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TruEYE surView is part of a series of exhibitions 
conceptually related to the theme of Post Internet 
Survival Guide, a catalogue-book put together by 
myself and published by Revolver Publishing in early 
2011. Through works and online archives of young 
‘digital native’ artists, I attempted to register survival 
strategies and tools crucial to us today, trying to re-
imagine the very idea of survival and evolution at the 
dawn of bio-information technologies. 

Instigated by the discussions around Post Internet 
Survival Guide, TruEYE surView presents Anne de 
Vries (NL) and Yngve Holen (NO/DE), two artists 
whose work shares a common sensitivity to the 
merging of matter and information. Both work with a 
variety of means, mainly photography, installation, 
video and sculpture. As with an exhibition based 
on a smart fridge cut in pieces by a waterjet-knife 
(Holen) or a photograph of a naked woman with a 
mobile phone standing on her knees in a Cartesian 
coordinate system (de Vries); their practices access 
our increasing entanglement with technology, its 
material and symbolic origins, its influence on our 
sense of social reality, its socio-political implications 
and its future potentials.

From the mines, energy plants and factories, 
where the hardware basis of information technologies 
comes to being, to brand names, advertising images, 
product displays, personal use, and ultimately piles 
of toxic waste – commodities undergo a variety of 
state changes throughout complex ecological cycles. 
Considering that what lies at the heart of every living 
being is genetic information, we are approaching an 
uncanny valley where life and technology co-exist 

Introduction: 
living matters
Katja Novitskova 

in a blurry commonality of their informational origin 
and material essence, each propagating an agenda 
of their own. Neolithic agricultural revolution for 
instance, can be seen not as an invention – a new 
human technology – but a state change, a result 
of co evolutionary development between humans 
and edible grasses. In this process of collaborative 
deforestation of land only some benefits were shared 
by humans. If we can look at the spread of Internet 
of Things as equivalent to the Neolithic agrarian 
revolution, then what is information technology’s  
relationship with us as species? What does it take 
for a commodity to live, and what are the ecological 
principles of art?

Curating this exhibition is a next step in 
approaching a 'neo-materialistic' understanding of 
contemporary art as a domain of heightened density 
of value flows, and information technologies as an 
expanding ecology. In TruEYE surView Anne de 
Vries and Yngve Holen are merging these domains in 
fluid assemblages, proposing visionary semi-stable 
structures out of material flows that are constitutive of 
today’s digital data driven society.



4 5

Finger in Eye Handle Through Brain    2011Mood Board (The Brain Floats in It)

Handle, 3D-print, L and R contact lensDigital print on self adhesive foil, L and R contact lens
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(Parasagittal Brain) Water Cut Brain 2011
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“Object” is an interesting word, for in Hebrew it 
means “will” (chefetz—similar to “having an objective” 
in English). “Piece” is also common in this context, 
as it introduces a maker, a master of that piece, 
suggesting the thing to be passive and transparent, 
a mere projection of its maker’s intention. “Thing” is 
used mainly in relation to a mute presence that calls 
for contextualization. “Product” refers to a process 
of creation, bringing with it an impression of finality, 
a fait accompli. And “artifact” relates to an outcome 
or a residue. “Commodity” is used primarily in the 
context of a critique of the market, but I believe that 
this term should include all of the terms mentioned 
above. In a world where everything is already a 
commodity, “object” and “thing” are in this respect 
terms that attempt to cleanse the commodity of the 
chains of its birth, thus hiding its history and the 
means by which it appears in the world.” Joshua 
Simon, Neo-Materialism, Part One: The 
Commodity and the Exhibition, E-flux 
journal 

“According to Francesco Finzio, in our relations 
with objects, we are actually in medieval times, with 
our households resembling those of serfs. The fact 
that we live under the regime of neo-feudal debt 
economy of credit cards and mortages, along with 
our domestic practices, renders our daily lives all the 
more similar to those of medieval sharecroppers. Our 
modem, phone, blow-dryer, television set, laptop, 
and boiler – the different appliances be which we 
make our living in the post-Fordist-economy – are the 
equivalent of the sheep, donkey, goat, chicken, and 
hog in the Middle ages. … Like the vassal, Finizio 
says, we need to take care for these appliances 
and see that they are healthy and well. Joshua 
Simon, Neo-Materialism, Part Two: The 
Unreadymade, E-flux journal
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When was the last time you consciously thought 
about a water kettle or a humidifier? Did you ever, 
apart from the time when you had to buy one? 
They’re the type of objects we use every day, yet 
they remain below the threshold of perception, 
entirely subsumed by their function. They are 
(more or less) carefully designed and engineered, 
yet without a trace of authorship, just like most 
other objects that make up contemporary habitats. 
They’re perfectly contemporary, since they’re not 
manufactured to last long, discreetly esthetic, and 
completely empty, devoid of meaning – you simply 
don’t have to think about them. 

