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Momentum as a
contemporary
art event

Momentum 8 brings together a
manifestation and expressions of
artistic and curatorial ideas and a
degree of concentration that is rare
if not unparalleled in Norway and the
Nordic region. The curatorial team’s
concept or crossover theme, Tunnel
Vision, triggers both reflections and a
certain sensuality.
I’m excited about how the biennial
demands the spectator’s time and
their attention with its multiple
paths, entryways, and how it draws
the spectator into environments and
situations.
Even though Momentum maintains
a strong interest and engagement
in ‘Nordicness’ this will not limit the
choice of artists that are included
to the Nordic region. We think this

In the selection of the curators, I have
collaborated with the Nordic artist
institutions Frame, the Icelandic Art
Center, Kunststyrelsen and Iaspis as
I wanted the curatorial staff to have a
Nordic background and understanding.
We always address ‘Nordicness’ in one
sense or another in the biennial. ‘The
Nordic’ is a political and cultural idea
– and as such, it is in a state of change,
and for our part it can be a conceptual

or more pragmatic way of developing a global orientation to the arts.
The curatorial staff share equal
responsibility for defining and developing the biennial with the staff of
Punkt Ø. Momentum does not bring in a
Chief curator who selects co-curators;
although some of our previous curators
have gone on to become star curators
later on. This may reflect some of our
typical Nordic thinking about equality and culture in the production of the
biennial and the selection of our curatorial team. Our aim is to be part of an
on-going process of seeking out new
developments within today’s art and
curatorial practices.
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would have been somewhat
exclusive and narrow-minded. This
sense of openness can also be
found amongst contemporary artists
themselves who think in a more global
manner and do not define themselves
as belonging to any particular place but
more as a part of the international art
circuit.

Many thanks to the curators Jonatan
Habib Engqvist, Birta Gudjonsdottir,
Stefanie Hessler and Toke Lykkeberg,
and all the artists from the many

Without the annual financial support
and enthusiasm of the city of Moss, the
county of Østfold and Ministry of Culture, the biennial could not exist. To you,
we owe the most thanks.
Sparebankstiftelsen DNBs Kunstgaven
has generously supported artist productions and art educational programmes
for this biennial and will continue to do
so for the 2017 edition. For strengthening our work, we are also very thankful.
We also thank Punkt Ø’s hard working staff and the management for sharing their competence and for their
long term commitment to this year’s
Momentum.
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countries across many continents
for bringing us Momentum 8 Tunnel Vision.

Welcome to the
Momentum 8
TUNNEL VISION

Dag Aak Sveinar
Director Punkt Ø
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Tunnel vision

			 tunnel, dark 		and

solitary: 		 mine, the 						 tunnel

			
wherein 								 passed all
			my infancy,
my youth,		
															my entire life.”				
1
Sabato, Ernesto, El Túnel,
first published in the journal
Sur, Buenos Aires, 1948.

											

Ernesto Sabato, The Tunnel 1
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A biennial is typically global in scope.
Its artist roster is necessarily international. It’s an event that seeks to reach
out to the whole world. Under the
heading Tunnel Vision, Momentum 8
points in another direction. And that
direction is down a path that blocks out
all other possible paths. Tunnel vision
literally designates a vision devoid of
peripheral sight. It figuratively designates narrow-mindedness. Tunnel
vision thus represents a view without
a world. At Momentum 8, tunnel vision
also represents a view of worlds within.
Accordingly, this biennial does not deal
with the world we all might be said
to share, but rather the one each and
every one of us inhabits on our own,
or a world that exists in the margins of
society.

The you loop

Techno-scientific development manifests itself today as hyper-connectivity. Information technology is weaving
a web said to be as wide as the world.
By accessing this web, we are supposedly able to access everything and
everyone. The Internet unfolds the
old project of the Enlightenment on
a hitherto unknown scale. We are all
ideally brought together to write one
great encyclopaedia; ideally brought
together in one single public sphere
where Google translates one language
into another language in real-time. We
are ultimately contemplating a near
future where everyone will be interconnected and capable of communicating with each other. Internet has caused
a new kind of connectivity through

According to activist and author
Eli Pariser, ubiquitous algorithms
and cookies customise our life and
work online and thus risk leaving Internet users spinning in what he calls ‘you
loops’. In his book The Filter Bubble,
Pariser sends a warning: “Left to their
own devices, personalization filters
serve up a kind of invisible auto propaganda, indoctrinating us with our own
ideas, amplifying our desire for things
that are familiar and leaving us oblivious to the dangers lurking in the dark
territory of the unknown.”2 What is
endangered in the process, Pariser suggests, is amongst other things the public sphere where we discuss common
concerns. As CEO Mark Zuckerberg
has suggested, Facebook’s News Feed
might not be such a place: “A squirrel dying in front of your house may be
more relevant to your interests right

2

Pariser, Eli, The Filter Bubble: What
the Internet Is Hiding from You,
New York: Penguin Press, 2011, p. 15.
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phenomena like social media, and
simultaneously created a new kind
of social atomisation. Although the
points of entry may differ, recent development of search engines has provided access to a large, ever expanding
pool of data. On December 4th 2009,
Google announced a new feature: ‘Personalised search for everyone.’ Turning a company name into a verb, we tell
each other to ‘google’ something, ignoring the fact that the results provided
will not always be the same. A user’s
previous preoccupations anticipate
their future ones. Data is collected and
deployed in a manner that determines
what we find, and subsequently also
what we seek. Every web search query
thus tends to confirm existing worldviews. If the Internet has been a window
to the world, it is now also our own mirror image on the screen.

Op. Cit. p. 5.
Op. Cit. p. 15.
3

A room of
one’s own
The small city of Moss, where Momentum takes place, is situated half an hour
from Oslo. Among other things, it is

known as the place to which Edvard
Munch withdrew from 1913 to 1916.
Though it was part of his daily routine to go to the train station to collect
his post, Moss seemingly also served
him as a spot where he could block out
the world and cultivate his eclectic and
highly personal practice on his own
terms.

23
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Meanwhile, creativity or artistic practice can also be said to grow from a
withdrawal from this world where ideas
collide. Artworks are objects of debate
in the public sphere, but the artistic
practice from which these works spring
often unfolds elsewhere.
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now than people dying in Africa.” 3
What is also endangered, according
to Pariser, is creativity as such, due
to “the collision of ideas from different
disciplines and cultures.”4

The story of the modern artist is also
the story of an aloof character, literally an idiot, who develops his or her
own idiolect. We meet this character early on in Balzac’s The Unknown
Masterpiece from 1831. After years of
secrecy, a painter named Frenhofer
finally unlocks his studio and reveals
a painting to his peers that they cannot decipher. They do not understand
why the painter talks so splendidly of
the woman that he has depicted. Apart

Woolf, Virginia, A Room of One’s Own,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt,
1989, p. 114.
5
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is no arm to cling to, but that we go
alone and that our relation is to the
world of reality and not only to the
world of men and women…” 5

In a short story by Franz Kafka written a
year before his death in 1924, the narrator has not just carved out a room apart,
but an entire underground system of
spaces interconnected by tunnels. “All
this involves very laborious calculation,
and the sheer pleasure of the mind in
its own keenness is often the sole reason why one keeps it up” 6, states the
protagonist and narrator of The Burrow. The only source of environmental
stimuli to which the narrator’s mental

Kafka, Franz, Der Bau, Nachgelassene Schriften
und Fragmente 2, published by Jost Schillemeit,
Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1992, p. 576 – 632.

The pleasure
of the mind

6

Though the artist of the 19th century
commonly is a mundane figure, a dandy,
the artist is also a bohemian who floats
around somewhere above and beyond
society. A certain kind of distance and
isolation from the world is considered
a precondition for art making. Such
considerations later, in 1928 and 1929,
become key to Virginia Woolf’s ideas
about how women can write literature
on an equal footing with men. Emancipation in the literary domain presupposes that women writers can afford
and get a room of their own. This precondition for the development of great
literature is accompanied by a particular view of the human condition: “…we
face the fact, for it is a fact, that there
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from a foot lost in a swirl of colours, they only see paint in the
paint.

Op. Cit.
Op. Cit.

Consequentiality
Kafka’s short story originally titled Der
Bau and symptomatically left unfinished, is also a story of building an
impossible building. It is a work of literature that recalls how a writer works.
However rational the calculations of
the narrator may be, the very undertaking of all these calculations strike the
reader as irrational. This is a theme of a
loner’s reason gone awry that also can
be found in the visual arts throughout
the 20th century, not least in the work
of Marcel Duchamp, who became a

8

7

the enemy may be burrowing his
way slowly and stealthily straight
toward me. I do not say that he
has a better scent than I; probably he
knows as little about me as I of him.” 8
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processes constantly respond is
the solipsistic and maddening circularity of tunnel life. Thoughts lead
to physical alterations of the underground system of tunnels that in turn
lead to new thoughts and so on. The
narrator finally perceives any architectural shortcomings as a personal defect.
The construction work undertaken in a
mole-like manner with “my forehead…
that unique instrument” 7 triggers pleasure in the narrator, but also paranoia.
Sealing the entrance to the tunnels
ensures safety from enemies above
ground, while also making it impossible to leave in a hurry if attacked from
below. “I must have a way of leaving at a
moment’s notice, for, despite all my vigilance, may I not be attacked from some
quite unexpected quarter?” the digger asks. “I live in peace in the inmost
chamber of my house, and meanwhile

Momentum 8 extends LeWitt’s
conceptual paradigm by looking
at artists who have either developed ‘a logic’ of their own or who investigate such logics at play in individual
and collective undertakings. Whereas
LeWitt and his conceptual colleagues
were concerned with a certain circular modus operandi peculiar to art,
Momentum 8 is rather interested in
such circularity as a defining trait of art
as well as in culture. The consequentiality defining someone who follows a
thought all the way through is central
to Momentum 8, but not only central to
art. A conspiracy theorist might just as
well as a conceptual artist be described
as someone who follows an irrational
thought ‘absolutely and logically’. Tunnel vision might be prone to cultural
condemnation as alarmingly asocial, but
it has for a long time also lent itself to
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9
Live In Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form was
an extensive and highly influential exhibition dedicated
to the amalgam of Pop, Minimal and Conceptual Art
curated by Harald Szeemann in 1969.
10
LeWitt, Sol, Sentences on Conceptual Art,
first published in January 1969 in the magazine
0-9 (New York, NY) edited by Vito Acconci and
Bernadette Mayer.

role model in the art world from the
1950s and onwards. The French artist cultivated other kinds of logic,
insisted on the life of the mind of the
artist with reference to René Descartes
and Leonardo da Vinci, and promoted
artistic retreat and not least compared
art to masturbation. In his wake, one
finds a whole new generation of artists grouped under the title Live In Your
Head, exemplified by the 1969 exhibition better known as When Attitudes
Become Form.9 The same year, one of
these artists, Sol LeWitt, invokes how
the new so-called conceptual artists
can “leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.” Such practice gives way to
the articulation of a new imperative:
“Irrational thoughts should be followed
absolutely and logically.” 10

A reservoir
inside
Immersion in self-referential loops is
echoed in a renewed interest in psychotropic substances in society at
large. Whereas the psychedelic movement of the 1960s was concerned with
mind expansion, contemporary culture
seems to value experiences
of a narrowing-down of the mind –
a state similar to that which one might
achieve through trance or meditation.

11
Lucy, directed by Luc Besson, 89
minutes, Europa Corp Distribution /
Universal Pictures, 2014.

The concern might no longer be
out of body and mind experiences
but rather lucidly accessing what is
left inactive inside the body and mind.
As Professor Norman puts it in the film
Lucy from 2014, there are “100 billion
neurons per human, of which only 50
per cent are activated. There are more
connections in the human body than
there are stars in the galaxy. We possess a gigantic network of information
to which we have almost no access.” 11
In the film, a woman is endowed with
access to a reservoir of supposedly
inactive neurons. Since the release of
the movie, neuroscientists have contested the existence of such a reservoir, but not the existence of the dream
of it. A similar theme is found in Limitless, where the protagonist gets a life, a
career and a rapidly increasing income,
the moment he gets his perfect drug:
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artistic celebration as disarmingly
eccentric. For this reason a biennial
might be the right place to ponder
the differences and overlaps between
those who suffer from and those
blessed with tunnel vision.

