. (eternal 
sonic trance) (1995)?

H.H.: That was a grassroots piece; I moved the
frogs from the conditions of the pet store. It
was a non-natural environment, although they
probably never  saw  their  natural environment

 Andrew Yang 
Books in Håkansson’s Berlin studio, 2016 © Andrew Yang 
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anyway and were likely bred in captivity. Still, I 
tried to create a moment of happiness for 
them.  

A.Y.: An even better environment than they
would have had in pet store captivity? You
still kept them in captivity, but was the idea
to give them a better environment than the
store would ever provide?

H.H.: When I worked on those frog projects
the frogs lived with me during daylight hours,
they lived in the studio and at home with me.
They were not in containers but in open
areas—there was high humidity and lots of
space for them.

A.Y.: My impression is that you're trying to
create an interaction between people and
animals in these situations. But again, it's of
course problematic in a gallery setting in

terms of maintenance. I guess that's one of 
the pitfalls. 

H.H.: I would say the interaction is between
the human-animal and the other-animal, or
between different kinds of animals including
us. But yes, the gallery setting can have its
pitfalls.

A.Y.: It's the spectacle aspect of the animal
on display.

H.H.: Maybe. I've seen people doing it with
success, but caring for the animals in the space
is always a problem.  Early on there was a
commitment from institutions, but at the
moment I sense that nobody really is willing to
invest resources in this anymore. The speeding
up of time and the commercial aspect of art
has grown so enormously over the last few
years  that   I  think   getting   galleries and

 Andrew Yang 
Dragonfly in Håkansson’s Berlin studio, 2016 © Andrew Yang 
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museums to be invested in animals is 
increasingly difficult. But then again, there are 
more live animals in art than ever!  

A.Y.: Do you feel bothered by how many live
animals there are in art? How do you view
the treatment of the animals?

H.H.: It’s so different from case to case and I'm
not the one to judge.

A.Y.: Animal treatment and animal
conservation seem to be real strong themes
in your work right now, although that’s not
true for all of your pieces that involve
animals. So for example, back to The End 
where you actually kill the animal – a house
fly – in the end.  How do artworks like that
relate to the other kinds of projects you are
doing?

H.H.: They talk the same language. The End is
the first piece of mine that actually involves an
animal dying on stage, so to speak. It makes it
something more than normal. After all, it's
considered quite normal to have glue-tape fly
traps or something in your summerhouse if
there's lots of flies.  Perhaps this contradiction
is where the complexity of the piece can be
found.

A.Y.: There's an ambivalent attitude towards
certain kinds of animals.  For The End I doubt
anyone would take issue because the animals
you worked with are invertebrates—people
usually just don't care. I worked in an insect
lab in graduate school, and we never had to
go through an ethical review board because
the insects - we did a lot of work on moths -
don't have backbones.

 Andrew Yang 
Hawkmoth pupae in Håkansson’s Berlin studio, 2016 © Andrew Yang 
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H.H.: That's how The End originated. I was
actually surrounded by flies at the moment that
there was a new wave of bombings in Iraq. A
fly explosion in my house was caused by my
neighbor-farmer who was raising pigs. I learned
farmers use some kind of chemical to reduce
maggots that breed in the, what do you say ...
what's the English word?

A.Y.: Maybe ‘pig shit’?

H.H.: Yeah, what's the word for that? Pig shit…
what I mean are pig piles…

A.Y.: Manure piles.

H.H.: Yes!  Pig farmers put something in the
pile that halts the flies, killing them before they
become adults. But he didn’t—so my whole
house was filled with thousands of flies.

A.Y.: Wow. This is your house in Sweden?

H.H.: Yes. And so: our relation to flies and
mosquitoes… For many people, mosquitoes
are a no brainer - if there is a mosquito on your
arm...

A.Y.: You kill it.

H.H.: Yes, you may not even think about it. You
might consider it in the case of the housefly.
But the average person does not think about it.
You drive your car through thousands of them,
or you sit at home and you are surrounded with
too many in the summer and you kill them. In
relation to that, for The End, I wanted to create
an epic film structured like a symphony.
Symphonies normally create a beautiful or
certain dramatic vision of either a sad or a
happy   moment:   they   are   always   paced to

 Andrew Yang 
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create certain emotions. It's a classical way of 
seeing the art without seeing it. You create it. 

A.Y.: You create this emotional context…

H.H.: One idea of the film was the human
effort of making this soundtrack for this
moment in which you usually don’t think about
what you are actually doing and what actually
happens – a killing.

A.Y.: So you're trying to give some
emotional drama to something we otherwise
do unthinkingly.

H.H.: Yeah, I think the enlargement of that
moment of the fly is political.

A.Y.: Because you were talking about the
aerial bombing of people on the ground in

 

Iraq. People are killed as if they're flies. Is 
this the analogy? 

H.H.: This piece was actually shot at the exact
same moment when Iraq was invaded for the
second time, I guess in 2006. The End was my
emotional reaction to that, but then the work
itself was not realized until 2011 and in fact it is
still developing.

A.Y.: Would you say you're using the fly as a
metaphor for humans, rather than simply as
itself as a creature?

H.H.: I think the fly is a metaphor, but it's also
relative. Us and the fly are equal somehow. I
would say that we coexist, of course. But today
we're also talking in average and general
terms, we still talk of "The Animal" and "The
Human."  This  is  a  division  that  I  can't agree

Henrik Håkansson  
Performance of The End at the Sydney Biennial, 2014 © Håkansson 
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with. I mean, we are animals too, so we should 
speak not of “animals”, but of "other animal." I 
would like to invent a general word for humans 
and animals that does not rely on either word. 
"Humans" and "non-humans" are equally not 
good. 

A.Y.: Yes, there is still this fundamental
divide assumed between the human and non-
human.  We can’t shake it, even if we can
intellectually. That's where I think The End 
piece is interesting.

People almost never feel a sense of 
connection when they look into the eyes of a 
fly, and that's why I think that that project's 
important, because you give it that drama 
that a vertebrate would usually get.  

H.H.: I think so too. I think that's why also the
fly is so obvious. Obvious killing and still
people might not react to it.

A.Y.: Do you feel like it always needs to have
a live symphony, ideally?

H.H.: No. The End is a film, however its
soundtrack is a recording of its live orchestral
performance, which is the origin of the work.
Its full realization is actually not done yet, it is
one of those long processes. It's also true for
the bird concert I held in London. That was also
recorded and filmed in 2005, but it’s still not
released.

A.Y.: The bird concert's another case again
where there's a collaboration between a non-
human animal – birds, and a human animal –
you.

H.H.: Yes, but still it's actually different. The
bird was hired; it is part of an industry of
animals – animals hired from companies that
provide them for films.  It's another aspect that

Henrik Håkansson  
Still from The End, 2011 © Håkansson 
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we consider normal and that's accepted by 
PETA.  If you can afford it and if you want a 
tiger for a film today, it's certainly not a 
problem. So in the larger sense we are all 
involved in this use of animals: it's still a big 
circus.  

A.Y.: Mark Dion wrote a manifesto. Have you
read it? It's called Some Notes Towards a 
Manifesto for Artists Working With or About 
the Living World. It’s essentially a list and
under number 14 it reads:

"Anthropomorphism has long been guarded 
against in the field of zoology an impediment 
to understanding animal behavior in their 
own context. While a pitfall in ethology, an  

artist might find the rich tradition of 
anthropomorphism too powerful a tool to 
surrender, particularly when probing the 
boundaries between humans and other 
animals."   

I feel like that's exactly what you're 
addressing.  

H.H.: Yeah, I think that's where Mark and I are
both circulating.

A.Y.:  So we're having the tea on this
beehive. You were saying before that
actually the vision you had for this project
and why you wanted to collaborate with
bees was also divergent from the

Henrik Håkansson  
SLEEP (Eunectes murinus) 0.00.00, 1998. © Håkansson 
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beekeepers when they found out you didn't 
want to collect honey. 

H.H.: Yeah, the honeybee is a domesticated
bee. I mean is it natural or is it not? What is a
honeybee? For me it's a little bit abstract. It's
something that is really, really important for
the whole human existence because the bee is
a main pollinator. There are so many groups of
bees, and we on average, talk about
honeybees, although more and more, there is
focus on wild bees as well. But the honeybee,
to me, is more abstract and I've been thinking
to include it in a work. I haven't done so far.
The honeybee has been used in art so much
because it is a very culturally-loaded symbol. In
Joseph   Beuys'  work  there  is  a  lot of honey,

wax, the bee… and then Rudolph Steiner 
talked  extensively  about  bees  and the whole 
way a society works. The honeybee has been 
domesticated over thousands of years, but 
how does this process function? I am 
researching and trying to understand this: 
What is a bee? Where does it come from?  

A.Y.: So what are you planning with these
beehives exactly?

H.H.: I want to set these beehives outside but
I'm not interested in harvesting the honey, just
leaving them out. But in the shop where I bought
this, the people got really furious because
leaving the hives out means that you are not
being serious, in fact you are killing the bees.

Henrik Håkansson  
Frog For.e.s.t (eternal sonic trance), 1995 © Håkansson 
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A.Y.: Killing them? If you don't collect the
honey?

H.H.: If you don't maintain them regularly. But
then yesterday I had this discussion with a
beekeeper and a wild bee expert and they
thought the anger of the beehive storekeeper
was strange. At the moment there is
apparently a big movement to let the bee
colony live until it dies.  But today we also have
this disease, the varrora mites… So I'm still
thinking it's difficult to work with bees right
now; but it is important.

A.Y.: You mean ethically or practically?

H.H.: Not ethically, but philosophically. This is
a very important insect.

A.Y.: Yeah, think of all the commercial crops.
Almonds, apples...

H.H.: Everything. This is what I'm interested in
– the possible collapse, the idea of chaos,
somehow. Chaos in two ways: an uncontrolled
swarm creates one kind of chaos. The other
chaos is maybe then like the decline of
everything - when you don't suddenly have
food because one insect disappears.

A.Y.: Things out of balance?

H.H.: Yeah, every small creature, probably the
smallest one, might be the most important
one. I actually saw bees flying yesterday and
this is December.

A.Y.: Really? Wow.

H.H.: They were active in the 16th of
December, 2015. northern, Germany.

A.Y.: This whole winter is crazy.

Henrik Håkansson  
Frog For.e.s.t (eternal sonic trance), 1995 © Håkansson 
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H.H.: We are in December, in Berlin, and it's
not even cold. It was 19 degrees in New York
yesterday, on December 16th. I think this is
very interesting why politicians are sitting in
Paris right now, signing papers, and discussing
how we are actually going to stop global
warming. If we are interested in keeping the
planet alive, we just need to keep the
temperature from raising more than two
degrees. In the first week of the COP21
meeting some said, "We can't do, we have to
do four degrees.” As I listen on the radio, the
idea that just a few people are deciding on this
huge issue for everybody else, worries me.

Now that some kind of agreement has 
been reached, what happens next week?  This 
week everyone is very, very focused on the 
issue and the meetings, but next week that 
media attention will be gone. "Oh fuck, there's 
a serial killer again!"  That news takes over, and 
our attention is lost.  