Consider now the brain. Ever since neurobiology 
has begun to measure, monitor, and chart it with 
some success, it has turned – in popular mediated 
imagination – into a kind of Rosetta Stone that, once 
deciphered, would yield the secret of consciousness, 
i.e. the self. (That is unless you’re one of those 
who’ve pitted their hopes on deciphering that other, 
equally enthralling, Rosetta Stone – the DNA.) Ever 
new tidbits about the brain keep surfacing in the 
media and in popular-science books, adding up to 
some vague mythology of the brain that is as much 
the result of scientific research as of our age-old 
need to create tropes and images that allow us to 
conceptualize ourselves. The notion, for example, 
that we have two brain halves whose functions seem 
to loosely correspond to binaries dear to Western 
civilization (rationality vs. emotion, male vs. female, 
etc.) has become an all-pervasive cliché; despite 
the fact that there are more brain regions, and the 
overall brain architecture is rather more complicated. 
Basically, it appears that the lay person’s idea of the 
two brain halves is no more than a pseudo-scientific 
re-packaging of the old yin-and-yang principle, or the 

Household Poetics
Martin Jaeggi

(Parasagittal Brain) Water Cut Brain
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delightfully anti-utilitarian move Holen decided to 
turn technology against itself by trying to scan water 
with a 3D-laser scanner. However, due to water’s 
transparent nature, the scanner was unable to detect 
the coordinates of the water surface, and therefore 
the resulting 3-D representation is mere digital noise. 
The outcome of this attempt is contrasted with more 
realistic 3-D representations that were created with 
RealFlow, a fluid and dynamics simulator for the 3-D 
industry. Since this was all about ‘getting a grip on 
water’, they’re presented on bike handles, a word play 
that allows Holen to find a sculptural solution. In yet 
another détournement, mood boards – the ad man’s 
poetry – further enhance their effect, providing an 
associative commentary on both water and the body. 

While neurobiology is an epitome of our current 
way of understanding the world and ourselves, 
drawing analogies is one of the oldest ways to create 
meaning and to produce the idea of a ‘world’, held 
together by correspondences. The two types of 
knowledge production that Holen layers mutually 
destabilize each other. Is analogy unfit for gaining 
an understanding of neurobiology? Or reversely, is 
neurobiology in the end just another set of reductive 
images as simple as the sliced water kettle? What is 
Holen making fun of – analogy or neurobiology? Or 
is it in the end all about the much-underappreciated 
charm of the water kettle?

idea of man’s fundamentally androgynous nature, that 
is equally part of our present-day pop mythology. 

But what is the relation between a water kettle 
and the human brain? Enter Yngve Holen. Wondering 
whether the workings of the mind could be visually 
represented, he decided one day, upon using a water 
kettle, that you could draw an analogy between the 
two. The brain cooks up ideas whereas the water 
kettle cooks up water; the brain is a vessel for ideas 
just like the water kettle is a vessel for fluids. To 
further emphasize this analogy, he decided to slice 
the water kettle in two halves that would correspond 
to the two brain halves. A cut – in actuality done by 
water with a powerful water jet – deprives the kettle 
of its functionality, while opening it up to signification, 
transplanting it from the realm of function to the 
realm of representation. Then, by placing the sliced 
water kettles on a plinth at face height, the analogy to 
the brain is once again enforced. At the same time, 
the presentation at a height suited to close scrutiny 
underlines their transformation into perfectly useless 
aesthetic objects by means of the surgically precise 
cut.  

The analogy may seem blatantly arbitrary, 
yet it provides the framework for a system of 
representation. All systems of representation 
are fundamentally based on an initial arbitrary 
decision, yet their use value obscures this fact. 
Since Holen is not so much interested in producing 
knowledge but pleasure, the focus comes to lie on 
the pleasure of the system rather than the use value 
of representation. Neurobiology becomes as much 
a mere material for the artist to work with as the 
kettle, combined in a kind of collage that is perfectly 
contemporary. 

