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Big Data, Citizen Science and 
the Death of the University

As Michael Punt mentions in his editorial in this 
issue of L|R|Q, a number of commentators have 
been recently discussing the topic of ‘big data’, 
noting the transition that many disciplines are 
seeing from an age of data scarcity to an age 
of data plenty. A Google search reveals a bur-
geoning new IT industry seeking to capitalize on 
‘change as opportunity’. As an astronomer, I was 
an early participant in the emergence of the era 
of ‘big data’ in my scientific discipline in the late 
1980s, in what NASA then called ‘tele-science’, 
and early 1990s, through the establishment of 
NASA astrophysics data centers that mandated 
that data from NASA astrophysics satellites be 
made public.

In a speech to the 1992 World Space Congress, 
[1] historian of science Daniel Boorstin described 
this as an ‘epistemological inversion’ with pro-
found implications for the doing of science; he 
ironically joked that maybe NASA should stop 
taking more data for a while, and take some 
time to think about it. At the time I was involved 
in worldwide programs that started making as-
tronomical data public through what are called 
Virtual Observatories, [2] and indeed astronomy 
has been transformed by open access to scientific 
data. Not only can scientists analyze each other’s 
data, but through a variety of crowd sourcing 
and citizen’s science programs (see for instance 
Galaxy Zoo [3]) hundreds of thousands of public 
citizens have access to the data for their own 
purposes, scientific or otherwise. In a recent 
Leonardo Journal editorial Drew Hemment [4] 
discusses ‘participatory mass observation’ as 
an emerging social and cultural phenomenon. 
Scientists have identified ‘community remote 
sensing’ as an emerging practice that provides 
invaluable scientific data; [5] I have called this 
‘micro-science’ as a comparison to ‘micro-credit’. 
The age of big data is here in science but also 
of course in popular culture.

In a very real sense data is no longer ontologically 
‘objectifiable’ or ‘packageable’ but can be viewed 
as a flux or flow. Artists such as Scot Gresham 
Lancaster, [6] Andrea Polli [7] and Peter Torpey [8] 
for instance have set up a number of projects that 
‘sonify’ flows of data of all kinds as a flux; other 
artists create immersive environments where 
one can swim or fly through data. I have argued 

[9] that data, in a sense, should be viewed as 
a fundamental ‘element’, which like earth, fire, 
water and air are available to our senses and our 
perception, but in the case of data it is mediated 
by interposed scientific instruments; I called for 
an ‘erotics’ of data as part of the process of de-
veloping an intimate science. [10]

The act of e-reading and thinking helps us focus 
on areas of our environment of interest just as the 
painter draws our attention to particular parts of 
our visual environment; hence the need for ‘syn-
thesizing’ communities like Leonardo Reviews 
to help us focus on parts of the flow.

Data as intellectual property is also undergoing 
a profound transformation, particularly for the 
data that is generated with government funding. 
Traditionally such data is archived in ways that 
are inaccessible to the public. The astronomers 
pioneered, through the virtual observatory pro-
grams, [2] but this is systematically spreading 
through all publically funded scientific disciplines. 
Recently Reid et al [11] have called for massive 
efforts to integrate and make public all available 
data on the earth as a system. They argue that 
only such systemic approaches will allow coupling 
between our social systems and culture, and to 
enable the rapid political decisions driven by the 
scientific understanding of the global environ-
mental and climatic changes ahead; I referred 
to this problem in my first L|R|Q editorial [10] as 
the problem of the ‘hard humanities’ and indeed 
coupling arts and culture to big data is part of 
the needed systemic change. I have also sum-
marized some of these deep changes needed 
in an ‘Open Observatory Manifesto’ [12] which 
asserted that a) we have a right to all the data 
taken about us and our environment using public 
funding and b) we have a duty to contribute open 
data to the data flow.

As Punt also notes, the changing nature of data 
has profound implications for universities and 
libraries, which have held a near monopoly on 
providing, and controlling, access to certain kinds 
of specialized data for centuries. Indeed medieval 
universities’ basic business model was based on 
access to experts and access to libraries on a 
fee basis (and renting rooms to accommodate 
them). In a prescient workshop organized by 
David Peat at Pari in 2000 on ‘The Future of the 
Academy’ [13] we outlined the way that universi-
ties and academies needed to be rethought in 
the networked age. More recently the MacArthur 
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report by Cathy Davidson and David Goldberg 
‘The Future of Learning Institutions in a Digital 
Age’ [14] reinforces and advances this reflec-
tion. The turmoil in higher education across the 
western world today is maybe a warning of the 
death pangs of universities as we have known 
them for the last 50 years. The ‘social compact’ 
between higher education and government that 
was put in place after the Second World War is 
no longer a widely shared political agreement; 
science itself is no longer a ‘regalian’ function 
except ironically in the newly emerging countries 
where physicists have recently served as presi-
dents. And universities’ near monopoly on access 
to data and experts no longer exists in the new 
e-culture (in spite of the new ‘brand’ franchis-
ing systems being set up by some universities).