A.Y.: And so how does your own practice
relate to these kinds of issues?

H.H.: In my work, I reflect on the functions of
society - sometimes very small, sometimes
bigger. I use non-human animal behavior as a
way to relate to my own human behavior, as a
reflection. When I work on it that's me, but I'm
just me and that's my interest of doing that,
that moment. Hopefully reflecting another
issue when the project is projected.

A.Y.: Maybe your point about the media and
our attention relates to your extensive use of
the high speed/slow motion camera, which
visually compels a viewer to pay attention. A
lot of your pieces just slow everything down.

H.H.: That’s because you can't live it in reality.
You can’t experience those details in reality
because reality is passing by in front of you too

Henrik Håkansson  
The Bird Concert Part 1 (Carduelis carduelis), 2005 © Håkansson 
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fast – so fast that you can’t understand it. 
When you slow it all down you can try to find a 
relation to another rhythm and the possibility 
to search for something else.  

A.Y.: I was going to say perhaps it's a way to
reconnect to one's attentiveness and
cultivate focus. But in another way, you're
maybe also suggesting that the slowing of
time is a form of escapism from immediate
experience?

H.H.: In one sense slow-motion recording is a
stretching of time: a redefinition of that time
that you just lived somehow. So slow-motion is
a reflection on that time and that physical
space. Perhaps it is one second, which is
actually very long - a lot of things happening
under one second time. We have defined
everything in terms of durations of time and
experience, and so we are living what we
defined. But maybe slow-motion let’s us
redefine those experiences.

A.Y.: that’s interesting to me because I'm
working on some projects about the idea of
the Anthropocene epoch, the idea that we've
entered a new geologic period. I think the
Anthropocene concept could potentially play
with time and redefine time and experience
for people in interesting ways, primarily
because it makes the human present and
human time part of geological “deep time.”

We are typically so present-focused, 
but I wonder if putting human existence in 
this other kind of time bracket might help us 
think about the future and the past 
differently, shifting what we consider to be 
long periods of time, or even “the present.”  
Like 100 years - even though it’s beyond the 
lifetime of most people - is actually very 
short time frame. But it feels long in terms of 
experience, maybe even more so in the 
accelerated times of media, travel, and work 
we live in.  

That’s one reason why humans say 
"Well, we can't worry about climate change 
in 100 years. That's just too far off!"  Two  

degrees or four degrees increase in global 
temperature seems like an abstraction, in 
part, because the time frames of the changes 
also seem like an abstraction.  

H.H.: You think that's changed, though?

A.Y.: I hope it can change.

H.H.: That’s what we are changing.

A.Y.: Exactly

H.H.: More people of a younger age are
interested in the actual function of our society.
And hopefully not only in participating in the
capitalistic system, but also questioning it,
since the way capitalism works is in itself one of
the problems.

If you're going into the art world, we're 
talking about the art world, that's a mini-
version of that system. 

A.Y.: Of the capitalist system?

H.H.: I think so. I would love to say that art is
today about passion and creating new
universes. Which it is on many levels, but I
would lie if I ... I think I would lie. I'm part of it
somehow. What I make might be sold to
somebody who loves it, or it might be sold to
another person who collects it. He still loves it
maybe, hopefully, but there is a chance that
people use it as an investment.

A.Y.: You mean when a collector buys work?

H.H.: Yeah. It could be an investment but it can
also be a failure. If you buy saying, "I love this
work, I need it," there's a risk that this artist
might disappear, and then the work is just like
exactly what it is.

A.Y.: Nothing more.

H.H.: Could be one line on a canvas. And if
that is not maintained properly by everyone in
terms  of  its  cultural value, that is just a line on
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the canvas. 

A.Y.: Right now I can see you are raising
moths here in the studio and studying
metamorphosis.  It’s a slow process you can’t
speed up. It seems like a corollary in this to
your high-speed films of insects that slow
down their motion by thousands of times.

H.H.: Yes, you have to wait, and you have to
see. Although I am thinking of doing time-lapse
photos with these, stretching the time to make
it shorter somehow.

A.Y.: If you could go to any place to do some
work or just observe, if money and time
wasn't an issue, is there any place you'd
really like to go?

H.H.: Tropical rainforests.

A.Y.: Maybe that suggests that you should
collaborate with those kinds of scientists
more?

H.H.: Yes.

A.Y.: I find that tropical ecologists tend to be
more laid back. Given the nature of their
work – the creatures they study - they are
used to having to take time, although the
forests they work on are often running out
of time.

H.H.: I think Papua New Guinea is where I
would like to go next, together with somebody
who really knows it, although maybe nobody
really knows it.

A.Y.: Since so much of your work is
collaborative of some level – involving the
assistance of experts – is that your preferred
mode, or is that sometimes also a hindrance?

H.H.: I tend to do it less now. Over the last
years I have done much less of it because it's
difficulty. Also I sense that ... I'm not sure you
have noticed this, but scientists are more
occupied at the moment, as are artists.

A.Y.: Yeah, everyone's just busier and has
less time. We need slow motion cameras for
our whole lives.

H.H.: Yeah, just like five years ago you could
actually contact somebody up that you worked
with or something and say, "I have a question
about…" Now if you don't formulate that
question in some really interesting way you
don't get an answer at all - you need to be
smart in your question. Not just, "What's the
color of that feather?"

A.Y.: Right, otherwise you'll never get a
response.

H.H.: It’s just, "Google that yourself."

A.Y.: Indeed.  Yeah, thanks for taking the
time for this face-to-face conversation, rather
than making me Google it ~

Andrew Yang is a transdisciplinary artist and 
scholar interweaving across the natural, cultural, 
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he artist couple Erwin Driessens (1963) 
and Maria Verstappen (1964) have worked 
together since 1990, after meeting at the 

Maastricht Art Academy. Their transdisciplinary 
practice arises out of careful observations and 
questions about the nature of life, materials, 
culture, and natural and machine evolution. Their 
contemporary art practice engages complex 
systems of making through material processes 
and algorithmic approaches.   

While they are based in Amsterdam, their 
influences are international in scope. They 
engage evolutionary processes in a myriad of 
mediums; physical, robotic, corporeal and 
algorithmic and in this process pioneer new 
interactive work and interfaces. At times heat, 
chemicals, or algorithms remove substance from 
form, revealing sumptuous materially with 
subtractive forces. At others atomic-level forces 
and robotic manipulations induce material 
accretion and growth.    

These morphogenetic and generative works 
are inspired through contemplation, and deep 
looking, modelling of natural living systems and 
draw on a tension between organic/evolution and 
man/machine-made. In the process, these works 
find order/chaos in the creation of an evolutionary 
aesthetic of behavior and interaction.  

I was initially drawn to Maria and Erwin’s 
works, as they exhibit impressive output from 
their conceptual adventures. Sculpting works with 
imagination, lab work, invention, making skills and 
creativity are part of an inquiry based practice. 

They find, construct, and reveal poetics in 
materiality, processes, and chance.  I first learned 
of their work when their Tickle robot was 
awarded first prize at VIDA 2.0 an international 
competition for ‘Art & Artificial Life’. As I was a 
1st prize winner in Vida 3.0, I quickly became 
aware of other winners. I have had the 
opportunity to see their works in many 
exhibitions  most  recently  in 2009, in the INSIDE 

T 

INTERVIEWEE: ERWIN DRIESSENS/ 
      MARIA VERSTAPPEN 

INTERVIEWER: KEN RINALDO 

Ken Rinaldo, an American artist and educator international ly recognized for his interactive robotics and 
bio-art installations has interviewed artists Erwin Driessens  and Maria Verstappen. What 
ensued was an exchange focussing on the challenges and productivities of BioArt, new 
technologies, and the intermingling of science and art. 

Text and Interview Questions by Ken Rinaldo 
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Exhibition curated by Leonel Moura in Lisbon, 
Portugal. And their work is in the collections of the 
Centraal Museum in Utrecht, MMK Museum of 
Modern Art in Frankfurt, Museum Boijmans van 
Beuningen, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 
amongst others. In 2013, they received the 
Witteveen+Bos Art+Technology Award for their 
entire body of work. The artists are represented 
by DAM gallery, Berlin.  

I recently met them in Amsterdam for this 
interview and was amazed to hear they are 
working on “growing artificial kidney stones” — a 
new conceptual, material adventure will now 
challenge the medical establishment aesthetically. 

Ken Rinaldo: What role does the concept of 
evolution play in your work? Are living 
systems a primary inspiration for you or is 
your focus more elemental, focusing instead 

 

on atomic processes of the organization of 
matter, energy and information?  

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen: In some of 
our software works, we use artificial evolution 
as a simple and elegant mechanism to explore 
the space of possibilities that an artificial 
“world” has to offer. Such a process of 
evolution, basically the random accumulation of 
beneficial changes, is powerful and effective, 
because it builds on what exists, on what has 
proven to be viable. Evolution is attractive to 
us because it has no bias, no preference, no 
knowledge of what it is manipulating. 

K.R.: Do you feel that machines allow
evolution in the true sense of the word and
will be see in the future an emergent,
bottom up machine intelligence?

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen in Amsterdam, 2016. Photo Ken Rinaldo 
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M.V./E.D.: In principle this should be possible.
However, machines that self-reproduce are
extremely rare or non-existent at the moment.
First of all, such machines will probably have a
very hard time competing against biological
'machines', and would need a serious amount
of pampering to survive! We do believe that if
there is going to be machine intelligence, it is
indeed going to emerge from the bottom up,
from parts that aren't considered to be
intelligent by themselves.

K.R.: I have always been drawn to your Tickle
Robots, the small autonomous robots with
knobbed rubber caterpillar tracks to probe
and carry out sensitive movements over the
surface of the skin. I am interested, as within
the realm of interactive art we see much
work playing out in the optical sphere and
little dealing so well with tactility on the
largest human organ, our skin. What was
your primary mode of inquiry of this
important work that won the VIDA 
competition in Madrid Spain on Art & 
Artificial Life?

 

M.V./E.D.: The Tickle robot that won the VIDA 
2.0 award is the last one of a longer series of 
iterations. The very first prototype was very 
crude, clumsy in its back and forth motions, 
and tumbled off the body more than it stayed 
on it. Even if it didn't feel really well, it was a 
proof of concept: such a thing is possible!
Despite the rough machine-like looks, it had an 
unexpected air of a living creature that makes 
its own decisions. This artificial life aspect 
became the primary focus in the development. 
Seeing it less as a machine but more like an 
organism. What is it like to have no eyes, to 
have no sense of touch, but only a sense of 
balance? Is memory necessary? How to be 
adventurous and avoid risk at the same time?
Iteration after iteration the robot evolved: it 
got sturdier but also cuter, smaller but also 
smarter, and tickle wise, it definitely became 
more pleasing.