The initial analogy is further developed into a 
system. A humidifier thus comes to represent the 
brain at work, whereas soft contact lenses in the 
kettle halves stand in for the idea as fluid. Water 
proved to be rather tricky to represent. In yet another 
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Digital print on self adhesive foil, L and R contact lens
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Yngve Holen

Brain Idea
2011
Ultrasonic humidifier, 
L and R contact lens

(Parasagittal Brain) Water Cut Brain
2011
Water cut water appliances, 
L and R contact lenses

(Parasagittal Brain) Water Cut Brain
2011
Water cut water cooler, 
L and R contact lens

Finger in Eye Handle Through Brain
2011
Handle, 3D-print, 
L and R contact lens

Mood Board (The Brain Floats in It)
2011
Digital print on self adhesive foil, 
L and R contact lens
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in the AND, which does not have the same nature as 
the elements or the sets.” 
Gilles Deleuze in an interview for Cahiers 
du Cinema, Nov. 1976

AND is the sign on the ballot of Hadash – the Israeli 
Communist Party (the Hebrew letter “Vav”: ı’). As a 
Jewish-
A
r
a
b
party, it is the only party to reject ethnic separatism in 
the Israeli Parliament. The AND of Hadash suggests 
that we all be more. 

We are never In-dividuals – un-dividable or 
indivisible. We are all dividable. 

We always begin from at least two (mom and dad).

We will be able to speak of this ancient civilization 
of money in the past tense, only when we are able 
to experience the world beyond the unsatisfactory 
concept of property (the belief that you can own 
anything is refuted time and again – each plastic bag 
lives longer than its owner). By then we will be able to 
imagine a totality different subjectivity.

D: What is a cliché, Daddy?
F: A cliché? It’s a French word, and I think it was 
originally a printer’s word. When they print a sentence 
they have to take the separate letters and put them 
one by one into a sort of grooved stick to spell out the 
sentence. But for words and sentences which people 
use often, the printer keeps little sticks of letters 
ready made up. And these ready-made sentences are 
called clichés.
D: But I’ve forgotten now what you were saying about 
clichés, Daddy.

BFF: artist / object
Joshua Simon

“A friend is, as it were, a second self.” 
Cicero

“It is perfectly understandable that the dandy, the 
man who is never ill at ease, would be the ideal 
of a society that had begun to experience a bad 
conscience with respect to objects. What compelled 
the noblest names of England, and the regent himself, 
to hang on every word that fell from Beau Brummell’s 
lips was the fact that he presented himself as the 
master of science that they could not do without.     
To men who had lost their self-possession, the dandy, 
who makes of elegance and the superfluous his 
raison d’être, teaches the possibility of a new relation 
to things, which goes beyond both the enjoyment 
of their use-value and the accumulation of their 
exchange value. He is the redeemer of things, the 
one who wipes out, with his elegance, their original 
sin: the commodity.” 
Giorgio Agamben Stanzas, 1992

When contemporary German thinker Ingo Niermann 
suggests a future union of Düsseldorf and Dubai into 
a third entity, one can say that a third entity union 
has already been achieved by the likes of Brad Pitt 
and Angelina Jolie; Brangelina is the name of their 
relationship.

“The AND is then no longer even a specific 
conjunction or relation, but implies all relations; there 
are as many relations as there are ANDs. The AND 
not only rocks all relations, it rocks being, the verb, 
and so  on. The AND, “and ... and ...and...,” is exactly 
the creative stammering, the foreign use of language, 
as opposed to its conforming and dominant use, 
based on the verb “To be.” […] Multiplicity is precisely 
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to be executed at the Massachusetts State Prison 
in Charleston, as Vanzetti was about to step into 
the electric chair, he paused, shook hands with 
the Warden and Deputy Warden and the guards, 
thanked them for their kindness to him, and turned to 
the spectators and said: “I wish to tell you that I am 
an innocent man. I never committed any crime, but 
sometimes some sin. (to the Warden:) Thank you for 
everything you have done for me. I am innocent of 
all crime – not only this one, but all crime. I wish to 
forgive some people for what they are now doing to 
me. We are part of one soul and we shall meet again.” 
Fifty years later, on August 23rd, 1977, Michael 
Dukakis, then Governor of Massachusetts, issued a 
proclamation, effectively absolving the two men of the 
crimes for which they were sentenced to death. 