This second issue of Leonardo Reviews Quarterly 
is then a momentary vortex in the data flow; just 
like scientific data, text becomes flow. Next year 
we remember Marshall McLuhan a hundred years 
after his birth; he would have relished the era of 
big data where indeed the new e-media carry 
with them a new embedded cultural transforma-
tion. Michael Punt and his review panel of over 
a hundred are bringing your attention to ideas 
and developments of interest in the flow. We 
hope you will stop a while by the data river and 
drink (on your e-book reader, e-tablet or i-pad).
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Boundaries and Interfaces: 
Transdisciplinarity and the 
Big Data Problem

At its inception, Leonardo Digital Reviews was 
seen as a contributor to the critical diffusion of 
new ideas and insights at the interface of art, sci-
ence and technology, which depended on printed 
media for their production and reception. At the 
same time Leonardo Digital Reviews took its 
place in the secessionist movement of Leonardo 
On-line to liberate those ideas from the hegemony 
of the normal routes of print distribution. Inter-
national authorities and recognised commenta-
tors were encouraged to contribute to a reviews 
project that was not entirely determined by access 
to material artefacts and in so doing spread the 
constituency of participants as widely as possi-
ble. Leonardo Digital Reviews took the view that 
the design of the website and the organisation 
of data should be as simple as possible so that 
where there were perhaps less reliable or more 
expensive gateways to the internet the work of 
the panellists could be accessible. Resisting 
the temptations and pressures to become more 
‘digital’ Leonardo Digital Reviews has retained 
its fairly basic interface relying on the unique 
significance of the data to override the style of 
presentation. It was in my view a fortunate edi-
torial decision as the sheer quantity of material 
available calls for the greatest investment to be 
in the economy of the design and the expertise 
and elegance of the synthesis.

In a recent discussion at the International Network 
for Transdisciplinary Research, Roger Malina 
highlighted the issues of big data as a problem 
in the sciences which he elaborates in his edi-
torial in this issue of LRQ. The big data ques-
tion is an epistemological issue that extends 
beyond the sciences to the very foundations of 
the production of new knowledge. In this context 
it is worth repeating that formerly individual uni-
versities held specialist and often-unique data-
-usually in the form of manuscripts, books and 
journals in archival and library structures that 
allowed them to impose gateways for research 
and teaching. More often than not in order to ac-
cess the relevant data the student had to have 
some intellectual, guild or social qualification. In 
the more enlightened times of the last half of the 
20th century the restriction to research material 
was largely devolved to prior learning and the 
use of acceptable disciplinary methodologies. 

In the sciences and technology in particular, the 
control of access to the springs of research also 
extended to include scientific instrumentation 
and quality thresholds for performance overseen 
by the instructional team. At its worst this kind 
of knowledge production became a self serving 
system which perpetuated social exclusion and 
narrow research, but the system of control had 
one profound methodological purpose which was 
the synthesis and contextualisation of new knowl-
edge at more or less the rate at which that knowl-
edge was produced. The exponential growth of 
scientific journals from the 17th century onwards 
rather testifies to an expanding but controlled 
system of knowledge production in which both 
contribution and access were regulated through 
a contractual consensus stage managed in the 
semi-public domain of universities and learned 
societies. The popularity of public engagement 
with new research in theatrical and entertainment 
settings, however, produced its own dynamic that 
revealed itself most often in the interpretation 
and novel application of technologies and new 
publishing initiatives.

This popular reinvention of technology is precisely 
what happened in 1970 as alternative conduits of 
distribution became available through networked 
computers. One consequence was that the con-
tract, which had underpinned the production of 
knowledge in the sciences, arts and humanities, 
was destabilised. Some of the established gate-
ways dissolved and it would be hard for many 
of us to see that as anything but a good thing. 
However, once the bargaining chip of the ac-
cess to specialist data that institutions had held 
fell, then the contract imposed by the universi-
ties collapsed and they became a different kind 
of institution in which the distinctions between 
performance and action, talking and listening 
and publishing and being read are blurred in a 
circulatory system of self validation substantially 
based on ubiquity.

The shifting terms of contractual engagement, the 
sheer volume of publishing opportunities, and the 
careless relationship established between vulner-
able consumers and network service providers 
(under the indefensible rubric of social networks) 
has mitigated against the practices of synthesis 
such that data in all spheres is expanding faster 
than it is being--or can possibly be--synthesised 
or assimilated. The big data problem bemoaned 
in the science is with us all, not because there 
is too much data but because it is not being 
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processed quickly enough or well enough. The 
processes of the rigorous synthesis of data in 
forms that are consistent with the routines of 
comprehension are no longer supported by the 
institutional structures founded as disciplinary 
gateways and a radical rethinking of what those 
structures should be is called for.

One response to the big data problem is to re-
examine the nature of boundaries and emerging 
new interfaces. Transdisciplinarity can be seen 
in this context as an emerging practice contin-
gent on the identification of new opportunities for 
the production of knowledge and (unlike inter- 
or multidisciplinarity) insists on the readability 
of its findings to the disciplines it draws upon. 
Transdisciplinary practice is shaped by the need 
to feedback its findings to its sources in ways 
that those sources can assimilate into their own 
discipline. It is a relatively new practice and finds 
its best models in the kinds of cross-disciplinary 
research that Leonardo has encouraged and re-
ported on for over forty years. In this context, now 
more than ever we need the skills and expertise 
of our panel as Leonardo Digital Reviews and 
Leonardo Reviews Quarterly hope to play their 
part in the necessary restructuring of knowledge 
production through the careful synthesis of new 
ideas as we all confront the problem of big data.
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Capturing the 
Criminal Image. 
From Mug Shot 
to Surveillance 
Society
by Jonathan Finn
University of Minnesota Press, 
2009, 200 pp.
ISBN: 978-0816650705

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Jonathan Finn’s book is a well-
informed and very clearly writ-
ten contribution to the study of 
surveillance society and, more 
in general, the problem of visual 
knowledge. It helps to bridge the 
gap between several domains 
and various types of research 
that are gathered and combined 
here in a very efficient and in-
novative way.