K.R.: The autonomy of the tickle robots 
appears to be so wonderfully simple given 
the angles they experience and I wonder if

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
E-volver, site-specific installation at LUMC Labs, Leiden, 2006 © Driessens & Verstappen
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some of these approaches were inspired by 
researchers such as William Grey Walter’s 
turtle robot or Rodney Brooks? The works 
really seem to be playing in the terrain of the 
angular nature of the body, as a means of 
control, as a bulb would direct Walter’s 
turtles or Brooks insect bots.  

M.V./E.D.: Yes, the very first prototype worked
with a silver ball in a cage with 4 contacts as its
sole sensor. At the time we didn't know any
roboticist, or what they were busy with. We just
experimented with the simple methods that we
could come up with. In those days I had a fair
understanding of programming but hardly any
experience with electronics. At some point we
were able to build a circuit that was essentially an
embodied logic expression, with the tilt states as
input and the motor states as output. This
resulted in proper risk avoiding behavior, and
interestingly, the flexibility of the silicone
caterpillar tracks introduced enough randomness

to make the motions non-deterministic, and 
thus more natural. Later on, a micro-controller 
made richer behavior possible, although it is 
still much simpler than most people think it is.  

K.R.: Why is autonomy important in your
works?

M.V./E.D.: The main focus in our work is the
creation of systems that themselves create
other things: meta-creation. We attempt an art
that is not entirely determined by the
subjective choices of a human being, but
instead is generated by processes that operate
without human intervention: autonomously. We
can have “what if” questions that can only be
answered by experiment, and for us there are
few things more satisfying than seeing a
process unfold, seeing something that has not
been seen before, no longer under our control.
Autonomously operating processes have a
capability    to   spontaneously   generate   new

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Tickle, robot, 1998 © Driessens & Verstappen 
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possibilities, as they are not hindered by the 
associative tendencies that we humans have, 
which often restrict the freedom of expression. 
We value freedom and multiformity highly.     

K.R.: How do you work collaboratively? Do
you find conflict in the process? Is this a
natural part of the work?

M.V./E.D.: In our collaboration a dialogue is
prominent in the conceptual stage, it can often
be a bit like sparring where we initially look at
things from our own personal points of view.
We both have quite different personalities so
such discussions can be rather lively. By
pushing and pulling the ideas at hand they
tend to transform into something stronger, and
we both recognize this immediately when it
happens, and agree naturally. The concept of
personal ownership of an idea is rather absurd
when you realize that it has been undergoing
changes just by talking about it with others.

 

When it comes to production, we divide the 
work, decide who does what best, and be 
efficient. We hardly ever work with four hands 
on something simultaneously. Some of our 
more complex and experimental works are 
developed iteratively and there the conceptual 
and production stages are intertwined, the 
ideas being reformed based on experimental 
findings, in a feedback loop.  

In the case of meta-creative works, one 
could say that a third entity enters the 
collaboration: the creative system itself, which 
can have its own 'personality' that influences 
the course of development.  

K.R.: How do you fund your decidedly
conceptual practice? Are collectors and
museums able to fund your practice enough
that your art is your “day job”?

We are full time artists; our income comes from 
a   mixture   of   sources.   We  occasionally  sell 

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Morphotheque #15, 1:1 copies of 27 peppers. Plaster and acrylic paint, 2011 © Driessens & Verstappen 
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works, we exhibit and receive fees for that, we 
give lectures and at times do workshops. Once 
in a while we do commissioned work, which is 
usually relatively well paid. These sources alone 
are usually not sufficient to ensure a steady 
income. We are thus very glad to live in the 
Netherlands where the Mondrian Fund provides 
financial support for experimental art. One can 
apply for a number of grants, some project-
based, some providing a more structural support 
in the form of a deposit account which can serve 
as a buffer to use during at least a couple of 
years. We do most of the necessary work 
ourselves, avoiding costly external expertise and 
other services.       

K.R.: In the Tuboid (2000) you are using
computer programs that generate tube-like
forms and linking up segments that slightly
differ in shape at each turn. You state that
the tubular membranes are generated and
can be observed in two ways, as a space and
as a sculpture. What does it mean to you to
show both the virtual journey through the
Tuboid works and also show the external
plastic forms?

M.V./E.D.: Each mode of presentation has its
own character and qualities, and in some ways
they are complementary, which is what makes it
nice to have them both on display. The solid
stationary forms lend themselves to quiet,
detailed   observation,   which   is   very  concrete

 

because the objects share the same space with 
the viewer. The fleeting projection of the interior 
of a Tuboid 'tunnel' is more an abstract, 
immersive confrontation with an endlessly 
growing entity, surrounding the viewer. Both 
reveal the underlying growth process in an 
interesting way: the solid forms all have a very 
fine tip from where they grew downward, 
increasing in complexity but frozen in time; the 
tunnel mode shows the endlessness inherent in 
the algorithm clearly, but the rendering is less 
subtle than the smooth appearance of the solid 
forms.  

K.R.: What roles does chance, self-
organization, and evolution play in your
works?

Contemporary culture is still suffering from the 
legacy of the modern ideal of control over 
nature through technology. Fortunately, we are 
getting more and more aware that it is 
impossible to thoroughly understand the 
complexity of earth’s ecosystems and its long 
term processes. Small intervention can 
sometimes lead to giant irreversible changes or 
catastrophes. We now have to accept the fact 
that nature is fundamentally unpredictable and 
that chance, self-organization and evolution 
order and transform reality. As the artists we 
see it as our role to provide new times with a 
fitting visual language. So in contrast tot 
modernist artworks  -  that   attempts  to reveal 

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Tuboid spiro3-7, wood, car paint, 1999 and Tuboid, still, interactive projection, 2000, the collection of Centraal  Museum 
Utrecht © Driessens & Verstappen  
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the universal harmony of reality by rational 
ordering and reduction of visual means - we 
are actually striving for complexity and 
multiformity. By implementing chance, self-
organization and evolution into our generative 
processes we can create vivid, artificial worlds 
that reflect the organizing forces in nature. It is 
all about a new aesthetic of process and 
production, the beauty of complexity and the 
joy of uncontrollability. 

K.R.: In the work The Factory (1995) a cyclic
process where wax forms are continuously
produced, documented, presented and
degenerated. The same cycle repeats itself
every six minutes, but each time the
formation of the material is different. Is this
work a metaphor for something else or are
you interested purely in the chaotic chance
aspects of the material nature of the work?
Did any of the forms created surprise you?

M.V./E.D.: The Factory is a cultural metaphor
and a serious experiment at the same time. The
Factory is one of the first works that we made
after leaving the art academy.

On the one hand it reflects the nihilistic 
view we had on the art world in those days: a 
machinery of consumption requiring production 
and production requiring consumption. A 
constant need for the new to be shown, and for 
the   shown   to   be  new.  We  sometimes  joked  

about automating art, seeing styles as 
algorithms, and an oeuvre as a series of outputs 
that might result from a generative process. On 
the other hand, The Factory is a result of the 
growing interest we had for the uncontrolled, the 
untouched, the nonhuman. One day we were 
casting fluid wax in cold water by hand, to make 
amoeboid forms. The unpredictable outcomes 
pleased us, but we found the element of human 
influence still too strong, despite it being 
reduced already.  

These two factors combined in the making 
of The Factory, being a fully automated art 
production and consumption machinery, where 
the new is generated, documented, presented 
and eventually recycled to make way for the next 
new. The machine operates according to a strict 
recipe that is repeated over and over again, with 
as much control and precision as possible, but it 
ultimately fails to produce a standardized object. 
Instead, being  
on the edge of chaos and order, it produces 
unique artifacts.   

None of the 'artworks' that are created is 
alike, but they are definitely members of a 
'family', they more or less exhibit the same style. 
The surprises are not so much visual as they are 
behavioral: some forms managed to get stuck 
somewhere along the way in unsuspected ways!  

K.R.: In the Morphoteques you are creating
several transformation sequences by using

 Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
The Factory, multimedia installation, 1995, in the collection of FRAC Lorraine, Metz, France © Driessens & Verstappen 



73 

physical and chemical processes, like natural 
erosion for instance. I am struck with the 
transformation from blob to key, to figurine, 
to heart charm to mussel, to seed structure 
to pawn piece and finally peanut. The way it 
is presented online in a kind of linear display 
seems to suggest a kind of filmic experience. 
I am thinking of film theories about montage 
from Sergei Eisenstein and wonder if you 
were intending meaning to arise out of the 
works from each viewer’s perceptions and 
associations?  

M.V./E.D.: Yes, the montage of the “footage" is
also of key importance here, as in Eisenstein’s’
movies. Seven everyday objects appear to
transform into one another. These transitions
take place with the aid of erosion. Water, stones
and sand are kept in motion together with six
identical copies of each object, so that they are
all subject to wear. The recognizable objects in
the series are those that have not been eroded,
while the smallest and most formless objects are
those exposed longest to the erosion process.
So each resulting shape in the sequence is like a
“frame”  in  an  animation, but at certain intervals

 

the chronology of the process is reversed. This 
creates an illusion of objects that appear and 
disappear and morph into each other. It shows 
that everything flows (panta rhei) and that all 
creations will finally loose their coherent shape to 
be transformed into something else. The seven 
objects themselves are chosen more or less 
arbitrarily. They had to have about the same 
volume, they should be recognizable by most of 
the viewers and they should display a variety of 
form. There was no intentional narrative for 
selecting them. 

K.R.: In Breed (1995-2007) you are using a
computer program in executing artificial
evolution to grow sculptures. They generate
cell divisions from single cells to detailed
forms that can be materialized. Here you are
using both selection and mutation within
code to gradually develop what best fulfils a
"fitness" function a classic artificial life
approach. Given unlimited potential for code
based productions and automated processes
of production with unlimited budget what
would be the logical next step in this series?

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Breed 1.2 #e326 and #e234, metal printing, dimensions approx. 80x80x80 mm., 2007, in the collection of Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam © Driessens & Verstappen 
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M.V./E.D.: Every computational process that we
have implemented up to now, however open-
ended the design, however huge the space of
possibilities, turns out to have a ’style’ when we
observe sufficient amounts of output. Even in
cases where low level algorithms are automatically
evolved by higher level algorithms, we detect a
limited range in the possible expressions. Thus the
‘unlimited potential’ is not really a given but
instead remains a ‘holy grail’ that keeps
motivating us to make next steps towards more
expressive systems.

K.R.: How has rapid prototyping come to
play a role in your works? How does your
Accretor (2012) series function?

M.V./E.D.: There was a time that we worked
laboriously, day in day out for a few weeks, to
draw, cut and glue together a single object
that was designed by a computer program in
just a few minutes. In a time where we were
thinking about automating the production of
art, this was of course quite a paradox. As soon
as rapid prototyping technology became
available we have used it, where applicable.
We have always been on the edge of what was
possible  with the technology, even challenging

 

the 3D printing engineers. Some of our 
projects use voxels, cubic volume elements, as 
their basic building blocks.  

We are interested in what happens when 
these building blocks become so small that 
they are no longer visible to the naked eye. A 
voxel object then no longer always looks 
blocky and rectangular like a low-resolution 
image, but it can take on virtually any form.  