Sacco and Vanzetti were considered followers of 
Italian anarchist Luigi Galleani, who believed not only 
in the possibility of abolishing the class system, but 
also believed in spiritual anarchism – according to 
which we are all part of one soul.

“The organization of Things in the everyday life of the 
bourgeoisie does not go beyond the rearrangement of 
things, beyond the distribution of ready-made objects 
in space (furniture is the most characteristic model). 
Thus the Thing’s form does not change, but remains 
once and forever exactly the same. Its function also 
remains exactly the same. The Thing’s immobility, 
its inactivity, the absence in it of any element of 
instrumentality-all these create a relation to it in 
which its qualified productive side is perceived either 
from the point of view of a naked form (the criteria 
of aesthetics or taste: “beautiful” or “ugly” things), or 
from the point of view of its resistance to the influence 
of its surroundings (the thing’s so-called durability). 
The Thing thus takes on the character of something 
that is passive by its very nature. The Thing as the 
fulfillment of the organism’s physical capacity for 

F: Yes – it’s about the muddles that we get into in 
these talks and how getting into muddles makes a sort 
of sense. If we didn’t get into muddles, our talks would 
be like playing rummy without first shuffling the cards.
D: Yes, Daddy – but what about those things – the 
ready-made sticks of letters?
F: The clichés? Yes it’s the same thing. We have lots 
of ready-made sticks of letters, all sorted out into 
phrases. But if the printer wants to print something 
new, say, something in a new language, he will have 
to break up all that old sorting of the letters. In the 
same way, in order to think new thoughts or to say 
new things, we have to break up all our ready-made 
ideas and shuffle the pieces. 
Gregory Bateson in conversation with his 
daughter Mary Catherine, “Metalogue:  
Why Do Things Get in a Muddle?,” 1972

When more things are being produced than people 
are being born, how can one continue thinking 
that only objects are the materialization of our 
social relations? We are the materialization of the 
relations between objects. The common politics of 
representation assumes always the same subject, 
same subjectivity with the same kind of identity. 
When we think beyond the identity discourse, we can 
go beyond fixed subjectivities.

“I do not like leaving somebody with whom I have 
been getting on well without finding out his address or 
when I shall see him again. When this does happen, 
in spite of all my efforts, I feel uneasy for several 
hours. I am haunted by thoughts of death, which 
I usually chase away as quickly as possible. This 
person, going away for ever, reminded me, I do not 
know why, that I should die alone.” 
Emmanuel Bove, My Friends, 1924

It is credibly reported that on August 23rd, 1927, 
when Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were 
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labor, as a force for social labor, as an instrument and 
as a co-worker, does not exist in the everyday life of 
the bourgeoisie.” 
Boris Arvatov, “Everyday Life and 
the Culture of the Thing (Toward the 
Formulation of the Question)”, Moscow 
1925

But a thing can exist as such. It speaks to us in a 
language with no voice. A sign language.

“Thus, all language communicates itself.                
The language of a lamp communicates not the lamp 
but the language-lamp. The linguistic being of all 
things is their language. That which is communicable 
in a mental entity is its language. This capacity for 
communication is language itself.” 
Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such 
and the Language of Man”, Munich 1916

“I really believe in empty spaces, although, as an 
artist, I make a lot of junk. 
Empty space is never-wasted space.
Wasted space is any space that has art in it.” 
Andy Warhol, “Atmosphere”, 1977

 “In the beginning was cladding. Man sought shelter 
from inclement weather and protection and warmth 
while he slept. He sought to cover himself. The 
covering is the oldest architectural detail.” 
Adolf Loos, “The Principle of Cladding”, 
1898

The artist can only be an amateur – a lover.

“We fall in love by accident, a heavenly coincidence, 
no matter what you think is true, let me introduce you 
to, friends of mine, oh friends of mine, oh friends of 
mine, oh friends of mine.” 
Adam Green, “Friends of Mine”, 2003

25
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Timetables

Prints on tables, plaster molds, 4cm by 75cm by 60cm
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Karen Archey
in conversation
with Anne de Vries

SCENARIO: Sitting in Anne’s studio, next to a bottle 
of bright yellow AXE “Anti-Hangover” shower gel.