The most important domains 
tackled by Jonathan Finn are 
photography and post-photog-
raphy, as used and discussed 
in the reflection on law enforce-
ment and criminal investigation. 
The author relies in a very in-
telligent manner on the classic 
essays by scholars such as 
John Tagg and Alan Sekula, 
who focused in the 1980s on 
the use of photography and the 
archive in the monitoring of the 
population in a class society. At 
the same time he enlarges the 
scope of these works by link-
ing them to the study of more 
recent tools such as DNA anal-
ysis and computer databases. 
The most interesting aspect 
of Finn’s study is that he man-
ages to demonstrate as well 
as to disentangle the broad 
similarities but also the crucial 
dissimilarities between old and 
new photographic techniques 
of crime investigation and law 

enforcement. For although the 
new identification tools finger-
printing or DNA analysis can 
only become useful once they 
are combined with photography 
(in fingerprint analysis, for in-
stance, what the police is using 
are not the actual fingerprints, 
but pictures of these prints, and 
the same applies to all the more 
recent law enforcement tools 
based on the use of computers), 
there are also dramatic differ-
ences between the traditional 
mug shots, which are just pho-
tographic images, and the newer 
images, which are photographs 
of other types of traces. Tech-
nically speaking, photographic 
images are representations, 
whereas fingerprints and DNA 
codes, for instance, are pres-
entations resulting form an act 
of inscription, i.e. that they are 
constructed as scientific facts by 
a whole set of procedures and 
inscription devices by a com-
munity that has to agree on their 
signification and use.

With this distinction between 
representations, which can be 
recognized by the visual rela-
tionship between image and 
model, and inscriptions, which 
need more complex forms of 
interpretation, Finn manages to 
establish a very fruitful relation-
ship between the classic read-
ing of panoptic society along 

Foucauldian lines and the actor-
network theory by Bruno Latour 
and others. The insistence on 
the criminal image as presenta-
tion and inscription proves that 
the traditional juxtaposition 
of seeing and knowing is not 
strong enough to understand 
what is really going on in the 
shift from the 19th century mug 
shot to newer techniques of 
envisioning, ranging from late 
19th century fingerprinting and 
Bertillon’s biometrics to late 
20th century techniques such 
as DNA analysis and live scan 
recordings (as used nowadays 
to monitor incoming US visitors). 
What really changes is not the 
photographic character of the 
images, since in a sense all 
these inscriptions remain pho-
tographs, but the very nature of 
their reading and the social and 
political consequences of it. A 
mug shot ‘identifies’ the criminal 
(or attempts to do so), whereas 
a DNA analysis is something 
that has to be ‘made’ into a 
sign and whose interpretation 
is far from self-evident. In other 
words, both the production and 
the reception of presentational 
signs entail many elements that 
are ‘black-boxed’. In order to 
make them meaningful, a lot 
of interpretive work has to be 
done. At the same time this 
work has to be ‘hidden’ if one 
wants to have inscriptions that 
are both ‘immutable’ (i.e. sta-
bilized after the black-boxing 
of the numerous procedures 
that help produce and read the 
signs) and ‘mobile’ (and here 
photographic techniques play a 
crucial role: as long as the im-
mutable inscriptions cannot be 
easily reproduced and circulat-
ed, their efficiency remains very 
limited). The Latourian feedback 
on Foucault’s surveillance soci-
ety is an important new insight 
of Jonathan Finn’s book, which 
functions also as a missing link 
between photographic and post-
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photographic media theory.

Another very appealing aspect 
of this book is its avoidance of 
any naïve political overinterpre-
tation of the field under scru-
tiny. Conspiration theory is of-
ten just one block away when 
scholars tackle issues of law 
enforcement and crime fighting. 
Jonathan Finn however takes a 
much more cautious and theo-
retical stance. He does not claim 
that every technical innovation 
increases the impact of Big 
Brother and has to be fought 
in the name of liberty, but he 
clearly demonstrates a shift that 
may be even more important. 
With the new inscriptional de-
vices, it is no longer the criminal 
that is identified, it is any given 
body that is becoming virtually 
criminal and that is threatened 
of being converted one day into 
the index of a criminal subject. 
Yet as Capturing the Criminal 
Image. From Mug Shot to Sur-
veillance Society convincingly 
demonstrates, the production 
of an inscription is all but a neu-
tral operation and each of many 
currently black-boxed aspects 
is a possible threat to both the 
integrity of the citizen’s body 
and the truthfulness of criminal 
investigation.

When the 
Lights Went 
Out. A History 
of Blackouts in 
America
by David E. Nye
The MIT Press, 2010, 304 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262013741

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Electrification is a crucial di-
mension of modern society, 

and its importance, industrial 
as well as cultural, has been 
underlined by many outstand-
ing scholars, among whom the 
author of this book, a pioneer 
of the field (together with Wolf-
gang Shivelbusch, the author 
of Disenchanted Night). In this 
new publication, David E. Nye 
studies a phenomenon that at 
first sight seems to be just an 
accident, more or less fortuitous, 
of the overall electrification proc-
ess, but whose forms and mean-
ings are much more diverse and 
above all much more relevant 
than was long-time supposed.