In the Accretor project we have 
experimented with the accretion of millions of 
tiny voxels onto an initial ‘seed’. Virtual forms 
grow by repeated addition of voxels on the 
existing surface. The voxels are not added at 
random, but they follow a set of strict rules. 
The rules encode whether or not a particle can 
be deposited somewhere on the surface, 
depending on the spatial arrangement of the 
deposition site. There is a rule saying ‘yes’ or 
’no’ for each possible spatial arrangement. 
Thousands and thousands of such individual 
rules direct the growth of an object. 

Each set of rules results in a characteristic 
development of a shape in time. We discovered 
that most emerging shapes, the ‘fast growers’, 
fall in a small number of categories: sphere, cube, 
octahedron, relatively simple geometric shapes. 
A   few   shapes  however,  the  ‘slow  growers’,  

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Accretor #2777-4 and #5188-3, 3D-print in acryl, dimensions approx. 15x15x15 cm., 2012 
© Driessens & Verstappen 
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develop into highly complex and fascinating 
entities. 

K.R.: How do your projects begin? Are their
sketches and do the works arise through
your mutual discussions and then naturally
evolve? What tools do you use, software etc.
in your daily practice?

M.V./E.D.: We use a variety of tools, including
self made ones, both software and hardware.
We like to be involved in all the nitty gritty that
comes with researching end experimenting,
because only then can you adapt and iterate at
all levels. We hardly ever know beforehand
exactly what we want, and thus we can’t write
specifications to outsource fabrication work.
We have all the basic workshop facilities in our
studio to work with all sorts of materials. We
are able to develop our own software from
scratch, and if need be, design and fabricate
electronics.

 

K.R.: What new projects are you really
excited about and where will they be
displayed?

M.V./E.D.: We have a few projects in
development. One of them is an interactive art
installation to be installed at the Soestdijk Palace,
the former living quarters of the Dutch royal
family. We have been invited to make a work
outside in the park, near the water. We
discovered a very small waterfall under a bridge,
which we intend to magnify and transform, not
visually but auditory, whenever people walk on
the bridge.

In our studio we will be setting up a 
laboratory to grow artificial uroliths (kidney and 
bladder stones). We are fascinated by the 
intricate shapes that can be formed by 
biomineralisation processes and we wonder if 
this process can take place outside of the body. 
This is highly experimental research; it looks like 
this has never been done before. For this project  

Maria Verstappen Erwin Driessen 
Uroliths, collection of kidney and bladder stones of the OLVG hospital in Amsterdam, photo courtesy OLVG © Driessens & 
Verstappen 
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we are working together with a scientist 
specialized in biochemistry and crystallization. On 
the longer term we will be working on an 
installation that will attempt to turn everything 
in the room into a middle gray, in effect 
making things - including the visitors - invisible! 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Ken Rinaldo is internationally recognized for his 
interactive installations blurring the boundaries between 
the organic and inorganic and speaking to the co-
evolution between living and evolving technological 
cultures. His work interrogates these fuzzy boundaries 
and posits that as a new machinic and algorithmic 
species arise, that we need to better understand the 
complex intertwined ecologies that machinic semi-living 
species create. His works are focused on trans-species 
communication while researching methods to empower 
and understand animal, insect, bacterial and emergent 
machine intelligences. 

Rinaldo's works have been commissioned by: 
Nuit Blanche, World Ocean Museum, Ars Electronica, 
Lille International Arts Festival, la Maison d’Ailleurs, 
Vancouver Olympics, Platform 21, Transmediale, AV 
Festival, Arco Arts Festival, Te Papa Museum, Centro 
Andaluz de Art, Kiasma Museum & Museum of 
Contemporary Art Chicago, V2 DEAF, Itau Museum & 
Biennial for Electronic Art Australia.  

Rinaldo is recipient of an Award of Distinction at 
Ars Electronica Austria first prize for Vida 3.0 for 
Autopoiesis and has work has been featured in Wired 
Magazine as well as CNET, BBC, ORF, CNN, CBC & the 
Discovery Channel and select publications; Art and 
Electronic Media by Edward Shanken, Evolution Haute 
Couture Art and Science in the Post Biological Age 
edited by Dmitry Bulatov. Rinaldo is Professor of 
Contemporary Art & Technology practices within the 
College of Arts & Sciences, The Ohio State University.  

The Amsterdam based artist couple Erwin Driessens  
(1963 Wessem NL) and Maria Verstappen (1964 
Someren NL) have worked together since 1990. After 
their study at the Maastricht Academy of Fine Arts and 
the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam, they jointly developed a 
multifaceted oeuvre of software, machines and objects. 
Driessens & Verstappen attempt an art in which 
spontaneous phenomena are created systematically. Art 
that is not entirely determined by the subjective choices 
of a human being, but instead is generated by 
autonomously operating processes. In addition to working 
with natural generative processes, the couple develops 
computer programs for artificial growth and evolution. An 
important source of inspiration at this are the self-
organizing processes in our natural surroundings: the 
complex dynamics of all kinds of physical and chemical 
processes and the genetic-evolutionary system of organic 
life that continuously creates new and original forms. 

Driessens & Verstappen participated in numerous 
exhibitions in galleries and museums, a.o. Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam, Museum Boijmans van Beuningen 
Rotterdam, Centraal Museum Utrecht, LABoral Gijón, 
IVAM Institute Valencia, Neue Pinakothek München, 
Eyebeam New York, DEAF V2 Rotterdam. The artists 
couple gave presentations at conferences such as 
Siggraph Los Angeles, Sonic Acts Amsterdam, Second
Iteration Melbourne. In 1999 and 2001 their Tickle robot 
projects have been awarded first prize at VIDA, an 
international competition for Art & Artificial Life. In 2013 
the couple received the Witteveen+Bos Art+Technology
Award for their entire oeuvre. The artists are represented 
by DAM gallery in Berlin.  
Artists website: www.driessensverstappen.nl 
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irst of all let me thank you for this 
interview. We at Antennae are very 
pleased that you agreed to talk with us, 

especially considering how busy you have been. 
This issue of Antennae, as I mentioned to 

you, is devoted to interviews with artists from 
various fields, whose work has had to do in one 
way or other with animals.  

In your case, Mustafa, the medium is 
photography. I would like to talk with you about 
the ways in which photography captures or 
rather takes a glance at animals and thereby 
conceives of animalité, broadly intended. Within 
this framework, I will therefore focus on those 
among your photographs that depict animals – 
above all birds—and that were first exhibited in 
the show Ens Rationis, at the Civic Museum of 
Natural History in Ferrara (November 2015 – 
January 2016) and subsequently at the ZAC Zisa 
Zona Arti Contemporanee, in Palermo. The 
exhibition in Palermo (May and July 2016) was an 
anthology of your work titled: XI Commandment:
you shall not forget.

I am interested in talking with you about 
how some of the keywords that inform your work 
–for example the above commandment—might
elucidate       the      relations      between      your
photography and non-human animals, specifically

 
 
 
 
 

how the latter appear in the role of photographic 
subjects, in short as companions, figures and 
eventually as symbols, in your work. 

Cecilia Novero: Just to clarify to the 
reader:  Ens Rationis – curated by Maria Livia 
Brunelli and Stefano Mazzotti—presented select 
photos from Mustafa Sabbagh’s previous work, 
photos that you, Mustafa, had exhibited on other 
occasions in galleries and museums. I believe, but 
please correct me if I am wrong, that the images 
gathered in the space of the Civic Museum were 
shown in cases and vitrines, as it is customary for 
the exhibition of taxidermy in Natural History 
Museums. In my view, the curatorial decision to 
show your photographs this way –unlike the 
more common technique to exhibit photographs 
on the walls of a gallery—points up the dialogue 
between the select photographs and the very 
same taxidermied animals that populate Natural 
History Museums. Indeed the show includes such 
animal bodies, for example taxidermy is also 
represented in your photos. Could you comment 
on how these animals appear in the exhibition? 
For example: Are they confined within encasings 
and vitrines, or – at least as it seems by looking 
online—are they free to  “move”—as it were— in  
the   exhibition   halls?  From  what   I   could  see 

F 

INTERVIEWEE: MUSTAFA SABBAGH 
INTERVIEWER: CECILIA NOVERO 

Mustafa Sabbagh is one of the most original and exciting art photographers of this decade. His work 
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online, there are also animals that are wrapped in 
cellophane just like specimens in storage.  

Mustafa Sabbagh: In cases, free or wrapped in 
cellophane: everything has to be made possible 
in order not to reduce a story’s pathos. You 
should know: I have a pre-occupation – and here 
I take the word literally to mean, as it does 
etymologically, a “first occupation.” My pre-
occupation  owes to my training as an architect. 
Accordingly, my first occupation or 
preoccupation is always to try and maintain the 
peculiarity of any place that welcomes me. This is 
the reason why my works must always be 
reconceived according to  the various modalities 
of exhibition that ensue from the particular place. 
In short, to answer your question about the 
photos being in dialogue with the taxidermied 
animals, the photos appeared in the exhibition 
the way they did first of all in order to allow that 
impossible conversation to take place; second, in 
order to provide a pre-text for that conversation. 
(By impossible  conversation I am invoking here 
those famous editorials of the 1930s.) In this 
exhibition, I moved away, that is, from the décor 
of the Wunderkammer. Instead, here one could 
breathe the air most typical of the tableau vivant. 

C.N.: Before I ask you about your keywords, I
need some further clarification about the
installations in this exhibition. Unfortunately I
could not see the show in person, as I imagine
is the case for several of our readers.

The photos exhibited in the cases 
constitute a multimedia installation that has as 
its theme a not-still life so to speak (a nature 
morte that is not dead, as you once described 
it). Through their lack of stillness or 
“deadness” if you wish, the photos return life 
to the taxidermied birds –also those that we 
don’t see perhaps but that occupy in great 
numbers the shelves, and cases of Natural 
History Museums.  It seems to me that once 
your photographs are set in the context of a 
natural history exhibition, they compel the 
beholder to ask how it becomes possible to 
preserve and exhibit life through death, an 
issue that concerns all taxidermy,  

whether the specimens are visible or not, for 
instance when they are relegated to the 
storage. Then, taxidermy is re-consigned to a 
second death of sorts. At the same time, when 
in storage, while it sits and waits for its 
resurrection, it demands attention, it demands 
to be preserved. 

M.S.: This dialogue with the still/not so still
animals follows directly from my lay
commandment, above: you shall not forget. This
means to always welcome again and again the
life that was, and the life that has been forgotten.

C.N.: Could we perhaps think of these
“forgotten” taxidermied animals in wait as
receptacles of the gift your photographs make
to them? I mean the gift of another –Other—
life, the photographic artificiality of which, i.e.,
theatricality, points up the artificiality of so
called “natural” life? At the same time, your
photographs could also be viewed as pointing
up the “naturalness” of death and hence the
vulnerability of all animal life, where animal life
obviously includes human life. These
references to artificiality, death and
vulnerability are precisely the aspects that
nature and wildlife photography as well as
taxidermy (especially the specimens included
in classical dioramas) obliterate in their
attempt to convey the illusion of permanence.
I believe that your photographs, in particular
the specimens and the diptychs that were on
view in Ens Rationis, yield a very different kind
of theatricality, one that has nothing to do
with illusionism.