Submerged in a constant flow of information and distractions, new drugs and
technologies are deployed in order
to create a tunnel vision that narrows
down the spectrum of information and
our access to it. As such they are the
chemical equivalent to the digital algorithms that personalise our life online.
Throughout the last century in Europe
and North America, the use of psychotropic substances that on consumption change the chemical composition
of the brain has steadily increased.

One may think of rise in the use of
entheogens such as peyote and
ayahuasca as well as LSD and
MDMA declared illegal in many countries when Richard Nixon announced
the ‘War on Drugs’ in 1971. Yet, illegal drugs are not the primary cause of
increases in consumption of psychoactive substances. The rise is also due to
multinational pharmaceutical companies developing and marketing medications for all sorts of disorders. Among
the most common diagnoses of our
time, apart from depression, is attention deficit hyperactivity disorder also
known as ADHD. Studying the legal
medication produced by global corporations paints a picture of the psychoactive tendency of the past hundred
years. Drug consumption today is not
simply sub- or counterculture any
longer; it is also a clean established

33
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Drugs to
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Limitless, directed by Neil Burger,
105 minutes, Relativity Media, 2011.

2

3

“I wasn’t high; wasn’t wired. Just
clear. I knew what I needed to do
and how to do it.” 12

Therefore, these drugs also tell the
story of where, as a whole, society
might be.
A recent trend in ayahuasca tourism
can also be read in this light. Whereas
the experiences might be described as
mind-expanding, the reasons to seek
them out can also simply be private.
Michel Foucault referred to drugs as
technologies of the self, techniques we
apply to ourselves, to adapt, become
more productive or endure the world
we live in. Likewise, ayahuasca trips
to the Amazon now also can serve to
overcome personal trauma, deal with
depression or ‘find oneself’.

35
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multi-billion dollar business.
The reasons for this development are multifaceted. New times
demand new drugs. ADHD has become
a widely used diagnosis among doctors. Adderall and Ritalin are thus also
widely used by their patients. Parents have the medication prescribed
to their children. Office workers use
these substances to be able to concentrate at work. In the US, students
consume them on campuses, and private and elite universities host the largest proportion of such users. Whereas
previously ‘party drugs’ allowed users
to freak out, the new ‘study drugs’ help
them to fit in and perform. Distractions
in our environment, among them the
Internet, challenge our ability to focus.
Drugs create the synthetic tunnel vision
necessary to function according to cultural and socio-economic demands.

Versluis, Arthur, Magic and Mysticism:
An Introduction to Western Esotericism,
Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007, p. 1.
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In both genuine and playful ways, artists
can be said to be among the pioneers
of such trips into mystical territories.
In line with Sol LeWitt, Bruce Nauman
affirmed in a work from 1967 that, ‘the
true artist helps the world by revealing mystic truths’. The artist believed
his blue glowing neon statement to be
simultaneously true and not true.
Historically, a variety of artists have
been drawn to mysticism, in order
to make contact with the divine, and
practiced it as a means to reach direct
experience of its existence as well
as their own. Mysticism, alchemy and
astrology are often grouped under
the moniker of the esoteric, which
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Both true and
untrue

comprises mystical and magical
ideas and movements focused on
the pursuit of gnosis, a term which
has been defined as “direct spiritual
insight into cosmology or metaphysics.” 13 Today, esoteric currents are
again gaining ground in the art world
and in mainstream society. However,
techno-scientific developments that
have nourished globalisation and
individualism have fundamentally
reshaped esoteric traditions from theosophy to New Age. Esotericism has
thus also come to connote various
practices concerned with that which
is being concealed, hidden and still
remains unknown. Accordingly, we
now see how esoteric practices communicate with other domains of similar concerns from conspiracy theory
to contemporary art.

39

Perception of auras might be seen as
an ‘outlier’ form of synaesthesia where
two sensory modalities overlap. Some
assert for instance that auras are both
seen and felt at the same time. Blavatsky was also preoccupied by synaesthesia, which she regarded as a higher
form of intelligence beyond the one
dominating the natural sciences. For
her, this phenomenon proved there was
a world beyond the physical. Synaesthesia involves a superposition of one
set of sensory information onto another,

14
Blavatsky, Helena P., Theosophical Glossary,
Hollywood, California: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1918, p. 44.

The term esoteric derives from the
Greek ἐσώτερος, or esôteros, that
translates to ‘inner’. Esoteric or inner
thoughts and ideas gradually exit their
enclosure and enter the world, they
become exoteric, a secret becomes
public. When such spiritual output has
infiltrated the art world, it has often
solely been perceived as art if qualified by the prefix ‘outsider’. However,
the mysterious extra-sensory qualities
that certain esoteric practitioners often
possess resemble the qualities art institutions attempt to cultivate. One such
ability may be seeing auras, energy
fields around humans, animals or other
objects, manifested as colours. We
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Esoteric
inside out

both find the phenomenon ‘aura’ in
Walter Benjamin’s much cited writings on art and in the writings of
founder of the theosophical movement,
Helena P. Blavatsky (1831-1891), who
described it as a form of “psychic effluvium” 14 alternating with one’s moods or
feelings.

If artists are channelling perceptual
approaches that touch on the esoteric,
there is a case for bringing discourse
stemming from such fields of knowledge to the interpretation of works; to
look at certain works in terms of their
auratic potential, or the flows of energy
they conduct and emit, irrespective
of how they are made and attentive to
how they are received. If there is an odd
equivalence between contemporary art
and esotericism, perhaps a topology of
art that separates inside and outside is
inappropriate. Perhaps a topology like
a Möbius strip, a folded loop where the

outside is simultaneously the inside,
is more apt; a space where insiders are simultaneously outsiders
and mystic truths are simultaneously
non-truths.
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a perceptual process also at play
in metaphors. In this regard, much
art is synaesthetic, causing slippages between the senses, and many
artists through the ages, such as Edvard
Munch, are synaesthetes.

Common
senses
The effects of such a Möbius approach
might involve leaving behind the world
where ideas are shared between
individuals endowed with common
sense and senses that they have
in common. Though, for instance,
synaesthesia affects one in twenty
people, it does not necessarily affect
them in the same way. The Russian
writer Vladimir Nabokov, who was
obsessed with his own synaesthesia,

15

The interview is transcribed and
available online through various sources.
Quoted from Nabokov’s interview (02)

BBC Television (1962), http://www.
kulichki.com/moshkow/NABOKOW/
Inter02.txt Accessed 20 March 2015.

According to German philosopher
Peter Sloterdijk, isolation from
the world does not oppose a
connection to it. In his trilogy, Spheres,
he proposes that the creation of a
human interior means that we never live
outside of nature or our surroundings,
but rather create a protective shield
within it to encapsulate ourselves.
After the Copernican revolution,
heliocentrism – the view that Earth
and planets revolve around the
Sun was established, Sloterdijk
believes that a spherological crisis
set in. As a response, we have in our
shelless state created technological
replacements for the loss of this
protective shell. Referring to architect
Thom Mayne’s concept ‘connected
isolation’, he proposes that media and
communication technologies are tools
that allow us to communicate with the

43
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told the BBC in 1962 how this ability
could atomise his family – and yet
reunite it: “my wife has this gift of
seeing letters in colour, too, but her
colours are completely different. There
are, perhaps, two or three letters where
we coincide, but otherwise the colours
are quite different. It turned out, we
discovered one day, that my son, who
was a little boy at the time — I think he
was 10 or 11 — sees letters in colours,
too. Quite naturally he would say, ‘Oh,
this isn’t that colour, this is this colour,’
and so on. Then we asked him to list
his colours and we discovered that in
one case, one letter which he sees as
purple, or perhaps mauve, is pink to me
and blue to my wife. This is the letter
M. So the combination of pink and blue
makes lilac in his case. Which is as if
genes were painting in aquarelle.” 15

28 October 2012, http://www.theguardian.com/
books/2012/oct/28/jo-nesbo-salmanrushdienorwegian-thriller Accessed 15 March 2015.

45
Crace, John, ‘Jo Nesbø: If Salman
Rushdie had been Norwegian, he’d
have written a thriller’, The Guardian,

The Nordic region is both geographically and linguistically secluded. Looking inside reinforces such seclusion. A
retreat from polis into nature is found
in Norwegians’ love of their small cabins in the forest or on the mountainside. They talk of their ‘hytte’, the way
Swedes’ cherish their ‘sommarstugor’,
the Icelanders’ and Danes’ their ‘summerhus’ and the Finns their ‘mökki’. Perhaps the long periods of darkness in
the Northern parts of Europe, stretching from October to March, make Nordic people seek shelter, both physically

and mentally. Indeed, the Swedish word ‘lappsjuka’, literally meaning ‘Sami-disease’ [the indigenous
Sami people inhabit the most isolated
Northern parts of the country] embodies the feeling of having been isolated
or deprived of contact with others for
a long time. It comes close to a state of
depression and the experience of panic
attacks due to loneliness, desperately
craving social interaction. An easy cure
for ‘lappsjuka’ is meeting people. Nordic seclusion might thus explain why
so many artists move abroad. Sauna
culture necessitates sudden rushes
outside.
Seclusion is also a recurrent theme in
Nordic literature. Jo Nesbø states “I
much prefer to isolate myself” 16 and
Halldór Laxness’ novels often reflect
upon rough physical conditions and
inner spiritual experience. Henrik

16

Nordic
seclusion
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outside, while protecting us from it
inside our domestic space.

17

Moses, Montrose Jonas, Henrik Ibsen: The
Man and His Plays, 1908, Reprint, London:
Forgotten Books, 2013, p. 5.

interviewed a number of people
as part of our common research.
Through these diverse tunnel
visions, the world has paradoxically
opened up. Indeed, this condition – this
state of mind, is both art-historically
rooted and yet so very contemporary.
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Ibsen’s plays overflow with descriptions of darkness and solitude. His
writings transmit a sense of isolation and alienation. Many of his plays
focus on private interiors, homes into
which people withdraw and where
psychological drama unfolds behind
closed doors. Ibsen himself was known
as being sensitive and he shied away
from the world: “But, curiously, isolation
was necessary to a spirit such as his;
he was endowed with the gift of seeing
better from afar […] and by his isolation
he was enabled to form a perspective without which he could not have
developed.” 17
As curators of Momentum 8 we have
gone through a process of identifying
and commissioning artists from around
the globe who address the topics dealt
with above. In this reader, which is the
first catalogue of two, we have also

It now seems to manifest itself
everywhere.
Jonatan Habib Engqvist
Birta Gudjonsdottir
Stefanie Hessler
Toke Lykkeberg
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Stefanie Hessler: You research
how neuro-chemical changes in the
brain influence our behaviour. I am
curious to know what happens in our
brains when we enter a state of ‘tunnel
vision’, of only being able to concentrate on one specific thought or activity while blocking out everything else.
From the perspective of neuroscience,
how do the focus of attention and the
narrowed-down concentration take
shape?
Leah Kelly: The way we experience the
world is inherently tunnel-like. Our rods,
cones, hair cells only respond to certain
frequencies. Our eyes face forward,
peripheral vision is lousy (more lousy
than we think), ears point sideways, and
we’ve lost our tails and whiskers. There

The quote is attributed to French filmmaker
Jean-Luc Godard.
1

Calvino, Italo, Invisible Cities, translated by William
Weaver, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013, p. 165.
2

pickpockets and film directors.
“Every edit is a lie”.1
Stimuli are both external and internal, and perception, conscious and
not-conscious. All of these processes
occur in parallel and compete for the
attention of our higher order processing, depending on the task at hand.
“[S]eek and learn to recognize who and
what, in the midst of inferno, are not
inferno, then make them endure, give
them space”.2 This ‘top-down’ control
of attention is reflected by an increase
in activity in the frontal parietal cortex during tasks with a high perceptual
load. When the perceptual load is low,
we become distracted. This is reflected
by decreasing neural responses to
task-irrelevant stimuli (say in the visual cortex) in response to increases
in perceptual load. Types of load that
are not perceptual, but load top down
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are temporal and spatial restrictions to the rate at which we can
sample and process stimuli. We
consciously and non-consciously filter
out, ignore and forget information both
external and internal we deem unnecessary to our goal-oriented behaviour.
By making decisions about what to perceive, we often fail to notice what is
staring us in the face. ‘Perceptual load
theory’ states that we perceive all the
stimuli we can, regardless of relevance
until perceptual capacity is full. When
perceptual load exceeds perceptual
capacity, we are forced to focus. Any
information that is not relevant to the
task at hand is ignored even though
it may be salient. ‘Inattentional blindness’ illustrated by the ‘gorilla experiment’, or the ‘cocktail party effect’,
Poe’s The Purloined Letter, has for a
long time been exploited by magicians,

4

You asked about thoughts and activity. You’ve probably heard of the term
‘flow’. Intuitively that feels like it should
also involve high levels of concentration and the exclusion of external
stimuli. Flow is important for athletic
performance, jazz-improvisation and
writing. Interestingly the brain regions
engaged in these activities are quite
different from those used in ‘high perceptual load’ tasks, possibly because of
the involvement of learned fine motor
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skills. Flow seems to require temporary suppression of analytical and
meta-conscious processing and is
reflected in a decrease activity in the
parietal frontal lobes.
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processes, like working memory,
can actually increase one’s level of
distraction, because you have less
control over prioritising a task. When
our senses are deprived of external
inputs they typically receive, attention
turns to our internal milieu and this can
be confusing and disturbing as in the
case of the ‘Ganzfeld effect’.