David E. Nye’s basic assump-
tion, which one can only share, 
is that a blackout is not only a 
technical failure, but an event 
that lays bare the larger cultural 
context in which it appears. This 
hypothesis explains then the 
two major orientations that the 
book is following: first, the histor-
ical approach, for the notion of 
blackout is context bound, both 
in its form and in its significance, 
and this context is inevitably his-
torically shifting; second the 
taxonomical approach, for the 
history of the blackout is used 
also as a way of exploring the 
various types of blackouts that 
have appeared in history, from 
the very first power failures in 
the pre-grid era of electrification 
in the US, when power was still 
locally produced, to more recent 
phenomena such as the black-
outs that result from a terrorist 
attack of the willing suspension 
of integral electrification in the 
ecologically motivated green-
outs, which combine selective 
use of power and more sustain-
able forms of power production. 
When the Lights Went Out is 
therefore an excellent example 
of what the French would call 
cultural history of the present (if 
David E. Nye had been French, 
his book would certainly have 
been entitled The Invention of 

the Blackout) as well as a su-
perb example of interdisciplinary 
research. The author combines 
in an exemplary way insights 
from technology history, green 
studies, cultural studies, history, 
and philosophy.

One does learn indeed a lot of 
things in this book, which could 
be used as an original alterna-
tive to any handbook or course 
text to American history. The 
transformation of the blackout 
accompanies the evolution of 
society in general. This accom-
paniment is of course a two-way 
relationship. Blackouts both re-
flect and generate transforma-
tion, as can be seen very well in 
the comparison of two apparent-
ly comparable blackout: on the 
one hand the great North-East 
blackout of 1965 (an “accident” 
in David E. Nye’s terminology), 
on the other hand the great New 
York black out of 1977 (which he 
rightfully calls a “crisis”). In both 
cases, the technical causes may 
have been more or less similar, 
yet the social and human re-
sults were completely different. 
In the first case, the blackout 
was a magical moment that 
provoked astonishing forms of 
solidarity and communitariza-
tion –and, as the urban legends 
wanted it, even of lovemaking. 
In the second case, the same 
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cause provoked a grim reac-
tion of rioting and plundering 
in a general climate that was 
close to that of civil war. And 
although it is certainly possi-
ble to interpret each of these 
events as the manifestation of 
something that was only waiting 
the best opportunity to reveal 
itself, David E. Nye shows quite 
convincingly that blackouts do 
also lay bare and probably also 
create unforeseen and perhaps 
unforeseeable reactions.

David E. Nye’s insistence on the 
importance of social issues, of 
human relationships and com-
munity life, his emphasis on the 
limits of the private initiative and 
corporate culture, his focus on 
ecological themes and finally 
his claim for a radical shift in US 
electrification politics, give this 
book a strong ethical twist. Giv-
en the author’s well-balanced 
approach of electrification and 
of technology in general, his fi-
nal remarks in favour of a green 
power policy are very convinc-
ing. Moreover, David E. Nye 
is not only a great scholar, he 
is also a great storyteller, and 
When the Lights Went Out is 
really great reading. The author 
is capable of summarizing very 
complex technological issues, 
while demonstrating with great 
clarity their social and cultural 
stakes. A minor aspect of the 
book, however, is that its differ-
ent chapters seem to be elab-
orated too strongly as almost 
independent units. This makes 
that the author tends to repeat 
too often the same kind of infor-
mation, questions and answers 
in the introductory parts and the 
conclusions of each individual 
chapter. But his minor problem 
does not jeopardize the overall 
interest of this publication and 
the pleasure and excitement it 
gives to its readers.

Earthrise: How 
Man First Saw the 
Earth
by Robert Poole 
Yale University Press, 2008, 
236 pp.
ISBN: 978-0300164039

Reviewed by Stephen 
Petersen

web@stevepetersen.net

Earthrise has a simple thesis 
with profound consequences: 
What the Apollo astronauts dis-
covered when they got to the 
Moon was, in fact, the planet 
Earth as they saw it from afar. 
Their photographs of the Earth 
in space transformed human-
ity’s idea of itself and of its home 
planet. No longer was the whole 
Earth a projection or an abstrac-
tion; human eyes had seen it, a 
sight epitomized in a handful of 
widely reproduced images that 
are here put into cultural context.

The author is a historian of early 
modern England who by his own 
admission is stepping “outside” 
his “accustomed fields.” The 
result is a refreshingly wide-
ranging history with a perhaps 
unlikely focus, namely the link 
between the Apollo space 
project and the back-to-nature 
counterculture that blossomed 
in the very same years. Calling 
itself “an alternative history of 
the space age,” this book resists 
the typically triumphalist narra-
tive of spatial conquest (as well 
as the dismissive view, often 
from the Left, of space explora-
tion as an expensive, techno-
cratic folly) in favor of a nuanced 
exploration of the rhetoric and 
imagery that accompanied the 
Apollo project. Focusing on the 
brief era of extra-orbital manned 
flight from1968 to 1972, Poole 
maintains it is no coincidence 
that these years saw the emer-

gence of the modern environ-
mental movement. The defin-
ing moment of the book (and 
the author argues, of the U.S. 
space program and indeed of 
the entire twentieth century) is 
not Neil Armstrong’s first step 
on the Moon during the Apollo 
11 mission but rather the vision 
from the Apollo 8 Lunar Orbit-
er, some months before, of the 
Earth appearing from behind 
the lunar horizon. Shrouded in 
a religious aura (it happened on 
Christmas Eve 1968), the image 
of “Earthrise” was, ironically, a 
nod to pre-Copernican thought. 
Earth was, once again, the cent-
er of the universe.