Karen Archey: So, shall we look at images from the 
show at W139?
Anne de Vries: Yeah, totally. Let me find them. 
[Shuffles on computer a bit, can’t find images.]
[Karen opens and smells the shower gel, which is 
billed as granting the male showerer “unlimited female 
attention.”]
AdV: Does it smell good to you? Does it “attract” you?
KA: It smells like fruit juice to me, which doesn’t 
exactly incite sexual feelings.
AdV: Yeah it kind of smells like floor cleaner.      
Maybe they think this is supposed to attract a potential 
housewife? [Laughs]
KA: Ohhhhhh! 
AdV: But really, you have to be very lonely and 
desperate if shower gel is your last bid for attention.
KA: Why did you buy this stuff, anyway?
AdV: I needed shower gel, and just before going to the 
supermarket, I’d been talking to Timur [Si-Qin] about 
both of our artistic practices. The product claims to 
manipulate the natural selection process in a man’s 
favor – and that’s quite something! And it does that with 
the most artificial and chemically fluorescent yellow 
gel you can imagine – it literally radiates! I wouldn’t 
have paid attention to it though, if I hadn’t been thinking 
about Timur’s work.

[“Official” studio visit starts, Anne pulls up images of 
“TruEye SurView”]

KA: How did the exhibition come about? Why were you 
paired with Yngve [Holen].
AdV: I think Yngve and I were paired by Katja 
[Novitskova] because of the formal similarities in our 
work. For example, we’ve both used water drops, cut-

ups and cellular phones in the past. Conceptually, 
they are rooted in different but similar thought 
processes, which seemed interesting to parse out. 
Both of us are also obviously influenced by digital 
culture. Amidst our advanced conversations with 
Katja, we began to speak about such related topics 
as the mass media, advertisement, the brain, sight, 
lenses, water circulation, clouds, ecology, science, 
evolution, and so on .
KA: Is that where the title “TruEye SurView” 
originated from?
AdV: Yeah, and it’s a combination of two different 
contact lens brand slogans inspired by one of Yngve’s 
works.
KA: Can you tell me about the new works you’re 
showing in the exhibition?
AdV: The first one is “Timestone,” an oversized 
smart phone that has the dimensions more or 
less of a grave. Its display functions as a light box 
displaying a redacted Google Maps satellite view of 
Stonehenge. 
KA: How do you connect Stonehenge to the concept 
of the smart phone?
AdV: I was into the idea of a mobile grave for the 
mythical history of Stonehenge as a prehistoric 
monument. It is a monument that is considered 
cosmic, and which deals with a past notion of time 
and space.Looking down on this with our 21st century 
technology felt like the ultimate demystification of a 
phenomenon which puzzled humanity for generations. 
The work can also be seen as a grave for a more 
recent past, a world without streamlining technology 
such as Google Maps, where there was much more 
room for experiencing the exotic and the mysterious.
KA: Did you fabricate the phone?
AdV: I actually bought it from Nokia. It used to be a 
store display.
KA: It looks like a pretty ancient model.
AdV: Yeah, it’s one of the first phone models Nokia 
created with internet capabilities.
KA: So the phone model itself is kind of dead, too?
AdV: Yes, another ruin, so to speak.
KA: Did other works in the exhibition engage a 
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Steps of Recursion 2011

Print on plastic, 30cm by 130cm 
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similar interest in time?
AdV: Yes, for example, “The Days of Aquarius” shows 
a calendar with all the days of the Age of Aquarius, 
a 2150 year-long period that presumably started on 
1962-02-04 and continues up until 4122-02-04. The 
piece is a 42-meter-long scroll of front-lit vinyl printed 
with all of the dates of the Age of Aquarius in blue 
solvent ink at a 12-point font. For TruEye SurView, we 
installed the first 16 meters on the wall, but normally 
I’d imagine the piece on the floor. Because the scroll 
is so expansive to accommodate all of the dates, it 
will probably not often be unrolled fully, since it does 
not fit in a standard exhibition space. I also found this 
beautiful; its super-human size and qualities, both 
physically and mentally.
KA: Could you explain the significance of the Age of 
Aquarius in astrology?
AdV: The Age of Aquarius is not just an astrological 
period of time, it’s based on astronomy but it is 
often referred to within a “New Age” context based 
on astrology. Besides all the predictions, I wanted 
to show the cold, accurate facts of this period:              
A calendar for an amount of time which goes beyond 
one’s personal life span and even beyond human 
scale, fading from the personal, known period of time 
into the unknown.
KA: As part of this work, you present the source 
PHP code used for calculating the calendar. Why did 
you choose to include this?
AdV: It draws a parallel from one set of mathematic 
rules to the other, and essentially presents the idea of 
the calendar through a different language where the 
calendar is the dry data grid behind our lives, similar 
to PHP code.
KA: This working method brings to mind Serialists 
such as Sol Lewitt or, perhaps in a more humanized 
manner, the work of Adrian Piper. One also can’t help 
but think of On Kawara’s date paintings. 
AdV: Exactly, material time itself is a universal 
language, but this is a different context, and less 
sentimental for its history, and more specifically about 
the future. Its material approach is also different.
Formally it does not try to be more high and holy 