In the distractions of the modern world,
an inability to focus is seen as a bad
thing. We try to improve our attention
with drugs or training. Neuro-feedback, which is where people view and
respond to their brain activity in realtime, certainly improves attention by
aiming to reduce theta and increase
beta waves, but maybe this reflects that
act of meta-attending.
Focus is important, but let’s consider
mind wandering, daydreaming or what
scientists call task-unrelated thought
(TUT). When the brain is doing ‘nothing’
of course it isn’t doing nothing. It is in a

Even the stimuli we notice, we interpret
by superimposing our previous, again
conscious and non-conscious, egocentric experience, motivations and expectations (priming, the ‘Kuleshov effect’,
error prediction). It becomes distorted.
When asked to contemplate the view
of another human, or organism, we can
only use our imagination.

4

Calvino, Italo, Mr. Palomar, translated by William Weaver,
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983/1985, p. 124.

“A person’s life consists of a collection of events, the last of which
could also change the meaning of
the whole, not because it counts more
than the previous ones but because
once they are included in a life, events
are arranged in an order that is not
chronological but, rather, corresponds
to an inner architecture.”4
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3
Quoted from William S. Burroughs’ interview The Art of Fiction
No. 36, The Paris Review No. 35, 1965, http://www.theparisreview.
org/interviews/4424/the-art-of-fiction-no-36-william-s-burroughs
Accessed 30 March 2015.

state we call the default mode network and it is in this state that most
creative thought happens. Default
mode network activity is reduced during meditation, reflecting the effort
involved in reducing the tendency to
letting the mind-wander and certain
meditation practices do improve attention. “Anything that can be done chemical can be done by other means.”3
Ultimately we want balance between
control and flexibility.

SH: Our biennial looks at self-reflective
systems that the Internet creates, and
which confirm our expectations at the
same time as they create new ones –
only to then endorse them once again.
Neuroscience has established balance
as being important for the functioning
of the brain and our wellbeing. With
the Internet reinforcing a certain onesidedness of information and thought,
does this create an imbalance similar
to pathological states in the brain?

pre-existing ones. Internet
addiction (IA) and problematic
Internet use (PIU) are being studied
and show comorbidity with mood
and anxiety disorders, depression,
social anxiety, low self-esteem and
higher stress-vulnerability. Take any
sentence about drug abuse or addictive
behaviour and you could replace ‘X’
with Internet. Structural changes in the
brain have been found in association
with Internet addiction but whether the
Internet causes these changes or they
are the pre-disposition to addiction
remains to be determined. The style in
which an individual uses the Internet
may in fact provide nuanced diagnostic
information about the person. Did you
hear about the case of Twitter-induced
psychosis last year?
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LK: Action leads to outcome, which
sets up the desire to repeat the
experience (or not). This is the basis
for most behaviour. Self-determination theory proposes that we all have
the basic need for autonomy, competency and connectedness. Online
social networks like Facebook and
Twitter provide individuals with a sense
of relatedness and autonomy in a controlled manner. Identity is performance.
We are what we do. Existence precedes essence. We have always sought
for thinking, environments, people and
objects that confirm the idea we like to
have of ourselves. I’m not sure the Internet is doing anything new there. People
freaked out about the alphabet, writing,
the press and the telephone, and now
the Internet.
Rather than create imbalances, certain
types of Internet use may exacerbate

LK: The brain detects patterns and it
generates patterns. It is a synchronicity
detector. Even a single neuron is a synchronicity detector. Its ability to detect
synchronicity is what underlies our current model of synaptic plasticity “neurons that fire together, wire together”6.
The synchronous or asynchronous firing of different populations within a

“Let us assume then that the persistence or repetition of a reverberatory activity (or ‘trace’) tends to induce lasting cellular changes
that add to its stability. […] When an axon of cell A is near enough to
excite a cell B and repeatedly or persistently takes part in firing it,
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some growth process or metabolic change takes place in one or both
cells such that A’s efficiency, as one of the cells firing B, is increased.”
Hebb, Donald O., The Organization of Behavior, 1949, New York:
Wiley & Sons, p. 62.

SH: People who are obsessed with
conspiracy theories or are under
the influence of cognitive biases
often develop a certain tunnel vision.
Carl Jung spoke about synchronicity to refer to temporally correlated
events, which are not causal but are
perceived and interpreted as such.
What are your thoughts regarding the
blocking out of information from outside and the forcing of relationships
between two events?

6

5
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, The Visible and the
Invisible, edited by Claude Lefort, Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1968, p. 138.
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PIU is linked to sleep disturbances.
I can’t help but feel that might
be the light stimulation from the
screen. The light bulb changed our
sleeping patterns so maybe our sleep
culture may change. I’m all for napping.
We know Google has changed the
way we remember. I predict that the
more Internet technology becomes
integrated with movement and the
movement of our entire body that it
will actually dramatically increase wellbeing. I think now we underestimate the
influence of the sensory motor input on
thought. I’d like to imagine performing
Google searches with embodied
gestures rather than typing into a tiny
box or talking to my phone. Hopefully
this may lead to new ways of thinking.
“Where are we to put the limit between
the body and the world, since the world
is flesh?” 5
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“Don’t be afraid. This is a fake taxi. What
really alarms me, though, is that there is
another taxi following us. ‘Fake or real?’
Fake, certainly, but I don’t know whether
it belongs to the police or to us.”8
Just as you mentioned before, about
the internet creating self-reflective
systems as we already do IRL, we’re
biased consciously and non-consciously
to see and accept things that confirm
our ideas about who we are, or protect
what is important to us in order to
prevent cognitive dissonance. We crave
freedom, but only when that freedom
consists of freedom from doubt. Might
not the laws of nature, causality, the
external world or the existence of other

Calvino, Italo, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler,
translated by William Weaver, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2012, p. 212.

We have a strong desire to explain
things, to see agency where there is
none and to have cognitive closure,
especially if we are ambivalent, anxious
or feel out of control. Ascribing causality is a coping mechanism. “It is the
price he has to pay for being intelligent
but not, as yet, intelligent enough.”7
Conspiracy theories provide a quick
and easy explanation for a complicated
or stressful situation, maybe where

there is no consensus or agency.
It also is an abdication of personal
responsibility, the will.

8

7
Huxley, Aldous, Texts and Pretexts, New York
and London: Harper & Brothers, 1933, p. 278.
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network produces very different
behaviour. It seeks them out, maybe
where there are none. How many
times have you seen face in the clouds
or coffee cup? You are presented with
a series of images you infer meaning
about their relatedness. The reality of
the external world serves as illustration
and proof of the paranoid idea and is
subservient to the reality in our minds.

Leah Kelly is a neuroscientist at
Rockefeller University, New York. She uses
electrophysiology and optogenetics to map
the neural circuitry underlying appetite. She
has consulted on artistic projects for Palais de
Tokyo, Artists Institute, Watermill Center, Rubin
Museum, Villa Gillet and FIAF.
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Graney, Guy Gerard, Lau, Hakwan & Solovey, Guillermo, A decisional
account of subjective inflation of visual perception at the periphery,
Attention, Perception, & Psychophysics, January 2015, Volume 77,
Issue 1, pp. 258-271.
9

minds form conspiracy theories,
with humanity conspiring to make
the world into a pattern? One of
the great mysteries is that the universe
can be understood and that science is
possible. What if the search for truth is
really a colossal act of imagination?
To quote a recent paper from my friend
Hakwan Lau, “[w]e need to distinguish
between two senses of ‘seeing’, one in
terms of capacity, and one in terms of
decision.”9
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On
morphic
fields
and the
sense
of being
stared at

Birta Gudjonsdottir: In your 1981
book A New Science of Life, you
use the term morphic resonance,
to refer to ‘the basis of memory in
nature...the idea of mysterious telepathy-type interconnections between
organisms and of collective memories
within species.’ I would like to ask you
how you came to these ideas.

Rupert Sheldrake: The idea of morphic
resonance first came to me in 1973
when I was doing research on the
development of form in plants. I had
become convinced that the shapes
of leaves, the forms of flowers, and
development of fruits etc., could
not simply be explained in terms of
genes and the interactions between
molecules. I became interested in
the idea of form-shaping fields, or
morphogenetic fields, that had been

which depends on similarity. All
past similar patterns of activity in
self-organising systems resonate
with present similar patterns. This
means that each kind of thing taps into
a collective memory.

81

On morphic fields and the sense
of being stared at Rupert sheldrake

80

5

6

a part of holistic biology since the
1920s. But if these fields shape
form, acting rather like invisible
moulds, then how are the fields
themselves inherited? They cannot
be inherited through genes, which
are simply a code for the sequence
for the amino-acid building blocks
in proteins, or control the activity
of other genes. At this stage I read a
book by the great French philosopher
Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory
in which he argued that memory was
not stored materially in brains, and
that there was a direct transmission of
memory from past to present. I realised
that if morphogenetic fields could
be inherited in a similar way, a great
many of the outstanding problems
of biology could be solved, including
memory itself. This was the basis for
my hypothesis of morphic resonance,

BG: Our biennial is titled Tunnel Vision.
One of the things it focuses on is the
current state of information overload
responded to by various attempts
of narrowing-down. What are your
thoughts on the relationship of humans
and technology, in relation to our
capacity to process, use and reflect
on a continuous flow of information?
RS: There is a limit to how much we
can pay attention to. This is true of all
animals, and all have highly selective
attention. If we are overwhelmed with
irrelevant information, then it simply

BG: I would like to ask you about
your research on telepathy. With
your hypothesis, you suggest that
nature itself has memory, and that
it is responsible for telepathy-type

interconnections between organisms. How does it correspond
with theories on telepathy as
a result of synaptic transmission
— neurotransmission?
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acts as a distraction, and I think
many people are continuously distracted by information overload. I
suppose it’s no coincidence that mindfulness meditation has become increasingly popular in the modern world and
serves as a kind of antidote. We all have
to decide what to pay attention to and
how best to use our time because there
will always be more information than
we have time to process. The Internet makes this problem worse, but
every time I go into a large bookshop or
library, I get the same feeling. Even if I
lived for 500 years, I would never have
time to read all these books.