Recounting the conflicting views 
of astrofuturists, who believed 
the destiny of humanity was 
in space, and environmental-
ists, who saw outer space as 
a flight from earthly concerns, 
Poole steps back to show the 
connection between the two. In 
its sequence of photographs of 
the whole Earth, Apollo (along 
with other NASA projects) ef-
fectively provided an imagery for 
the environmental movement. 
Moreover, an impetus for the 
first photographs of Earth from 
space seems to have come from 
countercultural figure Stuart 
Brand, who in 1967 demanded 
to know, in a public relations 
effort, “Why haven’t we seen a 
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photograph of the whole Earth 
yet?” (a notion he had while 
tripping on LSD and perceiv-
ing the Earth’s subtly bulging 
horizon from a San Francisco 
rooftop). In turn, the first color 
whole-Earth image, taken by 
satellite ATS-III in 1968, would 
adorn the cover of Brand’s in-
augural Whole Earth Catalogue, 
known to some as the bible of 
the counterculture.

Brand was a follower of Buck-
minster Fuller, whose notion of 

“Spaceship Earth” as a self-con-
tained system informed ecologi-
cal awareness (the first Earth 
Day flag bore an image of Earth 
from space). In the wake of the 
Earthrise photograph, however, 
the technological metaphor of 
Spaceship Earth was superced-
ed by James Lovelock’s “Gaia” 

– Earth as a living organism – 
which would find its ideal repre-
sentation in the Apollo 17 “Blue 
Marble” photograph of 1972. 
This widely reproduced image 
from the last Apollo mission 
was, writes Poole, “an abstract 
composition in blue and white 
[…] more like an impressionist 
painting, with […] the deeper 
mysteries of nature displayed in 
a hypnotic blob of color” (p. 95). 
An image of a living Earth leads 
directly to the global warming 
science and politics of today.

As a historian who is dealing 
principally with images, Poole 
perhaps wisely steers clear of 
contemporary photographic 
theory. But he clearly describes 
the different photographic tech-
niques and attends to the pho-
tographs’ multiple channels of 
transmission. The book gives a 
vivid sense of how the particular 
images were made, how they 
were disseminated, and how 
they were received. It recreates 
the circumstances for the taking 
of specific photographs, con-
necting them to their “authors” 

in interesting ways. An unsung 
hero in the largely unknown pho-
tographic history recounted by 
Poole is Richard Underwood, 
Apollo director of photography. 
Underwood encouraged and 
provided detailed logistical sup-
port for the particular views that 
were ultimately produced. Even 
though the Apollo astronauts 
were not always encouraged 
to (or scheduled to) look at the 
Earth or photograph it, they 
managed to do so anyway. On 
their return, they spoke most 
passionately of the effect not 
of space or the lunar landscape, 
but of the view back to Earth. 
Especially affected was Apollo 
9 astronaut Rusty Schweick-
art, who would become involved 
with the emerging New Age 
spirituality and planetary con-
sciousness movements of the 
1970s, providing perhaps the 
most direct link between NASA 
and the counterculture.

If, as Poole suggests, the as-
trofuturists now appear to have 
jumped the gun, given the finite 
span of the Apollo project and 
the uncertain prospects for out-
of-orbit space travel in the near 
future, the unique challenge of 
maintaining our Earth’s bio-
sphere looms ever larger. The 
very notion of an Earth at risk 
derives from—and adds a poign-
ant coda to—the whole Earth 
awareness of the Apollo era.

North of Empire: 
Essays on 
the Cultural 
Technologies of 
Space
by Jody Berland
Duke University Press, 2009, 
408 pp.
ISBN: 978-0822343066

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Written by the editor of TOPIA: 
Canadian Journal of Cultural 
Studies, this book is a major 
contribution to the theoretical 
and methodological innova-
tion of the cultural studies field. 
Despite the very local focus 
of the work –Berland’s topic 
is Canada–, one can already 
be sure that it will play a major 
role in the reconceptualization 
of the discipline, curiously aban-
doned for more or less a decade. 
Much work has undoubtedly 
been done in cultural studies 
in these years, but with very few 
theoretical and methodological 
innovations. North of Empire is 
a good example of what a re-
newed interest for the dialogue 
between theory and practice 
in cultural analysis may signify 

–and why it’s a good thing to go 
back to the basic stance of what 
cultural studies is standing for.

The specific input it offers is 
the result of three converging 
moves. First, the emphasis on 
the material media properties of 
the works and practices under 
analysis. In this regard, one can 
only welcome with great enthu-
siasm the great interest for the 
medium of radio, that most for-
gotten of modern media. More 
generally, however, what mat-
ters here is the foregrounding 
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of the technological aspect of 
culture, not just in those aspects 
that can only beg for such an 
approach like for instance the 
weather forecast or map-mak-
ing, but also in cultural goods 
and uses that seem to down-
size the importance of technol-
ogy, such as jokes and paint-
ing. Second, the study of the 
discursive and other networks 
in which these media objects 
are involved. The ‘local’, that is 
‘typically Canadian’ theoretical 
insights that Jody Berland will 
be discussing in this respect 
are a more than necessary 
improvement of some ‘global’, 
i.e. ‘typically American visions 
of cultural analysis. Third, the 
critical and very often self-crit-
ical and ironical view of what 
identity mean. Needless to say, 
this self-criticism is exactly what 
Berland is missing in much criti-
cal thinking in cultural studies. 
None of these perspectives 
may be very new in itself, but 
the way Berland manages to 
put these strings together in a 
solid theoretical yet analytically 
astute knot deserves all our ad-
miration. Moreover, she is also 
a talented writer, with a great 
sense of humour as well as a 
sharp tongue always eager to 
spit her venom on the ‘becoming 
empire’ of her own country. (As 
a Belgian reviewer who belongs 
to a country as split as Canada, 
I regret of course that Berland 
does not delve a little more in 
the ongoing cultural wars be-
tween the two major linguistic 
communities, but it would be 
unfair to claim more from a book 
that gives us already so much).