You spoke of this installation as of a 
funeral procession. The installation includes 
photographs among which also appear the 
diptychs. On one of the two panels of these 
diptychs one sees nature scenes that are all 
but heavenly; on the other, one can see human 
beings.  Besides the diptychs, other photos 
portray humans in the company of birds.   

Finally, the installation has a multimedia 
aspect because of the inclusion of your videos 
of black seas,  which you have filmed and post-
produced.  The latter are located in different  
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points of the hall. In your opinion, what 
meanings may your work –for example these 
diptychs—disclose when transposed – 
translated—into the specific space of a Natural 
History Museum? 

M.S.: I believe that the transposition is my only
defense. All my projects have a life, they embody
an intrinsic necessity and a specific emotional
charge. As far as I am concerned, I am able to
know life anew, to intimately feel a new
necessity,  to  intimately  penetrate  a  new  body

 

and be charged emotionally again, once I have 
declared a finished work dead.  

To relocate works that have formerly 
been exhibited in a different context allows me 
to feel that these works are still alive in spite of 
my having declared them dead. As it were, I 
second the call for help from which each work 
springs. Indeed, like humanity itself, a work 
continues to live on eternally as species, 
notwithstanding the individual deaths within the 
species. Mine is a faith sui generis. 
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C.N.: Let us start with the diptychs. What role
does nature take in them? Or rather, of what
nature are we talking about, since here nature
appears to be compared – perhaps even
confronted-- with human beings. The latter are
a part of the photographic frame that contains
them, as this contains nature–they are a part of
the “natural” altar. At the same time, these
humans are also external to the frame, for you
choose to place human beings and nature on
two distinct panels. Is nature the mirror of its
difference from human beings and human
beings the mirror of their difference from
nature?

M.S.: I would not speak of difference, rather of a
common matrix. Let me borrow the felicitous
words donated to me by art historian Peter
Weiermaier: “Two images that are built in co-
relation with one another and that together
suggest a narrative. The beholder’s task is to link
them together through an emotional bond, no
matter which. The posture of the effigy on the
left weighs on the interpretation of the landscape
– and its atmosphere – on the right. On my view,
with this most mature of artistic seals, Sabbagh
has affixed his signature on the field of
contemporary photography, once and for all.
Sabbagh’s seal is his recognizable use of the
classic topos of the Doppelgänger.” [1]

Mind: in my conception of the diptych, 
the latter is a unicum, that is, an affective 
landscape, two moments that make up the same 
story. And the story is made of flesh and nature. I 
can never forget that human nature is in the first 
instance nature. 

C.N.: In other interviews, you have mentioned
the dialogue between photography – yours in
particular—and taxidermy. You refer to the
non-dead aspect of your still lives. Several
critics have written about the parallels
between taxidermy and photography.
Accordingly, photography immobilizes life
through a shot which subtracts a moment of
life from life and thereby stops life in order to
represent it. How do your photographs – and
your photographic act—relate to “death”

more generally, and, specifically, to the birds in 
taxidermy in this exhibition? 

M.S.: Still life painting, by which I mean dead
nature that lives because of a human hand,
shares the same alchemic secret with
taxidermied animals. This is life that is honored
through a gesture, an act. I know the literature
you are referring to when you mention the
parallelism between photography and death (in
primis the text that is the Bible of semiotics,
Barthes’s Camera Lucida). I acknowledge that it
is necessary to be aware of that literature. Yet,
only in order to use it as a stepping stone for the
development of one’s own thinking.

My position with regard to your question 
is that one ought to unsettle the point of view 
that keeps underscoring the well overinflated 
connection between photography and death. 
Rather, I would highlight photography’s 
celebration of life: to celebrate life means to start 
from what has been in the name of what is and 
what will be. As far as photography and 
taxidermy are concerned, namely the two 
contemporary alchemic processes we are familiar 
with, the true philosopher’s stone is the will to 
always let thought advance.  

C.N.: Why birds? There are several artistic
precedents, of course, including the Flemish
still life tradition. But also, closer to us, Max
Ernst. This painter chose Loplop, an imaginary
bird, as his pseudonym and mask (persona). In
yet other cultural fields, for instance, women’s
fashion, birds have been significant. I am
thinking here of women’s fashion between
1890 and 1920 –the era of the plume boom (or
the commerce of feathers that led Queen
Victoria to make public statements against the
trade). During the frenzy of the plume boom,
women were encouraged to wear hats that
were decorated not just with feathers but also
with taxidermied birds (often poorly ‘stuffed.’)

Several of your photos depict models 
wearing birds on their heads, or caringly 
carrying these taxidermied animals on their 
laps; sometimes they wear their feathers too. 
So, why birds? 
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M.S.: I am the son of different cultures – a 
foreigner everywhere, and yet at home 
everywhere. I never liked borders, whether natural 
or mental. A river, a mountain, an event that 
celebrates the end of an age to open another: 
these are connecting rather than obstructing 
points. Similarly, modern art embraces 
contemporary art and lends it its hand. 
Contemporary art ought not turn its back on it 
when an artistic movement stimulates reflection in 
those who can take up modern art’s legacy. 

I borrowed the use of allegory and 
symbols from Flemish art and from the 
symbolism of List, Khnopff, Von Stuck. These 
were gifts to me, they showed me a way to 
synthesis and also provided me with a wealth of 
references: in Flemish painting, the bird is a 
metaphor of full ownership and full awareness of 
one’s self. In my view, our contemporary age 
desperately needs both. Memory teaches.  

C.N.: With regard to the interpretation of your
photographs as indexes of “non-death,” or
rather of suspended life, I remember that
several reviews of Ens Rationis mentioned the
term “euthanasia,” which they ascribed to you.
If this is your concept, could you elaborate on
how it applies to the photographs that were
on view in this exhibition?

I believe that euthanasia literally means 
“sweet death.” However the term is 
commonly used to refer to an individual’s 
choice to die. In the case of taxidermy, this 
option is not given to the animals that are 
“chosen” to become specimens (the option is 
also not offered to many people in the world 
today who are more than just left to die, in 
fact who are always already made invisible 
when living, already dead in life, that is, as 
Judith Butler reminds us in Frames of War). 

M.S.: I spoke of euthanasia with regard to still life
(nature morte) not with regard to animals. For
their crystallization through taxidermy, the
animals somehow continue to live on in the
rarefaction that is typical of suspension.

My different nature-worlds  are not dead, 
they are euthanistic: nature chooses suspension 
from  a  reality  from within which humans are not 

fully aware of the murderous acts they 
perpetrate against it. The subjects of my works 
are not, and will never be, victims. I would not be 
able to speculate on tragedy, I am not cut out for 
that. I feel most intimately that it is urgent to 
acknowledge, that I acknowledge. From 
acknowledgment I can then move to reflect. And 
to reflect my own way, that is through the 
language I know best: that of photography. 

C.N.: The dead animal that, in taxidermy, is
exhibited in the Museum as representing the
live animal, not  unlike the human subject that
is photographed and immortalized in eternal
life on photographic paper (also after his
physical death), both share one key element
with surrealist art: the uncanny, the
Unheimliche. Do your pictures invoke uncanny
motives as we know them from surrealism and
beyond? Where would you locate the uncanny
–the punctum—as Barthes would have it, in
your photographs? The punctum transforms
splendid photos in experiences, or moments,
that hit us with a beauty that wounds us and
reminds us of our vulnerability.

M.S.: “Art must strip us from the analgesic
effects of habitude.” I believe that the only social
function of art is this one as Proust well put it in
In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower. One
should choose according to one’s habit only
when one is about to purchase a sofa. My idea of
art is that –due to its essential aesthetic power—
art will not forget its ethical roots and will thus
have effects that are opposite to the power of an
an-aesthetic that induces slumber. Art must wake
us up; nothing wakes one more than that which
perturbs, that which hits a nerve.

Rather than surrealism, I thought of 
Freud’s uncanny while working on my projects, 
especially during the creation of my multimedia 
installation of the same title and that depicts an 
unconventional family-group. This is a hybrid, 
both as representation and in the techniques of 
its representation: there is sculpture and video-
art, as there is a child with a bear-head and a 
family group that is completely wrapped in 
orthopedic bandages, standing there in isolation 
and  immersed  in  its  anguish.  All  that  which  is 
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uncanny, different, and vulnerable mummifies 
only if one is unable to welcome it and receive it. 

C.N.: Is it possible that the animal presence in
your photos exacerbates their uncanny
elements and if yes, how so?

M.S.: It is possible in so far as the presence of
animals appears alienating to the beholder. Each
one of us has his or her own exquisite
perversions that retrace an equally subjective
range of acceptability. But I would like to make a
point of the fact that I am no lover of sterile
provocation or shock in itself, whether in
personal relationships or in my art. Hence, to
recap, even when I insert animals in my
compositions –or for that matter anything that
could be uncanny—I follow a reason that is well
deeper than a simple aesthetic impulse. I love
Narcissus, not Narcissism.

C.N.:  For Freud an uncanny feeling derives
from the confusion that may ensue from
observing an object in which the boundaries
between the animate and inanimate, motion
and immobility, life and death are not clearly
defined. It is the home that suddenly and
eerily reveals its unfamiliarity –the haunted
house. The unfamiliar is wrapped around the
familiar. This reciprocal folding engenders
something which is at once extremely carnal (it
tastes of life) and spectral. In photography this
presence immediately elicits the perception of
absence. Presence thus reveals itself as always
already ghostly. I think of Man Ray’s
photographs, especially his Rayographs.  Your
photos and videos depict the body as mutant,
as a hybrid, something which is both known
and unknown at once, a body that is masked
when naked and naked when masked. You
have often reiterated that photography is a
language of life, so much so that you have
claimed life as your special fetish. How do your
photographs navigate the boundary between
life and death? How do you face this last
horizon?

M.S.: I am still alive, I think of life. Once I am

dead, well, then I will occupy myself with death! 

C.N.: And now to your keywords: life and the
body; beauty –first of all understood as
imperfection, I believe. Individual
imperfections turn beauty into difference.
Beauty that thus is “not flat”, non-standard.
This beauty leaves traces, wounds. You also
mention the skin in relation to photographic
paper. Finally: desire. You associate desire
with libido as the engine of your work. More
than once you have established photography
as pleasure and desire, the desire you feel
toward the subjects of your photographs, who
are usually human and who in turn give
themselves with pleasure to your pleasure to
photograph them, and do so blindly.
Sometimes, in effect, they appear as
blindfolded in your portraits. This is the
intimate carnality at the roots of your
photographs, of your uncanny photographs, I
should say.

I would like to start with the notion of 
that imperfect and unique beauty that your 
photographs insistently pursue through 
intimacy.  What roles does the human and the 
animal body play in your intimate 
photographs, especially in those where animals 
are represented? How do these different 
bodies and different subjects merge? Do they? 
The human subject relates to you through its 
gift of pleasure. What happens when the 
animal body interferes? I am referring for 
example to the photograph that depicts a 
naked man with a pheasant on his lap.  