RS: No one knows how telepathy works
and we have far too little information
to try and localise telepathic activities within the brain, or link them to
neurotransmitters. Telepathy occurs
between individuals with strong social
bonds, like members of a pack of
wolves, or members of a human family. I think that these social groups are
held together by social fields, which
I call morphic fields, with a built-in
memory and through morphic resonance. When members of a group are
separated by a number of kilometres
say, these fields do not disappear but
stretch and continue to connect even at

BG: As part of the morphic field,
the invisible extension of ourselves
that surrounds our bodies, you have,
since the 1980s, researched the feeling of being stared at, scopaesthesia. What conclusions can we draw
about the evolution of humans from

this particular sense, and does it
belong to the five known senses?
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a distance. These field-like connections between separated members
of the group act as the channels for
telepathic communication. Some of the
commonest kinds of telepathy in everyday life are the ability of dogs or cats
to know when their owners are coming
home, even when they come at random times or in unfamiliar vehicles, the
telepathy between mothers and their
babies, and the experience that most
people have had of thinking of someone just before that person calls on the
telephone.

RS: I think the fields of our minds
extend far beyond our bodies in every
act of vision. When I look at a tree, the
standard theory is that light enters my
eyes, changes happen in my brain, and
my nervous tissue somehow generates
a three dimensional coloured image of
the tree somewhere inside my brain in
a kind of virtual reality display. Instead,
I suggest that the image of the tree is
projected out to where it seems to be.
It’s in my mind but not inside my brain.
Our minds extend through attention,
to touch everything we look at, even
distant stars. When I look at another
person from behind, they may feel my
attention and turn round. This sense
of being stared at, or scopaesthesia is
extraordinarily common and more than
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90% of people have experienced it,
including children. This is not one of
the five senses currently acknowledged within science. However, I think
scopaesthesia is widespread in the animal kingdom and plays an important
part in the relations between predators and prey. A preyed on animal that
can feel the gaze of a hidden predator
is more likely to escape than one that
cannot. In other words, I am suggesting that the minds of all animals extend
beyond their brains and their bodies into the environment around them
through mental or perceptual fields.
The world is full of these invisible mental fields projected from animals and
humans, just as it is full of invisible electromagnetic radiations carrying TV and
radio programmes and mobile phone
messages.

Rupert Sheldrake, PhD, (b. 1942 UK) is a
research biologist and author, he is best known
for his hypothesis of morphic resonance. Since
2015 he has been a fellow of the Institute of
Noetic Sciences in California, and a fellow of
Schumacher College in Devon, England.
His website is www.sheldrake.org

Texttitle Author name

89

88

Timothy Morton

Cortázar, Julio, La vuelta al día en ochenta mundos,
Mexico, Siglo veintiuno Editores, 1967.

Stefanie Hessler: In Around the Day in
Eighty Worlds, Julio Cortázar writes:
“In the twentieth century nothing can
better cure the anthropocentrism that
is the author of all our ills than to cast
ourselves into the physics of the infinitely large (or the infinitely small).” 1
Your introduction of the idea of the
hyperobject seems connected to this
quote, in that it recognises that nonhumans have finally infiltrated human
space. The most efficient of these infiltrations are by hyperobjects; we exist
inside them psychologically, socially
and politically wherever we go, even to
Mars. Can you expand on this idea?

1
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Ecological
awareness is
twisted

SH: You say that self-referential circuits and anthropocentric perspectives result from fundamental
ontological anxiety. Our way of dealing with this anxiety of what counts as

real is to either ignore it or cover it
over, or otherwise violently distort
it. Thereby, we fail to account for
other perspectives, of non-human entities. Can we speak of tunnel vision in
this regard, and can you expand more
on that idea?
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Timothy Morton: Thanks for asking — well, hyperobjects are entities
that are so large in both spatial and
temporal terms that you can’t see them
or touch them, but you can think them
and compute them. Like, for instance,
global warming. Once you realise they
exist, you don’t have to be inside them
physically to be inside them phenomenologically. Say you go to Mars because
global warming is destroying the Earth,
as you know. Well, you now have to create a biosphere from scratch—you have
the same problem, only worse. You are
phenomenologically ‘glued’ to hyperobjects—that is their ‘viscosity.’

TM: Self-reference doesn’t result
from anxiety—it gives rise to anxiety!
Just think about Bertrand Russell. He
couldn’t bear the idea of sets that contained things that were not members of
those sets. But this idea follows directly
from Georg Cantor’s discovery of transfinite sets. We have a rule against contradiction, but it’s perfectly logical
under certain circumstances. This rule
has blocked us from the kind of knowing that indigenous cultures already
have. But science has now brought it
back, this time with lots of data… In the

SH: You refer to the idea of an Oedipal loop to describe the paradox
that trying to avoid bringing something about is precisely what brings it
about. Another image you mention is
the Escher drawing of a continuously
ascending staircase. We drudge along,
only to find that we’re not getting anywhere. Can you speak about your idea
of the increase in knowledge and technology reinforcing our own stuckness?

TM: The more we know about
things, the more mysterious they
become. Science doesn’t demystify things at all. We are caught in an
asymmetrical expansion of knowledge
and mystery. Things begin to display
the kind of inner space that we humans
thought we had copyrighted. So, we are
‘stuck’ in the sense that our ‘progress’
brings us to this. We are also now aware
of temporal scales on which nothing
much has happened, for several thousand years: in order to avoid global
warming, 12 000 years ago, we created…
worse global warming.
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meantime, however, we are not
ready for contemporary thought…
we have definitely created tunnel
vision, not only vision but tunnel social
space, and tunnel philosophical space,
since about ten thousand BC. I call this
tunnel agrilogistics: the blind execution
of a blind agricultural programme with
an implicit logic and with disastrous
consequences for nonhumans.

SH: You mention paranoia as a default
condition of thinking in the ‘Anthropocene’, resulting in autoimmune disorders such as philosophical paradoxes,
but also depression, ADHD and the
self-destroying, self-cancelling loop

and depressing at first, then it’s
dark and weird, then it’s dark and
sweet. We get to the sweetness
through the depression, not in spite of
it. Depression is the 1.0 version of realising that you are made of and are surrounded and penetrated by billions of
beings that aren’t you, as an intrinsic
condition of being you…in other words,
ecological awareness…
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TM: I always wanted to have an ecology
for the rest of us, for us weird modern
people who just want to pull the covers over our heads and listen to weird
drum and bass all day, who don’t really
like ‘nature’ but who do care about
things and do have a profound sense of
art and display, and a profound sense
of the intrinsic polymorphous eroticism and strangeness of things. I call
this style dark ecology. I think it’s been
implicit in ways of social being for the
last two hundred years and is now
coming to the fore. This mode is dark

7

that we have brought ourselves
into. You also say that philosophy
and art are toys for us to play with
and imagine possible futures. How
could we use them for a queer, weird
or dark ecology and as prototypes in
general?

Timothy Morton is Professor and Rita Shea
Guffey Chair in English at Rice University.
Morton’s work explores the intersection of
object-oriented thought and ecological studies.
He coined the term ‘hyperobjects’ to explain
objects so massively distributed in time and
space as to transcend localisation. He has
recently written a short book with Björk for the
Björk Archives.
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The
language
of plants
Christine Ödlund

Jonatan Habib Engqvist: Linguistically,
synaesthesia might be regarded as a
private language; as it is to a certain
extent a language only known by its
speaker. In this way, one could claim
that it subsists as if in a highly subjective bubble, or as a form of tunnel
vision. Do you think that a synaesthetic
experience can be translated and
communicated to others?
Christine Ödlund: This is how the
Gesamtkunstwerk, or total artwork,
operates. The intermediation of

JHE: It would be interesting to hear
some of your thoughts on synaesthesia in your own work. For instance, you
created an electro-acoustic composition accompanied by a score entitled
Stress Call of the Stinging Nettle in
2008. The composition was based on
research into the chemical communication between nettles when Comma
butterfly caterpillars disturbed an

individual plant’s leaves. Basically you translated into sound
the complex communication that
takes place between the plants, which
we normally only can sense through
smell. How do you see your role in this
process?
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experiences can be either meticulously directed or of a more open
character. On a scale you might find
Wagner at the far end, out among the
control freaks where there are no emergency exists. I really like the concept
of Gesamtkunstwerk but personally
prefer a more open-ended approach,
where one can choose how to follow
the transformation of a thought through
cross-referencing sensory impressions.

CÖ: I thought about the possibilities
of transcending the language barrier
between humans and plants. As human
beings, we can only experience a fraction of the chemical language of plants,
and the strictly scientific approach to
the subject appears too abstract for
me. I see art as a far superior tool to get
a sense of this plant language with its
dissimilar relationship to time. Synaesthesia as artistic method makes it easier
to shift perspective and focus. Above
all it facilitates contact with other forms
of intelligent life.

CÖ: Bio-acoustic research has pointed
out the advanced capacity that plants
have to both recognise and respond to
sound waves. At the University of Western Australia, they have for instance

investigated how young maize
plants’ root tips produce high, frequent clicking sounds and how their
roots react to specific sound frequencies by extending towards the source.
In my most recent exhibitions titled
Music for Eukaryotes, I have modified an experiment based on Dorothy
Retallack’s work from the 1970s. In the
book Sound of Music and Plants, she
describes her experiments with plants
that were exposed to different kinds
of music in climate chambers. Among
the kinds of music played, there was
classical music, Indian sitar music and
acid rock, like Led Zeppelin and Jimi
Hendrix. After a number of weeks, the
experiment was over, and the plants
analysed. It turned out that the ones
that had listened to Ravi Shankar had
grown, that they were healthy and had a
well-developed root system. The plants
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JHE: Plants are very competitive
organisms. They are always
competing for space, nutrients,
sunshine and water. Plants have to
endure disease, insects and weather.
They must have defence mechanisms
and sensory structures to battle these
factors. Plants also have to confront
each other; they also have ways of
detecting each other and a method
to compete with their surrounding
neighbours. You have conducted
a series of experiments where you,
among other things, have played
different music to plants. Could you
talk a bit about this?

JHE: Your work refers to both science
and mysticism or para-science. What
is your take on theosophy?
CÖ: The protagonists of the theosophical movement are of great significance.
Helena P. Blavatsky (1831-1891) who in
1875 founded that theosophical society in New York had the ambition to
unite science, philosophy and religion
in order to create an alternative system

of thought. Theosophy became a
tremendously popular movement
and above all came to influence the
artists, writers and composers of the
avant-garde. The theosophical movement appeared at a time that had a lot
of notable similarities with our own;
globalisation, the effects of industrialisation on the environment and new
revolutionary scientific discoveries and
‘conquests’. I came into contact with
theosophy via music and the musical
thought-forms described and illustrated
in the book Thought-Forms from 1901.
In this book the theosophists Annie
Besant and C.W. Leadbeater, among
other things, describe clairvoyant experiences of music that materialise and
manifest themselves in colour, form
and movement. A musical thought-form
is according to the authors a kind of
Chladni-figure, that only someone who
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that had been exposed to Led Zeppelin were however in very poor
condition. Her conclusions started
to slip from being scientific argumentation and ended up in a moralising
speculation, namely, that what is bad
for plants also applies to human beings.
This transition exposes certain identifications with the plant kingdom, which I
find interesting.

JHE: Plants are surprisingly sophisticated and can sense up from
down. They can discern light, colour and have a tactile sense. They
sense smells. It is perhaps not so
strange if you consider that all organisms need to sense their environment
in order to survive. Even algae move
toward the light to allow for photosynthesis and light is of course essential for every plant. Chlorophyll allows
plants to convert energy from light
into sugars. Does light impact plants
in ways other than just supplying
them with energy? Do different colours even influence their growth and
development?
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has developed their heightened
sensibility can feel. To me, these
thought-forms had many similarities to the graphic notation systems of
electro-acoustic music. This meant that
I could relate to these thoughts both as
a visual artist and as a composer. The
main difference is that what the theosophical movement terms clairvoyance, I would rather call synaesthesia.
Through a combined interest for art,
music and science and with synaesthesia as a working model, I have found
inspiration in theosophy’s unconventional methods of acquiring knowledge, which many times is reminiscent
of an artistic creative process. Art as
an investigative tool in the borderland
between science and the metaphysical
is unparalleled.