The most encompassing inno-
vation of the book is its reinter-
pretation of the spatial turn in 
cultural studies (and of which 
Hardt and Negri’s Empire can 
be seen as a belated example). 
Contrary to most studies that 
have foregrounded the tension 

between centre and periphery, 
metropolis and colonies, the 
East and the West, etc., Ber-
land makes a plea for a much 
more material and medium-
oriented reading of spatiality, 
emphasizing on the one hand 
the role of medium technology 
and on the other hand the im-
portance of material routes, net-
works, communication tools and 
services. Rather than indulging 
in overwhelmingly abstract and 
generalizing speculations on na-
tions and postcolonial cultures, 
Berland tries to see how nations 
are indebted to communica-
tion structures and vice versa. 
In short, space, in Berland’s 
thinking, helps describe ‘the 
connections between politics 
and culture’ (p. 14).

Chapter Two of the book, a criti-
cal rereading of the almost for-
gotten Canadian media theorist 
Harold Innis, an author perhaps 
as important although unfortu-
nately less influential, at least 
abroad, as Marshall McLuhan, 
should be compulsory reading 
in all cultural studies classes of 
the whole word. Thanks to Innis, 
Berland can articulate a use-
ful innovation of the discipline, 
with less weight on culture as 
representation and more room 
for culture as communication 
(in the sense of materially real-
ized and performing networks 
of goods, people, and ideas), 
while offering also very inspi-
rational thoughts on allegedly 
well-known concepts as frontier, 
nation-building and limits.

With bitter-sweet irony, the 
author opens her book by ex-
plaining the difficulties she had 
in finding a publisher, and the 
time and painstaking efforts it 
took before an ‘Empire’ press 
accepted this volume that gath-
ers the best essays she wrote 
since more or less 20 years. All 
the essays are still as fresh now 

as they were at the moment of 
their first publication, and one 
can only say that it is a terrible 
pity that voices like those of 
Berland have so many difficul-
ties in getting a captive ear in 
the cacophony of the modern 
academic debate.

The Moving Earth
by Lars Becker-Larsen
Icarus Films, 2009
DVD, 52 min.
Distributor’s website: http://
icarusfilms.com

Reviewed by Amy Ione, The 
Diatrope Institute

ione@diatrope.com

Lars Becker-Larsen’s produc-
tion of The Moving Earth offers a 
splendid chronicle of the scien-
tific shift brought about through 
studies of planetary motion dur-
ing the scientific revolution of 
the seventeenth century. The 
name of the film refers to the 
work establishing that Earth is a 
moving planet, and the broadly 
based content tells the story of 
this discovery. Overall, the nar-
rative highlights the controversy 
between geocentric and helio-
centric perspectives that was a 
part of those debates; we learn 
of how the key thinkers in Ren-
aissance Europe who studied 
the celestial framework devel-
oped the ideas that ultimately 
moved science away from the 
Church’s doctrine that the earth 
was the immoveable center of 
the universe. Although the story 
is well known, this presentation 
is robust and includes some de-
gree of in-depth analysis. There 
is a good measure of reference 
to Plato and Aristotle as well 
as some extension of the ideas 
through the nineteenth centu-
ry when Foucault’s pendulum 
showed the rotation of the earth. 
Performances in key settings, 
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cultural garb, and insightful 
commentary provide the viewer 
with a full sense of the events 
and how the natural scientists 
overturned the Aristotelian idea 
of the “Unmoved Mover.” [To 
oversimplify, this idea is used 
to explain how the universe was 
first set into motion and medi-
eval scholasticism later trans-
lated Aristotle’s “Prime Mover” 
into the Christian God].

The strength of the film is its 
multi-dimensional quality. Vis-
ual elements such as historical 
engravings, paintings, anima-
tions, and manuscripts aid the 
presentation immensely and 
bring a realistic element into 
play that knits the ideas of sev-
eral periods of history together 
into a seamless fabric. Much of 
this is quite subtle. For example, 
showing manuscript pages and 
still artwork might seem mun-
dane, but in this case I found 
that the variety of these back-
drops created a living sense of 
the cultural life.

Particularly insightful are the 
discussions of topics involving 
the clash between science and 
religion, exemplified by the treat-
ment of Galileo (and the Pope’s 
1992 apology for the legal proc-
ess against Galileo). In this case, 
George Coyne of the Vatican 
Observatory points out that the 
Church’s lukewarm admission 
of responsibility for its perse-
cution of Galileo left much to 
be desired and that the conflict 
between science and religion 
evident at that time is still a part 
of cultural discussions. [Coyne’s 
candor isn’t totally surprising. 
He is also a vocal opponent of 
intelligent design theory that 
often sneaks a Creator God in 
through the back door. Indeed, 
some say Coyne was forced out 
of his Vatican position because 
of his willingness to speak pub-
licly about his views opposing 

intelligent design.]