M.S.: Beauty is neither the prerogative of a
species, nor of an ethnic group, a latitude or an
era. “Beauty is truth; truth is beauty”: there is
beauty in authenticity and in any manner of
relating to another life, no matter what form this
life takes, what species it belongs to.

C.N.: What kind of human beauty does the
surplus value of the animal produce? Is it
actually surplus value or intrinsic value? What
is this value?
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M.S.: It is intrinsic value, it is life; but it is also
surplus value because it is a symbol.

In the show XI Commandment: You shall
not forget, I created a site-specific work for 
Palermo, a city that has made the act of 
“welcoming” its commandment. Thanks to this 
installation, titled 09.2015: 3944 this Sicilian city 
has bestowed on me its honorary citizenship. The 
mayor, Leoluca Orlando, issued this gift to me. 
The title refers to the immense human tragedy 
that is taking place in the Mediterranean sea, 
which has become the graveyard of lives in 
search of life. The installation is made up of two 
wide tanks filled with sea water from the shores 
of Palermo. One is black and the other is white. 
The bird known as “Cavaliere d’Italia” 
(Himantopus himantopus) rises from the black 
tank and   is  all covered  in  tar.  A  symbol of my  

 

nation,  this bird, and is about to be extinct. This 
work speaks to an all too human tragedy, the  
culprits of which are humans: it would have been 
tautological –and conceptually dishonest—had I 
chosen a human figure as the main character of 
this installation. This animal stands for life. The 
bird is the mouthpiece of vulnerability, which in 
turn constitutes the bottom line from which to 
start to think. The bird –qua vulnerability—
cautions us you shall not forget.  

C.N.: Would it make sense, in your view, as
photographer, to distinguish animal beauty
from human beauty and from hybrid beauty?
What qualifies all these different kinds of
beauty as beauty? I am thinking here of your
photographs with swans; and, among the
photos of hybrid and mythical bodies, the
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siren, the felines from the savannahs, the 
unicorn and the werewolf; the photos of men 
and women dressed in fluctuating and colorful 
–or at times dark—clothing that covers them
as if with animal fur or with feathered skin.
And finally those figures who, wearing
kimonos, morph into chimeras.

M.S.: Cecilia, to search what distinguishes a
priori the beauty that emanates from a human
body versus that which ensues from an animal or
hybrid, or even a landscape, is a conceptual bias
to which I can’t and don’t wish to subscribe. I
want to communicate the exact opposite of this.
According to my view of art, that which qualifies
beauty is the impulse that one receives from a
work to either be moved or excited, to stand
there     breathless    or    desiring   for   more.   A

movement towards life that spurs from a portrait 
of life, no matter the form this life takes. 

As I demonstrated sarcastically in Made in
Italy© - Handle with Care I don’t want to cage 
beauty in DOC, DOCG or IGT; defining the 
source of beauty only contributes to a very 
damaging form of classification. Made in Italy© -
Handle with care is a photographic installation 
that was recently acquired by the MAXXI in 
Rome for its permanent collection of 
contemporary art. In this work, I reacted against 
the scandalous lack of tutelage of the prolific 
human capital that is left to suffer its reduction to 
commodity.  

C.N.: Clothed animals, whether in their fur or
feathers, are often associated with erotic
excess, with an aesthetic of pleasure that, for
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Darwin too, exceeds first of all the 
functionalism of natural selection and second 
the functionalism of species reproduction. An 
example: the useless and counterproductive 
beauty of the peacock and its tail; the tail is an 
obstacle when the peacock must run for its life 
–hence useless if conceived from within the
“laws” of natural selection; it is also no definite
guarantee of success when the peacock boasts
it during its courtship ritual.

When you portray clothed human 
bodies, it seems to me that your photographic 
game focuses on color and movement. I was 
struck by the lucent color of the skin, but also 
by your attention to tattooed skin. This play of 
yours makes me think, on the one hand, of a 
kind of photographic art that emphasizes the 
aesthetic game as erotic, as excess and riches 

 

that cannot be accumulated. In short, a kind of 
democratic luxury (Bataille would say: 
expenditure). On the other hand, your photos 
remind me of an art that is shared amongst  
species, namely mimicry.  It is particularly 
evident, in my opinion, in your pictures of 
masked beings. 

Here is my question: Could we 
interpret your photography as pursuing an 
aesthetic and a kind of pleasure that instead of 
being solely human open up a corporeal space 
for life as game, indeed as theatre and 
performance? An aesthetic that aims to 
confuse the boundary between nature and 
culture, animal body and human body? This 
would present performance as animal game 
where animal is broadly interpreted. How do 
your photos capture the animality of art, the  
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art of animals? 

M.S.: Let us not forget, indeed, that each one of
us is an animal, with a soul and clothed in skin.
This should be reason enough to make humans
avoid the ugliness deriving from the all too
human depravation that sees humans take upon
themselves the role of supreme leaders.

Of course I love to play. Now, I like to do 
it as a man, man as I intend it. I hope I don’t 
sound presumptuous or boring but I would once 
again borrow the words of a splendid artist who 
also happens to be Palermo’s city councilor for 
culture, Mr Andrea Cusumano: “It is easy to see 
how these photos, which are the outcome of an 
attentive study of the image, are also the 
outcome of chance: chance that lurks behind the 
feline jump to shoot and catch the moment, that 
immediate and surprising instant that could 
manifest after long hours in wait. It is as if 
Sabbagh’s method married his thematic 
obsession: order and chaos. On the one hand, 
there is the meticulous preparation of the 
setting, and the care he puts in constructing his 
characters; on the other hand, the wait for the 
model or interpreter to merge with the 
background, and thereby compose the desired 
and awaited image. Hence the shot. Not a 
hundred shots in series, amongst which then one 
chooses; but only one. As if it were an animal 
strike. After all, to play with events is the basis 
upon which any healthy creative process rests. 
This means to find a synthesis between one’s 
own omnipotence --that from which ideas are 
born-- and one’s own weakness. Weakness 
constitutes the small breach or flaw through 
which we make contact with the world. This 
breach manifests in Sabbagh’s work in the 
relation he entertains with his actor-model. Once 
the latter morphs into a mask, he or she turns 
into the vehicle through which Sabbagh gets in 
touch with reality. Thus Sabbagh returns to the 
image the appeal that only a transmuted reality is 
able to confer to it. Through such power, his 
photographs generate images that paradoxically 
find the cypher of their true authenticity by virtue 
of their artificiality. Sabbagh’s photographs are 
theatrical because they borrow the gift of artifice 
from   the   theatre.   The   artifice   that  allows  a  

wooden puppet to move somebody’s soul thus 
allows Sabbagh to move ours.”  

Nothing to add, he said it all: animal 
instinct, ludic pleasure, theatricality in authenticity. 

C.N.: Another shared element among all
mortal beings is vulnerability, our transience,
our being always exposed to being wounded,
to suffering and death. Your photographs
communicate this sense of vulnerability. You
stated once in an interview with Sabin Bors
that the naked body that conveys such
vulnerability –as also Derrida put it when
writing about his naked body scrutinized by a
cat’s gaze-- is more than a political body; it is
rather, a priori, a democratic body. Could you
explain? What democracy do your photos of
human and animal bodies invoke?

M.S.: Skin democracy. Unlike the eyes, first fly-
wheel of prejudice, and unlike the mouth, first
vehicle of mendacity, the skin is unable to lie.
Skin reactions are impossible to control, and all
that which escapes the oppression of control
cannot but be democratic. Hence it deserves my
utmost trust, and my unconditional love.
(Thank you for mentioning Derrida!)

C.N.: In dealing with animal vulnerability –
hence with all living critters’ deliverance to
pain, as once noted by Jeremy Bentham –
which they associate with the democracy of
the naked body, your photographs seem to
argue for an exposure of weakness as the
power of non-power (I am reminded of the
“weak thought” proposed by Gianni Vattimo
years ago). In my opinion, this argument also
encompasses a kind of “democratic
temporality” because the photographs
encourage the active consumption of life (with
pleasure, vice, joy, in short with passion). Your
photographs share this trait with the classical
still lives –the Flemish ones we mentioned
earlier. But your photographs are fully
embedded in contemporaneity, and add a
touch of contemporary irony to the former.
Some of your photos depict infra-humans (the
word is Agamben’s) who hold a cigarette in
their hand. For example, cigarettes appear in
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your black or blue monochrome photos which, 
by the way, are yet again populated with 
birds. Cigarettes and birds…is there a 
relation? What temporality surfaces from 
these portraits with cigarettes and the avian 
species?  

M.S.: Vattimo’s pensiero debole (weak thought)
is very much tied to its temporality, our time, and
yes it does synthetize the contemporary age in a
desperately  contemporary  way. But our age can

hardly be called democratic. I find Jacques 
Rancière’s definition of “democratic temporality” 
–according to which temporality is absolutely
absent-- to resonate the best with the works you
have mentioned that, by the way, are part of
Liquid memories (2012) and Honour to Black
(born in 2015). Rancière writes: “The modern
poet’s task clearly contrasts with the Aristotelian
task to build a story that absorbs a temporal
succession in a causal law. His material is made of
the   time   of  co-existence,  which  excludes  any
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hierarchy whether temporal or of life forms. The 
poet’s task is to give spiritual expression to this 
coexistence, in the attempt to trace the common 
thread that ties all these phenomena together. 
His task is to express life’s potential as it runs 
through the diversity of the phenomena.” 
Examples: Isadora Duncan’s  “free movement” 
continuously generates new movement, erasing 
the opposition between Dionysian ferment and 
Apollonian rest. Kalatzov’s long take at the 
opening of Soy Cuba, in spite of its explicit 
reference to a particular time, lifts itself up in the 
seemingly quiet liquidity of a pre- or a post. 
Remember also Fritz Lang’s Blue Gardenia: a 
type-writer, the printing press, the receptionist’s 
face, all superimposed (double-exposed) as if 
these were a schizophrenic flash in diachronic 
successions when in fact they symbolized 
something completely other than what they 
apparently had in common. Similarly, the relation 
between cigarette and bird is semiotic. I 
mentioned before the bird’s allegorical nature; 
the cigarette and the smoke that it spreads is 
every age’s vice, and every people’s, memento 
of all moments, hence it too is a democratic vice. 
There are several allegorical elements in my 
works; they require an open mind to discern 
them, even more than a trained eye. 