CÖ: Plants have developed colour
vision. This means that they can register
shifts in colour in the shade and filtered
light for instance through the green of

Christine Ödlund is an artist and composer.
She lives and works in Stockholm.
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foliage. A group of light sensitive
pigments in the plant called phytochromes react to red and blue light.
Apart from their role in regulating the
diurnal rhythm, they also help the plant
to orient itself, and get to know its environment and its ‘neighbours’.
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Experiences in
groups

Stefanie Hessler: You have co-created
a number of your works with larpers,
live action role players. In research
and development that lasts several
months, you develop the game core,
and then hire a game designer to
‘gamify’ the situation. In later workshop sessions you craft character
relationships and culture details with
participants, who then physically
and psychologically become their
characters.
The larp sessions could be described
as worlds of their own, yet taking
place within what we refer to as
our everyday environment. Among
other things the references are to

Brody Condon: I invite active members of the Nordic live role playing
community to assist in the development of the interaction mechanics
and manage the flow of these often
private group encounters. During the
events I see my role neither as a director nor a player, but as a facilitator and
a lurker. I am responsible for the overall content and visuals, then later the
character relationships are defined in
workshops. The specific details of the
inhabitants and culture of these worlds
we develop together as the sessions

progress. Concerning inconsistent
elements within the players’ environment, there are advocates for
360 degrees of immersion, but I tend
to embrace the awkwardness of cognitive dissonance by designing a permeable magic circle. Meaning, the
fictional world has to be constructed
in such a way as to quickly absorb and
re-contextualise any intrusion from the
outside.
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phenomenological empathy
(Einleibung), psychodrama therapy
and virtual reality. What is your
view on absorption and alternative
realities during these sessions, and
what happens to everyday experience
when participants are ‘in-character’?

There can be noticeable psychological effects, especially when I combine
group psychotherapy and larp techniques, but I try to avoid interpreting
a role player’s subjective experience.
Even serious players with potentially
years of in-character experiential
knowledge are still extrapolating what
is actually going on under the influence of alibis. My job is to embrace the

SH: With these pieces, you make
reference to social choreography
techniques. These negotiate identities
by focusing on the social body,
and cross the borders between
imagination and reality. Leakages
between a larper’s experience
‘in-character’ and their subjectivity
in everyday life are not uncommon.
What are your thoughts regarding the
temporal in-character experience that

Experiences in groups
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bleeds into ‘real life’? Or to put it
differently, can role playing be a
way of prototyping alternative
realities and imagining future
scenarios for ‘real’ life?
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awkward residue that floats to the
surface. For example, larp designer
Martin Ericsson has said that once
players fill their short-term memory
with character-only memories, they
begin to have in-character dreams. I’ve
also noticed that if a player is intensely
immersed, it is common for their eyes
to make a trance-like shift after a
period of about four hours.

BC: The concept of bleeding didn’t initially even register for me. I came out of
a sculpture and performance art background – the use of character was more
of a theatre thing. Eventually I started
using in-game volume systems that give
players control over the level of intensity they are comfortable with.
It seems clear, to sociologists and role
players at least, that negotiating the
social choreography of daily life already
requires a near constant balance
of fiction and fact just to remain
functional. What I find fascinating in
pieces like Level Five (2009) or To
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oppressive purposes. Role-play
is a common tool, the Nordic larp
scene has just been refining it.
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Prove Her Zeal (2012), are the odd
transpersonal moments that occur
‘in-character’. As opposed to the
potentially negative psychological
or economic fallout that can occur
with longer term alternative living
experiments, the temporary nature
of the contract the players and larp
organisers make allows for a kind of
‘performative prototyping’ – cults
or communes that are designed
to fall apart in less than a week.
I’m supportive, but sceptical, the
temporary and mediated nature of
these actions can strip them of any
actual socio-political impact.
As for other types of prototyping
outside of temporary intentional
communities, there are people like
security specialists, political scientists,
futurists and sociologists exploring
live simulation for altruistic as well as

SH: Larp sessions take place on a psychological level at the same time as
they are acted out and made visible
– or if you prefer communicable – on
a physical level. Yet, they are mostly
directed inwards. I am interested in
this introspective aspect. Can we
speak of an introverted self-referentiality – a psychological tunnel vision
made perceptible to the outside?
BC: I suppose it depends on the
relationship between a player and their
character. It can be the opposite, a way
to dig oneself out of an obsessively
recursive self-referential tunnel. I
understand these situations as more
of a symbiotic seesaw between two

SH: You mention your background
in sculpture. In Future Gestalt (2012)
the performance takes place in
and around the monumental public
sculpture Smoke (1965) by Tony Smith.
The performers speak to the sculpture,
and vice versa. I am curious to know
more about your aesthetic use of
psychotherapeutic group sessions,
and how they relate to art and art
critique.
BC: These psychotherapeutic tools
are useful for driving psychological
flow, but I’m not interested in using
them for their intended purpose. The
role-playing of inanimate objects, as

well as the use of present tense
language and body awareness in
Gestalt Therapy are perfect for
creating a psychologically charged,
formal art critique. The present-based
nature of the sessions can be used to
help the players focus intensely on
their physical relationship to objects
in their immediate environment. The
sculpture in a piece like Future Gestalt
is not a prop, it functions as a character
with whom they communicate. For
example, later in the sessions and after
awareness exercises they become
specific formal elements of the object
and speak back to projected versions
of themselves, then jump into dreams
connected to those elements. It’s not
an interpretive process, the objects
have no past or future and reference
nothing, they are stripped of their
original context and meaning to
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experiential spaces that we initially
feel are separate, and then quickly
learn they are not – more of a
flattening than a tunnelling.

Brody Condon is an artist. He was born in
Mexico, and lives and works in Berlin, Germany.
Condon’s work often combines modified
psychotherapeutic and live role-playing
techniques to carefully craft ‘performative
game engines’ that run durational and
unscripted small group encounters which are
then filmed.
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hopefully become something that
is actually experienced instead of
interjected.

Texttitle Author name
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Genuine
artworks
come from
the future,
never from
the past

8

9

Marcus Steinweg

Birta Gudjonsdottir: You have talked
about how genuine artworks come
from the future, never from the past.
Where does this place artists, in which
dimension do they operate?
Marcus Steinweg: Artists, of course,
operate in the here-and-now. Like all
of us, they live and work within this one
world without exit. There is no second world behind this one. There is
no transcendence, but there is a kind
of broken immanence. The here-andnow-sphere, the reality-field we live in,
is without alternatives, without being
necessarily how it is. It is ontologically
contingent. Contingent, here, means
that it should not necessarily be like it is
or seems to be. It could be different, it

1
Nancy, Jean-Luc, Dis-Enclosure: The
Deconstruction of Christianity, New York:
Fordham University Press, 2008, p. 71.

noted, would be “not outside the
world, although it is not inside it
either; it is not an other world, nor
is it a beyond-the-world, since it opens
this world to itself.” 1 It bends reality
back toward its real. It shows that the
separation between reality and the real
runs through reality itself, through its
heightened immanence, which folds
itself into both universes, the universe
of the constituted immanence of the
space of facts on the one hand, and on
the other, the universe of its implicittranscendent inconsistency, which
cannot be represented within it. It is
this folding-within-itself that permits
us to think of an opening that takes
place nowhere but within closedness,
whose limits do not open towards new
spaces (and by marking the transition
into them) because they articulate the
nonexistence of these spaces as the
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probably already is! It is not identical with itself because it has no self
– no essence, no nature, no substance etc. Art (and philosophy) imply
the affirmation of this lack of ontological substance. It affirms the very inconsistency of the supposedly consistent
texture of facts. Facts are nothing but
facts. This is the starting point of artistic and philosophical investigation; to
step beyond the facts by addressing
their inconsistency. If the entire ontotheological tradition, at least in the
orthodox reading, has privileged an
onto-theology of two worlds over the
alternative of immanence, and if there is
in it a turn in faith toward a beyond and
toward a life after life, then its structure
can be identified as that of an opening
towards an opening rather than that of
an opening towards closure. This second opening, as Jean-Luc Nancy once

It is precisely here where artistic
thinking and art production takes
place. Just as it is the task of philosophy to use this concept to go beyond
itself, art seeks to integrate everything
that limits it or makes it impossible
into its own self-conception. The pure
immanence of the work of art explodes
under the pressure of realities that
prevent its self-enclosure in aesthetic
autonomy; at the same time, it is the
work of art itself that denies itself this
self-enclosure, while offering opposition to the pleasing empiricisms, i.e.,
the homogeneity of the social-political
order with its diktat subordinating everything to the primacy of consumption,
as incommensurable to itself.
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interiority of transcendence. All
important thinkers, at least of the
20th century have opened immanence within itself. This is not in order
to join the thinking of transcendence
to what the onthotheological tradition
has handed down, (even if the latter has
never existed as a uniform and unified
tradition), but in order to complicate
its alternative, the immanentism of the
finite, by supplying an element of integral infinity, i.e., implicit transcendence.
To open up to this infinity and transcendence does not mean to resurrect
God or an absolute subject. It means to
challenge the absolutisation of a given
transcendence as much as the immanentism that absolutises itself, by letting it border on its outside, which we
can call transcendence, as long as that
word marks not a reality but the brittleness of the consistency-zone reality.

BG: In one of your talks from 2009,
this time on self-acceleration, you
have said: “The real world has to be

MS: The role of the artist is to resist
self-assimilation to the established
reality-order by intensifying contact
with it. There is art only in the here-andnow of the one world without exit: the
world of fact. Art is not an escape from
it; it frames its aspiration for autonomy
amid the world of determiners in order
to escape in an opening toward the
heteronomy of its phantasmic failure
to coincide with itself. Just as freedom

exists only under the conditions of
a de facto un-freedom and, selfpossession only under those of its
absence, autonomy becomes a demand
and a necessity only in the field of de
facto heteronomy. An artwork has to
assert its reality in the midst of an existing reality. It asserts itself through its
form, its appearing and its duration
(no matter how ephemeral or precarious it seems to be in certain cases) in
the over-codified space of established
facts and laws. Everyone knows that the
artwork is not an entity in itself, not, ‘an
architecture without windows’. Doubtless, it necessarily includes persistence
in the here-and-now of the one constituted reality, which is our world. What
are the conditions for art? Under what
pre-conditions does something resembling art exist? How is an artwork possible? Obviously, for an artwork, for
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2
Steinweg, Marcus, 16 May 2009, 15th lecture
at the Bijlmer Spinoza-Festival http:// artnews.
org/marcussteinweg/?g_a=photos Accessed
25 March 2015.

distinguished from the we-reality,
the sphere of certitudo. It is the
world of interrupted relationships,
failed communication, the world of
silence, of chaos, the exterior, uncanniness — lonely world in which the
subject without subjectivity wanders
aimlessly, hyperborean world of isolation, singularity, not belonging.”2 What
is the role of art in this world-view?

BG: In The Ego Tunnel, philosopher Thomas Metzinger claims
that no such thing as a self exists.
He claims that the conscious self is
the content of a model created by our
brain—an internal image, but one we
cannot experience as an image. He
claims that everything we experience
is a virtual self in a virtual reality. What
are your thoughts on the notion of selfobjectification and the virtual self?
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its appearance and existence, like
any event, there are its conditions.
It never happens or eventuates in
a space free of meanings and multiple
codification. At the same time, every
real artwork verges on the realm of
nonexistence. Nothing divine emerges
from it, no infinite depth, but the fragility and the precariousness of reality
itself. No beyond—nothing transcendent appears in the appearance of nonexistence. By including nonexistence
into existence itself, the nonexistence
of positive transcendence reveals itself
as the criterion of its ontological fragility. The transcending of its conditions is
the precondition for art. The transgressive transcending of these conditions is
affirmative because it holds itself open
to the beyond of realities as possibilities – an opening that tears the subject
from its embrace with reality.

MS: A question I’m dealing with in my
writings is the following one: What if
the human subject or self survived
its own death; its own death, or its
proper deconstruction? How can we
deal with the question of the self and
the question of the subject within
the horizon of their impossibility or
nonexistence? The answer is simple:
There is a subject and a self but it’s a

Op. Cit.