than what it is, and its design is mostly durable and 
practical, so it’s hardly “artistic” in that sense – it’s a 
print on vinyl that you can clean with soap if you wish.
KA: Could you explain “Timetables”?
AdV: “Timetables” consists of several tables with 
images of clouds and corporate watermarks printed 
upon them. When I was making this work I was thinking 
about the act of exchanging communication platforms, 
both material and non-material. The work wants to 
reflect on the new concepts and technologies that are 
entering today’s markets in 2011, which communicate 
a sense of ultimate freedom, referring to ecology 
and ideas of data-as-oxygen – all as if seemlessly 
integrated in our ecosystem without weight or waste.
KA: The piece brings to mind a discussion that 
frequently pops up in New York City, in which some 
proponents of internet-based artistic practices laud 
the internet for its supposed lack of object-ness and 
materiality, while others see the internet as being 
part of various interfaces [the physical computer, 
the browser] which are entangled with different 
manifestations of power and capital themselves. 
AdV: Sure.
KA: So is plaster being used to enhance the 
technological object’s materiality? 
AdV: Yeah, and further, the hands holding the phone 
unify the camera and phone as an extension of the 
body. The table is also a site of sharing and where 
ideas and other things are interchanged. Visualizing 
the provided communication space, within that, coming 
from photography, I was thinking about what and how 
we share. If we share photographs, it’s like holding on 
to a moment that has already past, and then will turn 
into a list created in your “Camera Roll” folder. If you 
look at Greek statues, they are the only remnants of 
that civilization that has passed. Could objects like 
these hands more likely be what’s left over from our 
civilization instead of the data that is exchanged?
KA: To me, this work speaks about issues 
surrounding authenticity and truth and where they’re 
conferred.
AdV: Mainstream photography today is all about 
sharing your files, as cameras are integrated into our 
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The Days of Aquarius

Blue solvent ink printed on a roll of front lit vinyl,
180cm by 42m 
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The Days of Aquarius
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smart phones that are often also connected to even 
bigger cameras, earth observation satellites (GPS) 
and communication satellites, etc. If clothing is part 
of a person, then these technologies that extend our 
perception can be seen as our shared third eye.
KA: This beckoning toward the past seems to relate, 
albeit abstractly, to the projection of the future in the 
sculpture “Steps of Recursion.”
AdV: Yeah, in this sculpture we see a common athletic 
sneaker that comes out of its own distorted reflection in 
recursion. A sneaker bleeds into its mirrored reflection 
and recurs step-by- step again and again.
KA: It isn’t totally apparent by its photographic 
reproduction. So is this a photo print on a three-
dimensional surface?
AdV: Yes, it’s a photo print on a three-dimensional 
plastic shape similar to a stairs going from the floor 
up against the wall. In general I was interested 
in an experience that can be seen as spiritual 
through contemporary media, technology, science 
and ultimately mathematics. Recursion is another 
classic mathematical concept, which occurs in 
computer language, but also in Eastern mythologies 
and religious illustrations. For example, within an 
illustration where we see Vishnu on a lotus, he 
dreams of a world, and in this world we see him 
sitting on a lotus where he is dreaming of another 
world, etc. It is the idea of the world that dreams 
another in existence ad infinitum. To combine 
recursion as steps in stairs going from point A to 
point B is contradicting human scale and infinity, but I 
think it’s interesting since it visualizes a combination 
of contradicting qualities. In the context of the other 
works, it touches on how we can think and experience 
time and space in different ways.
KA: You have also worked more often with 
photography as part of installation in the exhibition 
space.
AdV: Yes I did some installations with photographic 
prints as a surface. I was interested in materializing 
the weightless capacities of an image in the material 
world. Today images constantly flow in and out 
of our screens and computers and printed in our 