One of the most powerful un-
stated aspects of this produc-
tion is the way it brought to mind 
debates outside of its topic. The 
producer understood the power 
of these old manuscripts in con-
veying the ideas of the thinkers 
the film presented. Looking at 
the repeated use of the physical 
volumes, I wondered how the e-
books that are capturing our im-
aginations today will fare in a few 
centuries. In the film, the pages 
and the outside boards of these 
very old books serve as more 
than visual props that helped 
make the research come alive. 
Shots of their spines, title pages 
and internal pages, particularly 
the notebook pages filled with 
charts and graphs, effectively 
demonstrated that ideas that 
drove the research were not 
pulled from the air. When the ac-
tor playing Kepler is poring over 
Tycho Brahe’s years of collected 
data, he conveys the intensity 
of Tycho’s observations of the 
heavens as well as Kepler’s 
desire to solve the problem of 
motion. I was enthralled even 
though I was familiar with many 
of the details, and found myself 
moved to think about things I 
had previously taken for granted.

Still, it was a marriage of these 

artifacts with new technologies 
too. Many of the visuals that ac-
companied the film were “mov-
ing” because of the nature of 
the work. One good example 
of how the director used new 
technologies to his advantage 
was the animation of the notes 
on a page of Kepler’s Harmon-
ices Mundi (The Harmony of the 
Worlds, 1619). Here, the watch-
ing the notes as one listens to 
them succeeds in elevating the 
discussion of Kepler’s work re-
lating the harmony and con-
gruence in geometrical forms 
and physical phenomena to the 
harmonic proportions in music.

I believe the portraits of Tycho 
Brahe and Kepler were the 
strongest, at least in terms of 
presenting new details on their 
work that stoked my curiosity. 
For example, I never before 
thought about whether Kepler 
conceived all of the images in 
his publications, or had an artist 
do this work for him. Many, like 
his Platonic solid model of the 
Solar system from Mysterium 
Cosmographicum (1600), are 
well known. I had always as-
sumed he did it himself, but I 
didn’t fully conceptualize how 
many drawings were in the book. 
Others, like the frontispiece of 
the Rudolphine Tables, seem 
unlikely to be his.

By extension, I found the abun-
dance of visual material, which 
added immensely to the script, 
also left me disappointed in 
terms of its informational value. 
Indeed, my one complaint with 
the production is that so many 
of the paintings, drawings, and 
prints, which appeared to be 
from the period discussed, are 
not attributed. That said, citing 
the creator of the work during 
the script would have been dis-
tracting, so perhaps this criti-
cism is unfair. Moreover, when 
I looked up one myself, a paint-
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ing of Cardinal Bellarmine (the 
“Hammer of the Heretics” who 
served as one of the judges at 
the trial of Giordano Bruno and 
concurred in the decision that 
condemned him to be burnt to 
death as an obstinate heretic), 
I found that the painter is un-
known.

One of the points frequently 
mentioned in The Moving 
Earth is that, before the work 
of these seventeenth century 
scientists combined the move-
ments of the earth with those 
of the heavens, it was believed 
that the Earth was the center 
of the universe and other ob-
jects go around it. In addition, 
heaven was considered as a 
domain separate from earth. Lis-
tening to quantum theorists ex-
plain that the quantum domain 
is unlike that of our Newtonian 
reality has always reminded me 
of the debates that ushered in 
modern science. At the end of 
this film, the astronomer Owen 
Gingrich points out that the ac-
tual “proof” of the Newtonian 
framework was not provided un-
til the nineteenth century (with 
Herschel’s discovery of Uranus, 
measurements of parallax, and 
Foucault’s pendulum showing 
the rotation of the earth). He 
then goes on to say that cases 
like this show that proofs don’t 
play too strong a role in our un-
derstanding of science. Rath-
er, what we are looking for is a 
coherent picture and that was 
provided by the mathematics 
of Isaac Newton. In effect, this 
sequence also put its finger on 
something that kept coming to 
mind as I watched the film. The 
sequence on Tycho Brahe, who 
is known for his accurate and 
comprehensive astronomical 
and planetary observations, 
reminded me that Niels Bohr, 
another Danish scientist, who 
did transformative research in 
physics. Bohr, of course, lived 

much later and is known for 
his foundational contributions 
to understanding atomic struc-
ture and quantum mechanics, 
for which he received the Nobel 
Prize in Physics in 1922. Yet, 
both were involved in cosmo-
logical frameworks that they 
propelled forward for others to 
finish.

Like many, I was introduced to 
the key figures and events in 
this production at a young age. 
Thus, I am aware of this film’s 
potential as a classroom tool. 
Having looked at the details 
from many perspectives over 
the years, I find it astonishing 
that this presentation is so re-
freshing because much of the 
narrative did not present new 
ideas or change my thinking. It is 
how this production is brought to 
life with manuscripts, paintings, 
superb animations and dramatic 
re-creations of key events that 
sets it apart. The script brings 
the events to life and captures 
the scientific creativity as well 
as a cultural climate governed 
by a Church that felt threatened 
by the new ideas of Copernicus, 
Tycho Brahe, Galileo, Johan-
nes Kepler, Giordano Bruno and 
Isaac Newton. Another compo-
nent of note is that the commen-
tary by experts [Simon Schaffer 
(Cambridge University), John 
Christianson (Luther College), 
Owen Gingerich (Harvard Uni-
versity), George Coyne (Vatican 
Observatory) and Patricia Fara 
(Cambridge University)] adds 
immensely to the performance 
and carefully chosen visuals. 
Others, too, have noted the ex-
cellence of this presentation. To 
date, The Moving Earth has won 
several awards. These include 
the Grand Prix at the 13th AVI-
COM Film Festival, Turin Italy. 
February 15, 2010; the Best 
Documentary Film at the Ve-
dere la Scienza Festival - Inter-
national Scientific Film Festival, 

Milano. Italy, April 2009, and the 
Grand Prix at the 46th Interna-
tional Festival TECHFILM 2009. 
Prague, Czech Republic, March 
2009. If Leonardo had a rating 
system, I would give The Moving 
Earth five stars.