BG: In a larger context, you have
talked about art, partially as
“…pointing out the ontological
inconsistency of the world of
established consistencies” 3 and
“transcendence of ontological

narcissism art implies the
experience of the uncanny.”4
Could you elaborate on this?
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Steinweg, Marcus, 3 July 2013, What is Art, lecture at
the Gramsci Monument in Bronx, New York artnews.org/
marcussteinweg/?t=7858 Accessed 25 March 2015.
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subject without subjectivity and a
self without selfhood. Instead of
being a self-transparent cogito, or
an autonomous self-consciousness,
the subject appears as the scene
of its proper impossibility. There
is something like a subject only as
the index of the lack of substantial
subjectivity. Its virtuality is here: in
the simple fact of being ontologically
inconsistent. It is this inconsistency in
which the subjectivity of the subject
remains without subjectivity. It
indicates its openness to contingency
and chaos, that means to future as such.

MS: In art and philosophy it’s about
both: affirmation and resistance – to
resist the authority of facts by affirming the inconsistency of the constituted
reality-system. I call the universe of
facts the established reality-order, the
socially, politically, culturally, economically over-codified field of established
evidences and certainties. To resist
first means to confront reality, to deal
in an active way with the world like it is.
To resist means also not to assimilate
yourself to this world by insisting on its
ontological contingency. Opening to
the world of facts means self-transgression in the historic, economic, political
and social field that is reality: the universe of feasibilities, markets, interests,

an opening to eeriness, to namelessness, amorphousness, contingency, to the sublime or to chaos.
Rancière wants to see in this conception, which is more than merely Deleuzian, ‘reintroduction of transcendence
into the thinking of immanence’. However, this specific, implicit transcendence, this inherent beyond or exterior
which is the incommensurable or the
unfamiliar, is not any simple exterior
or beyond as demanded by thinking in
terms of binary oppositions. To open
oneself to formlessness in an assertion
of form which means to no longer close
oneself off to the truth of the texture
of facts that is the sphere of familiarity
with shared realities.
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cultural imperatives, commercial
fantasies, communication. In this
field, in this sphere of possibilities,
the artwork asserts itself as an exception, to the extent that it claims to be
more than the realisation of an option
articulated within this spectrum. In fact,
the work only opens itself up to the
world of facts in order to close itself
off from it and show the impossibility at the heart of the optional texture
by itself occupying the space of the
impossible. In this way, it highlights the
limitations of this universe, otherwise
driven by the idea of limitless possibilities. It articulates a point that appears
as marginal in that universe, as problematic, as something that cannot be a stable presence within it. It is true that art
necessarily includes an opening to what
is unfamiliar. The assertion of form is
nothing other than the precision of such

Marcus Steinweg (b. 1971) lives and works in Berlin. He
is a philosopher and has published over twenty books
on philosophy. He holds a guest professorship at HfBK
(University of the Arts) in Hamburg and teaches at UdK
(University of the Arts) in Berlin.
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Tunnelling with
Mick
Taussig

Stefanie Hessler: According to indigenous people in eastern Peru, hallucinogens ‘make you see everything’.
Concoctions with psychoactive properties evoke altered states of consciousness, in which the brain tends
to analyse the universe, but also
itself. Besides what has often been
described as ‘expansion of the mind’, a
certain self-referential feedback loop
is initiated, encircling and narrowing
down knowledge we otherwise rarely
access. Can you expand more on this
idea of oscillations between opening
up and closing in?

Michael Taussig
Michael Taussig: It’s very hard to
accept or believe what people say
on these matters, indigenous or

Ayahuasca or yagé as I know it in the
Putumayo of Colombia has many parts
– a veritable narrative – in which over
a period of four hours or so, many distinct sensations of despair and serenity occur. Undoubtedly there is a lot of
reflexivity with the ayahuasca experience, an ascending or descending of meta-levels like Russian dolls,
in my own personal experience, with
an urgent desire to find an escape in
oblivion when the levels get to be too
complex.
I would place the self, not the brain,
as the focus of concern for feedback

loops, a self that dissolves as a way
of avoiding collapse. It is, after all,
a question of culture and cultural
interaction and not simply cognition or
brain chemistry.
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non-indigenous. Everything has to
be qualified and made as concrete
as possible. What’s more, the drug
scene in eastern Peru is notoriously
commercialised and ‘occidentalised.’

SH: History, when approached from
a spiritual or mythological angle, is
often represented as cyclical rather
than linear. Historical figures become
intertwined with mythical ones, and
mythical events are integrated in historical accounts. How do these cyclical dynamics relate to societal issues
and economic systems?
MT: Cyclical seems too neat of an
image, too close to Western myth. To
me, social reality could not be anything
but an integration of myth with nonmyth. In the cultural situation of eastern
Peru, that would centrally involve fear

SH: Today, we can see a renewed
interest in psychotropic substances
and neo-shamanism. What do you
think are the political, economic and
social contexts that trigger this interest? Why do you think shamanism

is increasingly being reconsidered, both through scholarly and
more visceral techniques and
manifestations?
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of sorcery, stemming from envy.
I feel that psychotropes create
more of a ‘flower vision’ than a tunnel vision, but that in doing so, they
whisk you away from the maelstroms
you invoke of a cascading, overly stimulating environment. In my experience in
Colombia – I always come back to this
– such a ‘flowering’ of sensation is eminently social and very much dependent on the presence of a skilled healer
and the sense of community, generally
driven by sorcery. Would the maelstrom
you invoke be equivalent to history as
sorcery?

MT: Interest in shamanism has resurged
several times, with Carlos Castaneda,
and with Siberian shamanism as ‘discovered’ in the 18th century by Westerners.
From the get-go, there has always been
a belief by the ‘more civilised’ in the
innate spiritual powers of ‘the primitive’.
This is a very old story and colonialism,
both ancient or modern, thrives on it.
SH: What are your thoughts on tunnel
vision from a perspective of spiritualism and mythology as opposed to
rationalism?
MT: You’re right! We need tunnels,
but they should be porous to chance

Michael Taussig is an anthropologist perhaps most
well known for his commentaries on Karl Marx and
Walter Benjamin, especially in relation to ideas of
commodity fetishism, as well as his work on mimesis, alterity, beauty and violence. He is currently a
professor of anthropology at Columbia University
in New York.
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(Duchamp/Cage). Otherwise, ‘tunnel vision’ seems too rational to me,
another system, another metaphysics. If it’s Palestinians in Gaza forced to
make tunnels, it seems very reasonable
indeed. As for ayahuasca, even more
than tunnel vision, the experience is like
a Dadaist explosion.
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Like a
breeze
in one’s
mind

Birta Gudjonsdottir: In your works,
in many of which you combine found
images and text with your own drawings and journal-like text, you process
material from current, popular media
and philosophy through what I find to
be a mythological reading in a prophetic manner, an oracle. How large a
role do urban tales and myths play in
your works?
Steingrimur Eyfjörd: They form an
important part of my art and I have
based several of my works on mythological stories from ancient times up
to today. I find it interesting to listen to
an online radio show such as Coast to
Coast, a dialogue between a radio host
and people who call in at night. People’s

BG: I see your process as one
finding form for a stream of consciousness. Do you think your
works emanate from this flow or are
they more reflective of your subjective
sentience?
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stories are always fascinating, especially if they address issues that one
hasn’t thought of before. The radio
host doesn’t judge. He realises what the
situation is, at times quite weird, and
treats all callers with respect. We are
constantly informed of new archaeological findings and unidentified creatures, craters and flying objects. To me
these are relevant issues that address
how history is constructed. The material mediated through these websites
stimulates my imagination. Some of it is
irrational, things that are beyond. There
is a sense of human beauty in it too.
For me it is not important to resolve
the issues that are raised, whether they
exist or don’t exist for all of us. These
are real experiences for those who
claim to have experienced them.

SE: The brain is at once a transmitter
and receptor. When I work, I receive
energy from others through indirect participation. I’ve experienced it
numerous times. I can’t explain it, but
I’m aware of actively using these properties of the brain. When I work, I walk
around or lie down, and return to places
and traces of thought. I want to make
works using the energy that builds up
in a space where something has happened, but there are no traces to be
sensed using only the five senses. I
choose to give up control, surrender
to higher powers. The interesting thing

from a homogenous society. As a
response and to get away from this
condition as well as to cultivate it,
I chose a way that would, at all times,
be temporary and dependent on each
period in my life and my practice being
reflected in whatever I am interested in
at each time.
It is very difficult to generalise and
describe the working process, as each
project calls for its own methodology and approach. Sometimes I don’t
know what I’m doing and I allow myself
to be led somewhere. Somebody says
something to me or I read something
and experience a shift of thought. It’s
an emotional soup that gives birth to a
momentary certainty, and develops into
a work.
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is that it works. Something is triggered. Like a breeze in one’s mind.
When I reflect on my forty yearlong career as an artist, I notice one
thing more than others. If one can speak
of an artist’s ‘development’, it is not linear but rather similar to how we think
of the fourth dimension where the process is seen as from above where each
unit is independent, but has an affinity
to the next. By following this path of the
fourth dimension, the works become
unforeseen, which creates a freedom
to do anything without consideration
of what has taken place before. That is
exactly the freedom that art can bring
to the artist and the viewer. Early on, I
realised that my roots lie in a community that relies economically on primary production. Almost everything is
imported, such as the lifestyle, culture
and almost everything is appropriated

BG: What are the sources of information that nourish your interest in

from picking up information in dialogue with people, to subscribing to
several web sources such as:
www.redicecreations.com
www.abovetopsecret.com
www.topparanormalsites.com
www.coasttocoastam.com
These websites are a part of folk culture, a contemporary folk tale. Some of
this material is contemporary mythology that serves a human need for having
gods, as the old gods and goddesses
are essentially manifestations of important ideas about being a human being.
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SE: My interest in ‘supernatural’ phenomena began at an early age and I
have made several works that derive
from this interest. I was raised in a society in which dreams are considered to
be important, ghosts, elves and messages from beyond are not considered to be extraordinary. If somebody
comes to me and tells me about their
communication with elves, or their
coming across a garment of the Hidden People, the person in question has
obviously experienced and believed
that this communication took place and
I will respect their experience and not
dispute what they say. My sources vary
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esotericism and theory/information on supernatural events, hidden schemes and occult mapping?
And, what is your strategy for processing this information and its sources?

Steingrimur Eyfjörd is an artist who
lives and works in Iceland.
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Constructing
Kafka

Jonatan Habib Engqvist: I would like
to ask you four questions about Kafka’s novel Der Bau, or The Burrow. The
story is told from the perspective of
an introspective protagonist, through
whose eyes we see the subterranean
maze of a hideout. We find ourselves
inside a tunnel and inside the tunnel of
the creature’s mind. But this enclosed,
constructed and protected space
also depends on the outside for sustenance like air and food. To me, there
seems to be a fight between imagination and experience — that is, a conflict between the effort to construct a
rational world and the outside world’s
subjugation to illogicality. The burrow
acts as protection against this incalculable world. My first question is thus:

Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback: In
German, Kafka’s novel is called Der Bau,
which means literally the construction.
If we think more in terms of construction than of a burrow, we come closer
to the movement of the novel. Thus, the
novel is about a continuous construction that continuously deconstructs
itself in order to construct further.
The novel is about a movement that
undoes itself beneath its movement. It
could be compared with the myth of
Danaids, carrying water in a sieve or
even with Penelope’s unweaving the
woven. Indeed, the novel is about what
a novel means, being in construction,
that is, writing the writing and not written or even thought. I don’t think that

the construction is built against
an outside. A careful reading of
the novel shows that the ‘outside’
against which the construction is built
is indeed the inside being viewed. In a
first reading, we can identify three parts
in the novel. In the first part, the narrator speaks from inside. In the second,
the narrator seems to be very briefly
outside, but if we read carefully, we
can conclude that this outside is nothing but the outside part of the inside,
or the inside being recognised. Thus,
the question is where to find the limit
between the inside and the outside? In
the third part, it becomes clearer that
this place without places – The Construction – is rather an outside inside.
It appears that we have to deal with a
total immanence, with a place that has
no way out and no way in, thus it is a
place that one is always already in and
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In your mind, what is the burrow
and against which inimical world is
it intended?

is not a determinate and defined
place. There is no way in and no
way out from existence while existing – the construction is the telling of
the total immanence of existence while
existing.
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from which one cannot escape.
This non-place is a continuous
form: the construction is being constructed. The whole novel is written in
the present tense. It is a restless and
endless working of change and renewal
in order to secure and preserve the ‘in’
construction. Kafka’s Construction is in
line with Plato’s Cave and Dostoyevsky’s Underground. All the three can be
read as allegories of the self. However,
Kafka’s Construction leaves the gender of allegory behind, unveiling what
remains veiled in both Plato and Dostoyevsky, namely that the ‘self’ is nothing but existing, the total immanence of
mere existence. I mean the crude and
nude existing, the brute being in being,
neither here nor there, but in being, the
only place of existence, itself without
entrance or exit, for there is no place
outside existing as much as existing

JHE: Can I ask about the entrances to
the burrow (there are two of them, as
one is a false one)? This seems to be
both the place of potential prospect
and the weak spot of the construction. In which way is the entrance and
non-entrance into this system of tunnels both a possibility for occasional
contact with the outside world, which
after all seems to be a bit fascinating, and at the same time the place
through which dangerous outside influence threatens to leak in?