environment, and to a certain degree, shape our 
world. I think that this is also for me what the “Steps 
of Recursion” is ultimately about. 
KA: How did you go from working with photography 
to making sculpture? It seems like these works meld 
both practices.
AdV: Well, I never really exclusively made photos. 
I once started with combining video and installation.
In the documentation, I found myself able to be more 
precise about what details where crucial to me, away 
from the materiality and spatial dimensions. It got more 
reduced to its content. I enjoyed simplifying a complex 
set of ideas into simple and condensed imagery, like 
a precise illustration for something you might not fully 
comprehend, but containing all the key elements.
KA: It seems like you also frequently make reference 
to utilizing software programs like Photoshop in your 
practice, as well as the rhetoric of advertising.
AdV: If we look at the software that photography 
comes with today, like Photoshop, the last version is 
called Photoshop Extended. What does “extended” 
mean here? It includes all kinds of algorithms, 
content-aware filters, fractals, and even 3-D 
modeling possibilities. What used to be a medium 
that functioned mostly as documentation of the past 
has turned more and more into a medium that is 
able to visualize an enhanced world for the future, 
like the enhanced proposals we find in advertising.
Photography is for me this place where we can 
see how the world slips in and out of the computer 
constantly. With the lens as the crossing point, the 
actual world as an idea gets retouched and brought 
back in circulation. It’s a place where dreams and 
fantasy as proposals slip into reality. If I may quote 
from “Understanding Media Theory” by Arjen Mulder, 
he explains the following:
“We do not use media out of a desire for direct 
contact with reality, or even a need for information. 
We seek surrender: we connect to media out of a 
desire for a direct experience of something that is 
not ourselves. We wish to experience ourselves as 
we are not. Again and again, in different ways, with 
different media” (UMT, pp. 67-68).
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Jung believed that what archetypes were, were 
instinctual images, transmitted hereditarily. In fact 
Jung claimed that “ the hypothesis of the collective 
unconscious is (...) no more daring than to assume 
there are instincts.” However the idea of instinctual 
behavior has itself lost support in contemporary 
biology and has instead been replaced by a more 
complex understanding of the interactions between 
genes and environment in the formation of behavior.  

Archetypes were also, according to Jung, the 
cause of mental health problems, and an over-
expression of an archetype within an individual led 
to psychic “complexes.” In contemporary psychology, 
psychoanalysis has largely been overshadowed by 
the discoveries and influence of neuroscience and 
evolutionary-psychology. Emotions and behavior are 
understood to exist in a largely modular and chemical 
dimension and are themselves the adaptations to our 
ancestors’ environments.

Perhaps Jung would have claimed that the 
ontological basis for the archetype and the collective 
unconscious was genetic, had he known what we 
know now. And perhaps this would be a step in the 
right direction since art is coming to be seen more and 
more through an evolutionary lens (Boyd) but of course 
it would not be the whole story, just as genes do not 
account for the entirety of human behavior.

And so the question is: What mechanism can 
replace the idea of the archetype in order to explain 
the proliferation and successes of recurrent themes in 
art in a relevant way?  

One candidate is the concept of the attractor.     
The technical definition of an attractor from its origins 
in mathematics is the set towards which the state of 
a dynamical system evolves over time. Dynamical 
systems can be graphed in what are called phase 
space or state space graphs. Phase space possesses 
coordinate planes just like the more familiar Cartesian 
space, however each axis on the plane represents a 
degree of freedom available to the system. 

In the Babylonian creation epic, the Enûma Elish, the 
world is created by Apsu, a primal freshwater being. 
The paternal Apsu mixes with Tiamat, the maternal 
salt-water being, and together beget children, the 
first of the gods. Eventually Apsu is dismayed by the 
behavior of the gods and decides to kill them. One of 
Apsu’s offspring, Ea the god of intellect, learns of the 
plan and manages to kill his father instead, seizing 
the throne for himself. Ea’s murder of Apsu is an early 
example of a theme which reappears in many stories 
and myths throughout history, the theme of patricide, 
the most famous of which is the story of Oedipus, the 
mythical Greek king of Thebes destined to marry his 
mother and kill his father. Throughout history, certain 
themes in mythology, religion, philosophy and art seem 
to emerge time and again. These themes seem to have 
a kind of resonance that contributes to their success. 