C.N.: Speaking of portraits with birds, I find
especially heart-rending two photographs.
They seem to recall a very personal and
evocative version of paintings à la Cranach’s.
One depicts a naked yet veiled bride, with
flowers on her lap. [See p.81] On her head are
two starched collars on top of which stands a
bird, posing as a crown. The other photograph
depicts the same model, again naked, only that
this time she wears a “fake” high collar with a
ruff in the style of the Cinquecento. Her blond
hair is partly confined in a snood. Partly it
transforms –as do both the net and the lady
herself—into the heron or stork that stands
erect between the model’s head and her back.
[See p.92]  These women are representations
of a Madonna lactans without child, with a
hand on their breast, as in the paintings of the
Rinascimento. Where their gaze is turned
downward, the bird’s is

directed at the beholder. Our gaze then  
crosses a dead bird’s, which photography 
revives. And yet, I sense loss, a profound 
melancholy in these images (not unlike that 
that emanates from the winged figure in 
Dürer’s Melencolia I [1514]). Somehow, this 
contrasts with the idea of flight we associate 
with live birds. Here the birds are immobile, 
custodians, prisoners –like these dames?—or 
augurs of a death foretold that has always 
already happened. What is the genesis of 
these pictures? How did you come to shoot 
them? Could you comment on these two 
photographs? 

M.S.: I am too erratic to be able to think in terms
of objectives. However, critics have ascribed to
me one quality, of which I am happy: the ability
to re-signify the history of art through art, which I
infect with the human psychoses and phobias of
our age. The Madonna lactans without a child to
whom to offer the milk, as you astutely noticed;
or the Group Vesperbild composed of two
people of the same sex –or as in my last series by
two children, Candido; or the deposition of a
Christ who rebels against the stasis of death:
these are all interpretations of that which feeds
my unconscious and which have in turn been
feeding me since I was a child. The gaze will
never turn upward, rather downward, towards
the ground; at most it crosses with the
beholder’s: indeed, both interest and care must
be for this world.

While the objective may remain 
unconscious, I can consciously assure you that 
one of my goals is to undo the divide between 
classical and contemporary art: art is art and now 
humans need it more than ever if they wish to 
understand that the true weapons are those that 
receive life rather than those that take it away.   

C.N.: Let us turn our attention to the color
black in some other photographs, for example
those that portray undecipherable beings,
those that appear as in between masked
humans and figures that could come from
outer space worlds. There are also portraits of
live nature, that is, nature in motion, in your
videos. Movement here pierces through the
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layers of black thanks to unruly light: your 
seas, your leaves. On several occasions, you 
spoke of black as of the color of depth, or the 
color that welcomes all others, unlike white. 
You mentioned that black is the color of 
Plato’s cave from which the image emerges. 
What animal images –images of life, of 
movement—rise from these black seas, and 
the nocturnal birds in your black photographs? 

M.S.: I believe that the animal image is definitely 
that of the Noble Savage as Jean Jacques 
Rousseau described it in his Émile. If 
uncontaminated by civilization and its discontents, 
as Freud once put it, humans are free to live in 
nature, and to mirror themselves in their own and 
nature’s blackness. Black is pure because it is an 
absolute color and for this purity it is welcoming. 
When the civilizing process starts to connote 
black negatively, then it brands not only the 
context, but also the substance. Take as example 
the character of Vincent in Francois Truffaut’s 
film    The    Wild   Child  (1970)  who  is shown to  

be aligned with himself only when staring at the 
moon, when he is reflected in its pure blackness 
which he thus rejoins. 

C.N.: Some critics interpret your black sea as a
figure of nature’s contamination. They note
that your black color shares its density with
oil’s. Within the context of the Natural History
Museum, the black sea elicits the idea of a
dead world, first a contaminated world, and
then a dead one. However, it is videos one
sees here, and videos underscore movement,
the movement of this black. Doesn’t
movement itself add a liberatory and
regenerative aspect to the dense blackness of
the sea? Or should the negative interpretation
prevail?

M.S.: I would hope not. Pessimism closes in on 
itself, and dangerously so. Every generative act, 
whether physical or mental, requires contamination. 
In 09.2015: 3944, the black tank constitutes the first 
of two necessary acts: the second is the tank that is 
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filled with the water from the Mediterranean sea, 
this time painted white. From the water emerges a 
Christ on a crucifix: his genitals are replaced by a 
lamb’s bone, and his arm is raised as if to call for 
help or – perhaps—to invoke memory.  

To return to the color black, I would like 
once again to quote someone else’s words –rather 
than my own. This time Marina Dacci’s, the director 
of the Marmotti Collections in Reggio Emilia. She 
writes: “… As Sabbagh maintains, every encounter 
with beauty pierces and injures because beauty 
undoes all equilibrium and yet the encounter with it 
is necessary if one wishes to open oneself up to 
new visions, to inevitable change. Thus, the black of 
this dense and mournful sea abyss morphs into a 
generous black that is able to dissolve contours 
and to eliminate barriers, welcoming all colors. This 
is a liquid black that is steeped in a generative 
tension, as are Sabbagh’s photographs: they open 
the mind to new imaginaries, namely to a different, 
if not better, tomorrow.” 

C.N.: One last question: We started with you
saying that the exhibition in the Natural
History Museum in Modena was more of a
tableau vivant than a Wunderkammer. And
yet, let me return for a moment to the
Wunderkammern with which critics have
compared that show. The latter indeed were
at the origins of the Natural History Museums,
and included on the same plane both artificialia
and naturalia. A fascination with
Wunderkammern has manifested in several
contemporary shows devoted to the topic of
natural history or the history of natural history
(Mark Dion is one example). To put it bluntly,
these exhibitions deal with how art has
appropriated and has reconstructed the
naturality of nature, on the one hand, and, on
the other, they point to the parallel itinerary
taken by science, that is, to how science has
spoken and constructed nature. How did your
show in this Natural History Museum rewrite
and/or reinvent the Wunderkammer, the
origins of the Natural History Museum? What
natural history do your photographs of humans
with birds present?

M.S.: As I told you before I love Narcissus, not
Narcissism. The Wunderkammer’s artifice blocks
fermentation –as does the artifice at work in
those exhibitions that, based in obligatory
itineraries, end up smelling of sad “out-of-cell-
time”; these impose a curatorial view on that
which for its nature ought to look for its own
sacrosanct interpretation freely, no matter
whether this agrees or not with the artist’s.
Wunderkammern are a form of Narcissistic
decoration and decorum at once, except for
when the essential power of a work and the
essential recognizability of the artistic gesture
can be inferred. Without disavowing the pleasure
art gives to the artist, art always ought to be an
embrace that is shared by all those who wish to,
are able to, and have the strength to engage
with it.

Cecilia Novero is Senior Lecturer in the Department of 
Languages and Cultures at the University of Otago in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. Her research in the 
interdisciplinary Humanities spans the fields of Food 
Studies, Animal Studies, Environmental Humanities, 
and Avant-garde Studies, with a focus on Visual Culture 
and German-speaking literature and film. Cecilia is the 
author of Antidiets of the Avant-Garde: From Futurist 
Cooking to Eat Art (University of Minnesota Press, 
2010), and the co-editor of Otago German Studies (with 
Dr August Obermayer). 

Mustafa Sabbagh was born in Amman (Jordan). Italo-
palestinian, former assistant of Richard Avedon and 
teacher at Central Saint Martins College in London, after a 
successful career as a fashion photographer, Sabbagh 
focuses his research towards contemporary art through the 
medium of photography. Harmony of imperfection, 
psychological investigation and anthropological enquiry 
through image construction are the stylistic features moved 
by Sabbagh from slicks, to the most famous white cubes of 
the world. Often protagonist of interviews and 
documentaries inquiring into his work, to date, Mustafa 
Sabbagh is recognized as one of the 100 most influential 
photographers in the world, and one of the 40 most 
important nude portraitists. His artworks are included in 
many monographs and publications, such as in several 
permanent collections, both in Italy and abroad (including 
the historical Farnesina Art Collection, and the one from 
MAXXI - Museo nazionale delle Arti del XXI secolo). 
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any of Dorothy Cross’ sculptures 
explore the relationship between the 
animal and human animal in the 

natural environment. Challenging and beautiful, 
her work incorporates the found, the broken, 
the unloved, and the dead. She has a deeply 
intuitive understanding of the natural world 
and sees the body and nature as sites of 
constant change.  

One of Ireland’s most distinguished 
contemporary artists, Cross came to 
prominence internationally in the 90s with her 
series of works featuring cow skins and cow 
udders. In recent years, her practice has 
focused on nature and the ocean, using the 
bodies of maligned animals such as the shark. 

Angela Singer: When did you discover you 
were passionate about nature? 

Dorothy Cross: I was lucky that growing up I 
experienced both cultured nature, in my 
mother’s walled garden in the city of Cork, and 
a more wild nature when my family went to a 
hut by the sea for three months of the year to  

swim and fish. Being in nature was part of my 
childhood.  

When I thought about where I should 
go to art school I was aware that to see the 
great art works I would need to be in a city. I 
wrote to art colleges around the world because 
I felt I should leave Ireland to study. But no 
matter where you are we are never away from 
nature, we are participating in the growth and 
decomposition of our own bodies.  

I left Dublin to move to Connemara, by 
the sea on the west coast of Ireland, 14 years 
ago. I think you have to be of a certain age to 
remove yourself from the urban. If one lives 
from art work one needs to partake of the art 
world, be a part of that system for the greater 
part of your life.  

A.S: In your 2014 book Connemara you write
that you came to Connemara “to dive the
underwater realm of the Bofin, Turk and
Clare Islands, through black fissures and
gullies with shafts of sunlight and reefs
coated with jewel-anemones”. What
attracted you as an artist to explore

M 

INTERVIEWEE: DOROTHY CROSS 
INTERVIEWER: ANGELA SINGER 

Both, Dorothy Cross and Angela Singer work with animal skins. Cross came to widespread attention 
when she began a series of works featuring cow skins and cow udders. In her art she amalgamates 
found and constructed objects. These assemblages invariably have the effect of reinvigorating the lives 
of everyday things, sometimes humorous, sometimes disturbing, always intellectually stimulating and 
physically arresting. Angela Singer’s body of work  comprises of discarded hunting trophies and other 
taxidermy that strives to illuminate human exploitive tendencies of animal life. In this interview, Cross 
and Singer discuss animal surfaces, environmental activism, and ethics. 

Text and Interview Questions by Angela Singer 
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this place? 

D.C.: About 25 years ago I went to the
Galapagos Islands and learnt how to scuba
dive. The wildlife there was still so untouched.
I swam with sharks and sea lions, it was
amazing but I was conscious that I probably
shouldn’t be there contributing to human
intervention. When I returned to Ireland I
decided to do my dive qualifications which
began in a pool in Dublin and were completed
at the dive centre in Connemara.  When I
eventually moved to live there in 2002, people
told me that living in Connemara would be very
lonely but I did not find it so. The place is
shockingly beautiful. I bought a field to camp
in, then over time I bought a little house across
the road, then I built my studio.

A.S: You work with taxidermied birds and
snakes in works such as “Snakes” 1995,
“Parachute” 2005, “Currach” 2007, “Heron”
2011. What are you trying to say about loss?

D.C.: In Currach, the gannet is shown flying
upside down below the upturned boat, a
currach, a traditional vessel made of stretched
canvas over a wooden frame painted with black
tar. The work is turning nature on its head. It’s
about natural loss but also about cultural loss. I
showed the work with a short film about a
shark caller I met in Papua New Guinea. He
begins to cry while singing me a song that he
had never sung to anyone before. The song is
sacred and usually only sung alone in his canoe
to a shark he has caught, and to his ancestors.
The primitive world hasn’t lost the equilibrium
around life and death.