The constructor is nobody but a
constructor that constructs him/
her/itself as a constructor while
constructing. Because the subject here
is the being in construction, there is
nothing fixed, firmed, affirmed or confirmed. This continuous and restless
being in construction faces the risk and
fragility of existing precisely in his/her/
its attempt to control all possible openings. The constructor tries to build a
fortress, a cave, an underground, a burrow and a space of total solidity where
the openness of existing – we should
speak here of existing and not of existence – could be controlled. I don’t think
we have to deal here with the opposition between the inside and the outside
world, between the self and the other,
but rather with openness and closedness, and as we know, it is the same
door that opens and closes. But even
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Kafka, Franz, Der Bau, Nachgelassene Schriften und
Fragmente 2, published by Jost Schillemeit, Frankfurt
am Main: Fischer, 1992, p. 576 – 632.

MCS: If we leave behind the translation of Der Bau into burrow and
insist on the meaning of The Construction as being in construction, the
question about entrances and exits may
become clearer. We have to be already
inside The Construction in order to find
an entrance to it. Indeed, as we read
in the beginning of the novel: “At a distance of some thousand paces from
this hole lies, covered by a movable
layer of moss, the real entrance of the
construction” 1. The real entrance is not
the hole that is first described. This hole
is only a covering. The real entrance
is already inside the construction.
We enter in the construction already
inside the construction. We step into
the question and the quests about the
meaning of existence from inside existence. There is no other way. Inside the
construction there is the constructor.

Deleuze and Guattari proposed a very
different interpretation. For them, the
construction is the burrow of an animal,
indeed of the human becoming animal. If
we also consider that the construction is
a novel about the novel, about literature
itself, proposed as a novel of literature

becoming an animal-like machine of
voices, noises and gestures, hence
a novel of literature becoming
something else than literature. One can
consider it the novel of the human loss
of language. One reading presents an
inspiring novel, but I don’t think this is
Kafka’s novel. Kafka’s Construction is
not the opposition between man and
animal. It presents rather the human
animal thrown into the continuous form
of existing, prisoner of his/her ‘being
in construction’, of his/her freedom. In
a letter to his friend, Gustav Janouch,
Kafka wrote: “the parental relation
between men and animals is much
easier than between men and men.
Each man carries a cage wherever he/
she goes. That explains why so much
is written today about animals. It has
to do with nostalgia for a free and
natural life. For men however natural
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so, the openness here is not really
spatial but rather the openness of
the meanwhile and an in-between
– impossible to be grasped in solid
names, categories, and significations.
This is the real threat to the constructor, which is presented as a strange
animal totally frightened by the nude
and crude existing without meanings
and grounds. This strange animal does
everything to escape from the total
immanence of existing while existing. It
reasons, justifies, searches for explanations and grounds.

JHE: There is a description of an
unknown and yet steadily approaching noise that runs through a large part
of the story. It starts when the protagonist is awakened by an “inaudible whistling noise”, which then seems
to grow – not in size, but importance
– as emotional registers move from
self-doubt to bottomless fear. Frantic
last-minute attempts at fortifying the
labyrinth are coupled with a frustrated
self-accusation for neglecting defensive measures while there was still
time, throwing our poor beast between
feverish activity and exhaustion. This
all seems to take place in something

like the twilight zone of consciousness following sleep. Combined
with interior monologues, an
atmosphere is created where it is as if
one could overhear the protagonist’s
thoughts and feelings. Could you tell
me a bit more about this sound and
where it exists?
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Kafka, Franz, Über das Schreiben. Org by
E. Heller and J. Beug. Frankfurt am Main:
Fischer, 1969, p. 60.

life is human life. Nobody wants to
see that. Human presence is too
uncomfortable and therefore men
want to get rid of men, even if only in
fantasy”. 2

MCS: In the third part of the novel, the
constructor goes back from the outside to the inside of the construction.
We should not forget that the inside is
outside and outside inside, because
the place here is the ‘being in construction’. In this part, the pronoun ‘You’, a
very strange ‘You’, expressed in singular
and plural forms, Du and Euch, is pronounced for the first time. The constructor calls ‘You’ the construction, its
passages and spaces. It seems that the
outside of the inside has empowered

Op. Cit.
4

time. Maybe this terrible, unbearable, growing louder whistling noise
comes from a strange animal, a
“big animal”, says the constructor, and
not from a little or small animal. But if
this is really the case, then this possible strange big noisy animal should
also have heard the constructor in his
constructing. However, if ‘He’ has ever
heard the constructor, the constructor might have noticed this and thereby
heard himself. Perhaps this ‘He’ is
none other than himself, the constructor. – “but all remained unchanged”,
(aber alles blieb unverändert).4 The
past reinforces the present. So ends or
rather interrupts the novel. This noise is a
moment in which the existing while existing – this being in construction – is somehow grasped, in an excess of language, in
a language that exceeds language.
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even more the insideness of the
construction. The construction
is the ‘You,’ the work, that can be
observed by the constructor while
constructing. At this moment of reflection, the constructor can finally sleep.
However a “Zischen”, an almost inaudible whistling noise, wakes the constructor. “And this growing-louder is
like a coming-near; still more distinctly
than you hear the increasing loudness
of the noise, you can literally see the
step that brings it closer to you”.3 The
noise grows louder, becomes unbearable. The constructor becomes almost
crazy wondering about the cause of this
noise, and about where it comes from.
The constructor remembers an episode
from the beginning of the construction
and finds a parallel between the noise
and himself – and by this parallel, a third
person, a ‘He’ is enunciated for the first

Op. Cit.

the human animal, and that the
novel is about the solitude of this
strange animal continuously negating his condition, the nude condition of
existing while existing and not why or
because of any cause, either metaphysical or physical, we could speak about
the pride of his/her/its stubbornness.
Kafka’s The Construction, like almost
every text by Kafka, is about this
strange human animal searching
grounds, reasons and justifications
before what has no grounds, no reasons and no justifications, namely,
existing while existing. It has to do with
the tragic incapacity of the human
animal to exist attuned with the continuous form of existing. It could be
described as self-affirmation, as affirmation of a self precisely for negating
the only condition of human life, i.e.,
existing. But everything that has been
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JHE: Finally, there is something
about the builder’s stubbornness that I would like you to comment upon. For instance, you might
say something about how the creature’s forehead is the main building
tool. Moreover it seems like stubbornness also is combined with pride.
Interpreting the forehead as a signifier of intellect, I sense a masochistic,
perhaps even morally superior joy in
‘staying true to the concept’ or ‘sticking to original intent’, for instance:
“when the blood came, for that was
proof that the walls were beginning
to harden. I richly paid for my Castle
Keep.” 5 Could this obstinacy even be
described as solipsistic? Is it a kind of
self- affirmation?

from it, constructing caves, undergrounds, burrows, jails and cages
for this mysterious cosmic bird
called existing.
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said here still remains far from the
novel. Thus The Construction is a
novel of the novel. It would be very
contrary to Kafka’s intention to understand this novel of the novel as an allegory of the novel. To the same friend
Gustav Janouch, he also wrote that a
storyteller cannot speak about storytelling. He/she can only tell or be silent.
As much as the existing while existing
cannot be grasped, insofar as there is
no place from which it can be grasped
either from an outside or an inside position – for in the meanwhile – the at-thesame-time there is no position, it is not
possible to say the saying while saying.
The only possibility to say it is saying.
Kafka invites us to listen to the at-the
same-time of saying, writing, existing – to the continuous form of existing
that becomes sensible precisely in the
desperate human attempts to escape

Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback is
Professor of Philosophy at Södertörn
University in Stockholm.
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Tunnel
visions

Jonatan Habib Engqvist:
Constructing a tunnel is one of the
most complex challenges in the field
of civil engineering. Many tunnels
are considered technological
masterpieces and governments
have honoured tunnel engineers as
heroes. Partly, that also means that
constructing tunnels is a high-risk
enterprise and that some attempts
have failed. It seems like these
challenges haven’t stopped engineers
from dreaming up even bigger and
bolder ideas, such as building a
Transatlantic Tunnel to connect New
York with London. This raises a lot of
questions for an amateur. I would like
to start by asking if you could describe
the basic design principles for tunnel
ventilation.

Tunnel ventilation is a complex, and
very special topic in the area of tunnel construction. Usually special
tunnel ventilation engineers are covering all ventilation aspects. As a tunnel
engineer, I have to work closely with
these specialists to include all their
requirements, like chimneys and extra
space for jet fans and still find an optimum solution. Tunnelling is an interdisciplinary field, which makes it very
interesting.
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Laurence Delplace: The main purpose of tunnel ventilation has
changed in the last decades with
the growing demand for tunnel safety
and the increased legislative demands
on car exhaust emission and providing
a system which has to supply adequate
conditions for tunnel operation and for
important safety installation. Therefore,
the requirements and design principles
have changed too. Nowadays the main
principle of tunnel ventilation systems
is to provide optimal conditions for
self-rescue of tunnel users and intervention in case of fire incidents. Thus
the ventilation system has to be able to
control smoke propagation. This goal is
reached by control of the longitudinal
air velocity and therewith smokes propagation. Additionally, longer tunnels are
equipped with a system allowing them
to extract smoke near a particular fire.

JHE: Something that seems to be central to tunnel engineering is the notion
of statics. Is short, this is a method
for figuring out how the following
four forces interact to produce an
equilibrium:

2. Compression, which shortens, or
squeezes material.
3. Shearing, which causes parts of a
material to slide past one another in
opposed directions.
4. Torsion, which coils or twists a
material.
As I understand, the tunnel must
oppose these forces through a combination of different construction methods and the use of strong materials,
such as masonry, steel, iron and concrete. What are the most important
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1. Tension, which expands, or pulls on,
material.

elements in the procedure of
designing tunnels, in terms of counteracting these four forces through
things like rock support and using a
mortar?