Carl Jung, the 20th century psychoanalyst, believed 
that the re-occurrent patterns found in art were due to 
the existence and influence of Archetypes, which he 
defined as “patterns of instinctual behavior”, and the 
images of what he deemed the Collective Unconscious. 
The Collective Unconscious was Jung’s idea of an 
interpersonal psychic reservoir of said archetypes, 
shared by all people. Jung’s ideas had a big influence on 
artists and theorists who went on to use psychoanalytic 
ideas in general and the archetype concept in particular 
for the production and interpretation of artworks well into 
the twenty-first century.

Nevertheless, the idea of the archetype is 
not without its problems. The main problem is 
philosophical in nature: archetypes and the collective 
unconscious lack a clear ontological basis. If they 
really do exist – where and how do they exist? To Jung, 
archetypes and the collective unconscious rested 
heavily on the nineteenth-century idea of instinct. 

Basin of Attraction
Timur Si-Qin 
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To explain why a theme such as patricide appears 
time and time again, one could speculate that a 
complex interaction between our biological basis 
(patricide and its opposite infanticide are widespread 
phenomena in the natural world), cultural functions 
(such as the symbolic patricide of Papua New Guinea 
male initiation rituals for the purpose of toughening 
up young boys), and whatever other dimensions are 
involved, influence, sculpt and select the shapes and 
forms generated within. 

The attractor model avoids the transcendent ontology 
of the archetype by being rooted in, and emergent from, 
real life events. Through this perspective, the production 
of art can be seen as a navigation of the phase space 
attractors of the systems that serve as material for 
art, such as culture, politics, history as well as matter-
materials – stone, clay, paint etc. De Landa himself has 
sparse things to say about art (despite having been an 
artist and film-maker before taking on philosophy), but 
he does describe the role of the artist as a manager 
of complex systems: “As with most complex systems 
that cannot be controlled in detail, the question is to 
find ways to maneuver or shepherd the spontaneous 
behavior of a system, for example, the materials the 
artist uses, towards some goal.“

One fascinating idea that the attractor model brings 
forth is when the attractors of a system suddenly 
change from one to another. These are known as 
phase transitions or state changes. This change in 
attractors is what occurs in the commonly known 
state-changes of materials such as when ice melts into 
water and water boils into gas. By extension phase 
transitions can occur in any system, creating space for 
the unexpected and novel, observable in the universe. 
In some ways, the phase transition lies at the heart 
of an artistic practice itself.  It is a memetic phase 
transition that occurs when information is internalized 
in the brain and again when it is externalized into 
an artwork. Just as it is a phase transition from 
archetypes to attractors.

For example a simple pendulum can be graphed in 
phase space with only two axes – one for the radial 
degree around the center and the other for the angle 
of swing – producing a two-dimensional phase space. 
A completed graph of a pendulum, set into motion 
and eventually coming to a stop at its resting point, 
would graphically reveal this simple system’s attractor 
point, namely its bottom most resting point (due to 
gravity). Using the same methodology much more 
complex systems can be graphed. And the number 
of dimensions, or degrees of freedom in phase space 
graphs, is technically unlimited (n dimensional). Highly 
structured attractors have been graphed and observed 
in complex systems thought first to be random: the 
rise and fall of the stock market or the fluctuations in 
animal populations.

Contemporary materialist philosopher Manuel De 
Landa suggests that the concept of the attractor is the 
correct replacement for philosophical essentialism, 
such as Jung’s theory of archetypes. It is attractors 
within the complex systems in which art is imbedded, 
that give rise to thematic patterns: “The key is to 
think of phase space as a space of possibilities for a 
dynamical system (whether geological, biological or 
social) and attractors as special places in this space 
that trap systems and hence reduce the number of 
possible behaviors.” 

While it may not be possible or even very useful to 
make a phase space diagram of the systems an artwork 
is imbedded in, it would not be a stretch of imagination 
to suggest that attractors do exist in such systems and 
are deeply relevant. For if all complex systems have 
under-the-hood patterns, structures and tendencies, 
then the complex systems of culture, history and 
cognition would also not be exempt. In fact, returning 
to genetics, there is an attractors theory of gene 
regulation to explain the tendencies of genes towards 
certain mutations and away from others. This suggests 
that even the mechanisms behind evolution (selection, 
competition, adaptation) are guided by attractors.
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