Parachute is about potential loss and the 
disconnection of the human from bird flight. The 
gannet is shooting towards the ground in a 
pointless dive attached to a sky blue parachute 
normally used to assist a human from falling to 
their death. The parachute stops it from falling, 
but its perilous, the bird is just off the floor.  

I have the birds taxidermied 
professionally, I do not do taxidermy myself. 

A.S.: Many of your works express concern for

ecological and environmental issues such as 
the human impact on the environment. Do 
you see yourself as an environmental activist 
concerned with raising public ecological 
consciousness?  

D.C.: I could be called an environmentalist but
maybe I’m not active enough. You’re cutting a
fine line with art; you cannot be dogmatic or a
propagandist. What can occur with my works
that have used animals is that people make
jokes about how I like killing animals for art,
which I have never done of course! But  people
who do see what I’m trying to do I hope will
see that I am pro animal and in fact attempting
to focus attention on their beauty and our
relationship to them.

I’ve work with scientists, including my 
brother, which has helped me to not make 
conclusive statements but try to show the 
value of things that exist already, and the 
presence and absence of what we don’t 
understand. Using materiality to create 
something that can’t be put on a protest 
poster. Art can have a power that the poster at 
the barricade does not, perhaps by dribbling 
slowly into some viewer’s consciousness. 

A.S.: ‘Udder’ (series) featuring cow hide,
udder and teats are some of your most iconic
sculptures. How did these works come
about?

D.C.: I was in Norway 22 years ago for a project,
Artscape Nordland, and I visited a folk museum
where I saw a sieve made out of a cow udder, a
very utilitarian object. It was magnificent. The
udder functioning with another function;
multiplicity, not just singularity.  Back in Ireland,
for two and half years, udders took over my
studio. I made about 20 udder works. They
scared me when I first started; it was this
combination of mutilation, metamorphosis and
some kind of plastic surgery. My studio was
exciting and horrible because I was using these
nurturing, vulnerable parts of the poor animal.

I stopped making the work three years 
later after I dreamt I went into Macy’s 
department    store    and    saw   many   things  



Dorothy Cross 
Currach boat with wood, tar and gannet, 196.9 x 51.2 x 27.6 in, Image courtesy the artist and Kerlin Gallery © Cross 



97 

covered in teats! I was very specific in what I 
combined the teats  with. The power would 
have been undermined by just putting them 
onto everything.  

A.S.: Have you ever received any complaints
regarding your works that use animal
materials?

D.C.: Some people, not a lot, were horrified by
the udder works.

I met a woman on the street who had 
seen the Amazon udder work on show in 
Dublin and she got very upset and asked had I 
not considered women who had had 
mastectomies. I pointed out it was a cow’s 
udder not a woman’s breasts and told her how 
my mother, who had recently had a 
mastectomy, had considered the work with 
curiosity.  

I remember once writing to feminist 
Mary Daly, as I wanted to do a book on the 
udder series, and she savaged the idea. She 
wrote back saying who did I think I was, and 
what I was doing was an abomination. The 
book didn’t happen as I didn’t get funding 
from the Arts Council at the time. 

A.S.: Robin Lydenberg writes in your book
Connemara that theorists such as Jean-Luc
Nancy have turned from a traditional
understanding of touch as an unmediated
means of contact and appropriation and have
“introduced the notion of touch as trace, and
as ‘being-among.’…Locating touch at the
threshold between remoteness and contact.”

Fingers, finger coverings, fingertip 
bones appear in several of your works 
including “Pointing the finger” 1994, 
“Thimble” 2002, “Pearl Bones” 2009, 
“Foxglove” 2010 and “Molluscs” 2013. What 
is the relationship between touch and your 
work? 

D.C.: There are two ways I function in the
world, one is in terms of materiality and the
body and the other is some kind of unseen
spiritual route. The end of the finger is the limit
of  our  bodies.  With  Pointing  the  finger  you

have both a sense of protection from pain or 
infection from the outside world, and 
absorption into the realm of the animal realm 
literally, as the finger stall is made from the 
teat of a cow, which in a sense has also been 
wounded. In ways it’s about being in our body 
and that being the limit of our experience.    

Thimble touches on sensitivity. A 
boyfriend I had went to the Artic and asked 
what I wanted brought back. I asked for a 
walrus whisker as they hunted them to eat 
there. I love how the animal has more 
sensitivity in a whisker. The walrus is more 
sensitive than the human animal. The thimble 
protects the finger from being pricked, 
removes us from sensitivity. The walrus whisker 
adorning the thimble takes over in an 
extension of sensitivity. The work plays with 
pinpointing our vision simply onto these two 
small, familiar elements.  

A.S.: You make the dead and decayed
beautiful. In Relic, 2009, a decaying shark
skin is layered with 21 carat gold leaf. Why
do you think you are drawn to the
unbeautiful?

D.C.: The idea of decay exists in the work but
not actual decay. Preservation halts the
process of decay and the vulnerable skins are
treated with respect. Unlike the washed up
dead whale [Whale, 2011] that was carried by
bulldozer from the beach to my field and laid
there for four years while the meat rotted from
the bones, the shark skin in Relic was a shark I
got from a fishmonger when shark was still
allowed to be sold for food. I skinned and
pickled it in taxidermy solution. That process is
grotesque but the finished skin is no longer
decaying, but lined with pure gold.

With the shark in Relic, I was in some 
way trying to imitate life in that it’s suspended 
on wires in a swimming position. It is so wrinkly 
and desiccated but you are left with the empty 
space of the animal and you are obviously 
aware of that absence and the skin which once 
held such a fabulous animal.  

Relic has a relationship to past beauty 
or  past  blessedness,  like  a bone relic from an 
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ancient saint. It is an incongruous relic but 
powerfully beautiful and perhaps sacred. The 
shark is so abhorred and is being  killed off by 
finning and over fishing.  

The volume of the absence of the body 
is very present in Relic, which to me is more 
powerful than taxidermy. There’s a confusion 
with taxidermy; sometimes the viewer has 
difficulty looking at taxidermy because of the 
connection to trophy-ism. I’ve seen taxidermy 
artworks in the art world that I don’t think have 

 

considered this problem. You have to be very 
acute about relationship and positioning of 
taxidermy, otherwise it is just a dead animal. 
Like for instance placing a teat on just anything 
without considering how its combination will 
shift meaning. As a viewer it can be hard to 
discern what is significant and what isn’t.  

A.S.: Your detailed sculptures of sharks,
crabs and fingers look very life-like, what is
your process?

Dorothy Cross  
Thimble, 2002, thimble and walrus whisker, 4.7 x 6 in. Image courtesy the artist and Kerlin Gallery © Cross 
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Lost wax casting. For Everest Shark I drove the 
frozen shark to the foundry where a rubber 
mould was made of it, a hollow wax mould cast 
from this, then the wax is replaced with molten 
bronze. It’s a beautiful ancient process. The 
topographically accurate Everest sculpture that 
rises like a fin was made using a CAD machine. 

A.S.: What is the history of the sharks that
were used for “Everest Shark” and “Basking
Shark Currach” 2013?

D.C.: How I come to get the sharks is an
adventure, the other adventure is what to do
with them in the studio.

I work with the Irish Whale and Dolphin 
Group. People come and tell me if an animal 
dies on shore and I go take samples and send 
them to Dublin so they can assess scientifically 
why it died, or I document where it died. I 
asked the group to let me know if they knew of 
a Basking Shark that had washed on shore. So 
when  they  phoned  I  raced to the location, as 

 

the weather was hot, and there was the shark 
surrounded by picnickers. It was so heavy it 
took eight of us, including the holiday makers, 
to lift it into the back of my car. I asked 
someone from the Natural History Museum to 
help me skin it and store it in their freezer.  

When I wanted a Blue Shark for Everest
Shark, and I won’t and have a shark killed for 
my work it’s against my principles, a friend of a 
friend knew of a fishmonger who had had one 
in his freezer for several years. The shark had 
started to decompose a little so there were 
undulations in the skin which mirrored the 
topography of the Everest sculpture, which in 
the work is where the dorsal fin would be. 

A.S.: A mountain and a shark do not initially
appear to have much in common, what was
the idea behind Everest Shark?

D.C.: The passage of time. The physical animal
relationship to the planet and the evolution of
the  shark.  The  shark existed 400 million years

Dorothy Cross  
Relic, 2009, Portbeagle shark, 21-carat gold leaf, 23.6 27.6 x 71.7 in. Image courtesy the artist and Kerlin Gallery © Cross 
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ago and it evolved to its present state 100 
million years ago. Mount Everest only rose to 
its peak 60 million years ago. Yet sharks are 
caught, their fins cut off then thrown back into 
the ocean just so a few Chinese people can 
have shark fin soup at a wedding. It’s horrifying 
and frustrating. It’s like Oscar Wilde said…can 
we not appreciate the stars until we are lying in 
the gutter looking up?  

A.S.: What have you been working on
recently?

D.C.: I was commissioned by Lismore Arts,
County Waterford, Ireland to make Eye of
Shark, which continues my use of shark and
gold. It’s comprised of 12 rusted Victorian
bathtubs lined with scum lines of pure gold.
Set into the wall of the room is a small marble
form, like a tabernacle, with a glass in the
middle and behind that is a little gold container
which contains an eye of a shark. The eye is the

 

epicentre of the work, a small relic. It was 
shown in a little Unitarian church in Lismore 
and later at Modern Art Oxford, where the 
bath tubs were surrounded by beautiful simple 
wall drawings by Sol LeWitt.    

I recently read that scientists have aged 
the Greenland shark by counting the lens 
growth in their eyes; they can live for 500 
years. The lenses grow on top of each other 
showing age like rings in a tree, a very 
beautiful relationship with time and vision that I 
had not known when I put the eye of the shark 
in the tabernacle. 

Dorothy Cross  
Everest Shark, 2013, bronze, 11 x 72.8 x 33.5 in. Image courtesy the artist and Kerlin Gallery © Cross 
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 Dorothy Cross  
Virgin Shroud, 1993, cow hide, satin train, steel structure, 79.1 x 31.9 x 47.2 in. Image courtesy the artist and Kerlin Gallery 
© Cross 
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Angela Singer is an English artist based in New 
Zealand. For the past 20 years her mixed media art 
has explored the human-animal relationship. Her art 
invites a new way of seeing and thinking about the 
animal. She is concerned with the ethical and 
epistemological consequences of humans using 
nonhuman life and the role that humans play in the 
exploitation and destruction of animals and our 
environment. She sees the boundaries separating 
other species from humans as permeable.  

Dorothy Cross is considered one of Ireland's leading 
international artists. Working with diverse media, which 
includes sculpture, photography, video and installation, 
she represented Ireland at the 1993 Venice Biennale. 
Central to her work as a whole are themes of sexual 
and cultural identity, personal history, memory, and the 
gaps between the conscious and subconscious. 
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