LP: The stability of underground structures is a key issue during design and
construction of a tunnel. Depending on
the geotechnical conditions and influencing factors, different failure modes
can be expected. Depending on the
potential failure modes, project specific requirements and boundary conditions, specific construction measures
to ensure stability have to be chosen.
The main objective is to design an economic and safe excavation and support
method.
The first step in the procedure
of designing a tunnel is to collect
advanced knowledge of the

JHE: Could you evaluate how tunnel
excavation methods vary (technical
and production aspects) depending on
context?
LP: There are several methods to build
tunnels. The more traditional ones

are called conventional tunnelling
methods, they are cyclic construction methods and they function
differently in relation to the geological
conditions in which the tunnel is being
built. In hard rock, the method used is
the one of drilling and blasting. In softer
terrain, very basic excavators are used
and follow a precise excavation pattern. Those cyclic methods have proven
their worth in the excavation of challenging projects. Another technique,
mechanised tunnelling, has been developing greatly in the last 40 years. Tunnel
boring machines, which allow for faster
advance rates and safer working conditions, are now being used with success
all over the world.
When assessing the most suitable construction method for a particular project, firstly the particular conditions
(tunnel length, geometry, alignment)
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topography, and geology.
Therefore, ground investigations
and laboratory tests are needed.
Once ground types are defined, it
is then possible to make a ground
model and estimate the behaviour
of the terrain, how it will react when
loaded in one way, etc. Based on the
ground characteristics and the ground
behaviour, a feasible construction
concept has to be selected for each
different situation. Finally, the system
behaviour is assessed for each case (for
example with finite elements).

when working in a tunnel. However,
in some particular cases, I think this
feeling is possible. For example,
if you are working under pressurised
air in the excavation chamber of a soft
ground tunnel-boring machine… I’ve
never experienced such a feeling when
I was in a tunnel. When I was working
on the Gotthard Base Tunnel, I kind of
appreciated the feeling of an extreme
quiet, early in the morning during maintenance work. You sit there, 2000m
below ground level, near the tunnel
face and listen to the surrounding rock
cracking, sometimes like an explosion…
loud and impressive!
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LP: My feeling is that claustrophobia
is more linked with small and confined
areas, which is actually not the case

13

JHE: Can one on a technical level deal
with things like claustrophobia? Have
you ever experienced that feeling?

Tunnel visions
Laurence Delplace

192

and of the terrain (surface and subsurface conditions) amongst other
things have to be checked. Special requirements from the owner in
terms of impacts need to be taken into
account. In the same way, a contractor may have more experience with one
special tunnelling method and would
therefore prefer it. There are also
countries like Austria or Norway with
a strong tradition for conventional tunnelling and where mechanised tunnelling, though recently expanding, is still a
rarely used technique.

Laurence Delplace is a tunnel engineer working for
Amberg Engineering. She is currently working on the
new metro project in Brussels, where she also lives.
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Biennial tunnels and
the historically
present
now

Jonatan Habib Engqvist: With these
questions I would like to address
your understanding of contemporaneity, perception and the relationship between cycles, loops and tunnel
vision. The Stoics, and later Nietzsche,
spoke of the present moment as a portal (or for our purposes we might call
it a tunnel) between an eternal future
and an endless past. I am curious as to
how you would say that this helps us
understand the contemporary.
So my first question is: How do we look
at art? Sol LeWitt meant that we usually understand the art of the past by
applying the convention of the present, thus misunderstanding the art of
the past. But we could also turn that

Peter Osborne: Well, a portal is very
different from a tunnel. A portal is a
gateway or a threshold, a purely transitional space. It’s something that you
step through, moving from one kind of
space into another (and hence, metaphorically, from one time to another
– especially in its science-fictional
versions): from ‘outside’ to ‘inside’, for
example, or vice versa. In its purely
transitional function, it becomes figured as a two-dimensional surface
within a three-dimensional space, a
surface that you step through, without
it having any intrinsic depth of its own.

This is the Baudelairian, modernist understanding of the present
moment in its pure transitory mode.
Nietzsche is a modernist in his temporal consciousness here. A tunnel, on the
other hand, suggests a claustrophobic
envelopment, an intrinsic depth and
distance, nonetheless it often has a certain proximity to figuration of hope: ‘the
light at the end of the tunnel’. If the present is figured as a tunnel, it is a durational present, an extended duration,
not a ‘moment’. But ‘the contemporary’
is neither of these things. In its current
extended sense, the contemporary has
a distinctive temporality of its own, a
temporality that is structured as a set
of disjunctive relations between different times, by the increasingly geopolitically extended spatial dimensions
of relations of social dependency. This
is a form of spatiality that cannot be
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statement around and say that our
gaze always is historically determined. How do you for instance
think something like the central perspective informs the way we perceive
contemporary art?

13

14

JHE: I am of course asking these questions from the specific horizon of cocurating a biennial with a specific
theme. The chronology of a biennial is
on the one hand perpetually directed
toward a point in the future, and on
the other hand based in a continuous
2-year cycle that addresses infinity,

in a rhythm of eternal returns. At
the World Biennial Forum in Sao
Paulo last November, you asked
what happens to the biennial as a form
when it becomes part of a world system of institutions. I would like to investigate this ‘historically present now’
and ask how it relates to globalism,
in so far as your depiction of the biennial as a temporal model is one that
adapts to any situation. In short: as
a concept, the biennial works everywhere. If I remember correctly, you
said that the question we must ask
is not ‘When does or did the present
begin?’ rather ‘When will the present
begin, again?’. Could you expand on
what you mean by that temporal shift?
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grasped by ‘central perspective’
with its structure of convergence
onto a single point. Rather, it has
a network structure. It is constituted
by a complex set of networked relations between points, nodes and hubs.
It is a space of places, non-places and
flows. ‘Centring’ is a passing function
here – like the ‘align-centre’ command
in the alignment function on the formatting palette of your word processing programme. Its visual significance is
relativised.

PO: I didn’t say that it works
everywhere, I said that it can be applied
anywhere, which is not quite the same

character, and it takes two rather
different forms. On the one hand,
there is the ‘present moment’ in
the sense of ‘the now’, in the sense of
Benjamin’s ‘nowtime’ (Jetztzeit). This
is not the instant in an Aristotelian
sense, in which time is made up of
an infinite succession of instants. It
is rather the instant in its religiousexistential, Kierkegaardian sense of the
experience of a moment in which time
itself is to be at once filled and fulfilled.
This is a paradoxical present that can
never be experienced as such, since it
interrupts the temporal continuity that
is a condition of experience in the usual
sense of the experience of a subject
that persists, with some self-identity,
through time. It thus appears temporally
only negatively, as a kind of cut in time.
Some people associate this structure
of experience at the limit of experience
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thing. Whether or how well it works
in any particular instance is another
matter. At the end of that talk, I
wanted to contrast three different
temporal aspects of our lived relation
to the present. I was drawing implicitly
on the well-known Augustinian notion
of the threefold present. These were:
1) a backwards-looking durational one,
which asks ‘When did the present
begin?’ Each present has its own
constitutive prehistory, which provides
it with durational depth. This is an
approach that draws out the historical
content of the present, as you were
asking in your previous question about
central perspective. Second, 2) there is
an orientation governed by the question
‘When does the present begin?’, in the
present tense. This is a question of
attentiveness to the moment of the
present itself in its purely transitory

But there is another way of understanding the question of ‘When does the present begin?’, posed in the present tense,
as a question about attention to the
moment of the present. This is within
the terms of a durational conception
of the present as made up of a set of
relations of retention (backwards) and
expectations (forwards). In this sense,
the question is posing questions about

about the activation of the present
as the time of utterance or enunciation (in Benveniste’s sense), the time
of the production of new meanings, and
hence, more broadly, of new actions:
the present as the source of the future.
To ask this question in a cultural – and
hence a social and historical – context,
rather than a merely existential context, is necessarily to ask about social
subjects and historical acts. It is to ask
for attention to – for an analysis of – the
present in this sense, in its role as the
source of the production of the future.
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with the experience of the work
of art. Historically, of course, it has
also often been associated with
the experience of both drugs and sex,
as well as mystical practices of various
sorts. This is a mainstream of European
modernism in its BaudelairianNietzschean-Bataillean-Foucauldian
line, in which the moment of the
dissolution of subjectivity is associated
with a paradoxical touching on truth.

Finally, 3) to ask ‘When will the present
begin?’ – and more specifically, ‘When
will the present begin again?’ – is to
draw attention, first, to the apparent
stasis of our current historical present,
a paradoxical durational extension or
continuity without fundamental change,

JHE: You have basically argued that
‘The Biennial’ has become a concept
and as such a symptom of contemporaneity as a historical formula. In what
ways is the biennial format both an
obstacle and a means of understanding the present?

PO: Biennial was always a concept.
It has recently become a much
more rich, complicated and problematic one, as a result of the massive
expansion and related historical development of the form. I am not entirely
sure what you mean by the intriguing phrase ‘symptom of contemporaneity as historical formula’, but I don’t
think that I have argued this – although
it might be true, of course. I take it that
‘contemporaneity as historical formula’
refers to a degraded, market-based
understanding of contemporaneity as
the time of the most up-to-date, the latest fashion, the latest thing, which can
be applied, like a formula, indifferently
to each and every occasion, in each and
every place. But this is not the concept
of contemporaneity that I am interested
in; it is precisely this everyday concept
of contemporaneity that I want to move
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and second, to the fact that a certain kind of present – the present
as the time of the production of a
qualitatively different future, the modernist present, if you like – has waned
or has stalled. It is a rhetorical way of
inciting a certain kind of action, or at
least, a certain kind of thought directed
towards the possibility of such action.
It also involves the construction of a
standpoint that ironises the aspirations
of much current production to be new,
while primarily functioning to reproduce the way things already are.

the present state of the world in
which we live.
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away from. Contemporaneity is not
the kind of thing that exhibits symptoms. If biennials are symptomatic,
what they are mainly symptomatic of, is
a certain fusion of political-economic
and cultural-artistic functions within
the development of capitalism at a
global level. More specifically, they are
in particular one means for incorporating postcolonial cultures and states
into the circuits of transnational capital,
by re-functioning the representational
forms of ostensibly oppositional practices through generic forms of purely
cultural ‘otherness’. At the same time,
they reflect in various ways upon the
politics of these practices themselves.
So they are fundamentally contradictory, and it is in these contradictory
aspects that they are most productive
of ‘symptoms’ that may be diagnosed or
‘read’ in ways that help us to understand

JHE: Finally, I would like to ask a question about creativity. My impression
is that artists often are understood
as creative; indeed the word ‘artist’ is
even seen as synonymous with ‘creativity’. And this creativity is in turn
depicted as a kind of ‘openness’ to
the world; sometimes this means that
artists are understood as mediators.
In my personal experience however,
most artistic processes often seem to
entail a sort of mental blinders in order
to focus and often require extremely
introspective procedures or rigorous
discipline. There sometimes seems to
be a specific kind of logic and tunnel
vision at play in the practice of many
artists, enunciated by Sol LeWitt’s
statement that irrational thoughts

PO: This takes us back to the basic idea
of tunnel vision as a lack of peripheral vision, a visual impairment of some
kind, equivalent to being put in blinkers, in the way that racehorses are, to
focus their attention exclusively on
one direction, on the way ahead, but
in a restricted circular manner. It certainly configures a certain instrumentalism, which is indeed one component
of artistic practice. LeWitt’s statement about following through irrational
thoughts absolutely and logically is as
much about the purely formal, procedural and hence impersonal character

of his concept of rationality as it
is about the exclusiveness of the
procedures. But I take your point.
The romantic artistic sub-culture of
the ‘creative genius’ has an extraordinary capacity to renew itself, in the face
of its palpable historical redundancy
as a model of artistic practice. It is still
there in LeWitt, of course, in the crucial
irrational moment that sets the whole
impersonal formal procedure going in
the first place. This has less to do with
any particular artistic practices, I think,
than the general ideological role ‘art’
plays within the cultures of capitalist
societies, as, classically expressed, a
form of what Marcuse called ’affirmative culture’. Art is coded as both the
opposite of capitalistic instrumental
rationality, and the hyperbolic expression of the conception of free individuality that is the legal basis of the
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should be followed absolutely and
logically. If you agree with this,
why do you think that this idea of
the creative genius still prevails so
strongly? If not, how do you see artists
and creativity?

Peter Osborne is Professor of Modern European
Philosophy at Kingston University in London and
editor of the journal Radical Philosophy.
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market itself. These are deep and
pervasive structures that have not
changed that much within capitalist
societies in the last 150 to 200 years. On
the other hand, the kind of mental blinders required by extremely introspective procedures or rigorous disciplines
are in no way exclusive to art. Think of
mathematicians, classically absentminded, or software developers. These
things follow from intrinsic properties of the tasks at hand. The creative
aspects of artistic production, by which
I take it is meant the production of the
qualitatively historically new, need to
be theorised in a different manner;
along the lines of a productivist philosophy of art, like Adorno’s for example.
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