As I was ready to turn in this 
review it became clear that a 
postscript is necessary. As 
noted earlier, this film conveys 
that the details surrounding the 
moving earth research are still 
alive in cultural discourse, par-
ticularly when science and re-
ligion are discussed in tandem. 
Even as I write there is a new 
event to add to the chronology. 
On May 22, 2010, Polish priests 
reburied the 16th century astron-
omer Nicolaus Copernicus and 
declared him a universal hero. 
Nearly 500 years after he was 
put to rest in an unmarked grave, 
his remains were sprinkled with 
holy water. The new tombstone, 
which is decorated with a model 
of the solar system, identifies 
this revolutionary astronomer 
as the founder of heliocentric 
theory, and a church canon (a 
cleric ranking below a priest). 
And so, the chronology has now 
added yet another event to all 
that the movie presents.

Art + Science Now
by Stephen Wilson
Thames & Hudson, 2010, 208 
pp.
ISBN: 978-0500238684

Reviewed by Hannah Star 
Rogers, Cornell University

hsr9@cornell.edu

In Art + Science Now, Stephen 
Wilson has provided us with an 
excellent catalogue of art that 
engages with science and tech-
nology. Ranging from Beatriz 
da Costa’s air quality mapping 
with pigeons (PigeonBlog 2006) 
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to Haruki Nishijima’s butterfly 
nets which can capture elec-
tromagnetic waves (Remain in 
Light 2001), Wilson’s book of-
fers images and descriptions of 
artwork inspired by science and 
work that critiques science in 
some way. There are few com-
prehensive texts that bring to-
gether artworks that deal with 
difference sciences, so Wilson’s 
book will be of use for scholarly 
reference and general interest, 
especially by those in the sci-
ence community who are won-
dering about artistic research 
in their fields. Wilson raises 
important questions about this 
type of work. How should we 
think of art inspired research 
or science inspired art? What 
is its future? How much science 
do audiences need to know to 
engage with the material? And 
how should we assess it?

Wilson supplies an introduction 
to each section, which helps to 
orient readers to the artwork. 
This book succeeds in gesturing 
at some historical and contem-
porary influences without impos-
ing a singular history, specific 
trajectory, or central set of goals 
for these artists. The artists and 
topics are selected and the book 
only covers works completed 
between 2000 and 2007. Even 
so organizing this huge breadth 
of material must have been a 

chore, yet this book is both at-
tractive and explanatory. Maybe 
this is because it must also have 
been a lot of fun to work with 
everything from Wim Delvoye’s 
robotic digestion (Cloaca Origi-
nal 2000) to Austin Richards’ 
performance art with Tesla coils 
(Dr. Megavolt 2006).

Wilson has organized the vol-
ume by science or technology 
topic: Molecular Biology, Liv-
ing Systems, Human Biology, 
Physical Science, Kinetics & Ro-
botics. This allows him to write 
coherent and interesting over-
views of each section and give 
the novice some sense of the 
science and technical aspects 
involved. This organizational 
structure will also probably ap-
peal to science-oriented readers 
who want to find artwork on a 
particular subject. But it creates 
a situation in which artists ap-
pear in several chapters if their 
work deals with more than one 
of the science themes. For ex-
ample, Natalie Jeremijenko’s 
work appears in three chapters: 
Molecular Biology, Living Sys-
tems, and Kinetics & Robotics.

This may leave readers lost 
in the scientific categoriza-
tion, though is not clear that 
the artists would have divided 
their work in this way. It is not 
clear that the organizational di-
visions reflect how the artists 
divide their world, as reflected 
in the myriad of different types 
of science and technology in-
dividual artists are engaged 
in, not to mention the variety 
of scientific topics represented 
at festivals and even individual 
shows. While perhaps this di-
vision is as good as any other 
at this moment of considerable 
foment in the field and practition-
ers who require similar skills do 
in many cases seem to gravitate 
together, scientific or technical 
categories do not seem to be 

what is at stake for these prac-
titioners.

In the Introduction, Wilson re-
minds readers that one way 
to think about the definition of 
art is to use its institutions to 
determine what counts as art. 
Science-engaged art appears 
to have built its own sustaining 
institutions, separate from the 
traditional art world, though 
something similar could be said 
of the French Secessionists and 
many others. Indeed, the book 
makes the case for Wilson’s 
conviction that there is value 
in seeing these works as both 
art and beyond mainstream art.

Christa Sommerer 
and Laurent 
Mignonneau: 
Interactive Art 
Research
by Gerfried Stocker, Christa 
Sommerer and Laurent 
Mignonneau (eds.)
Springer, 2010, 232 pp., DVD 
included
ISBN: 978-3211990155

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

This book is both a visual and 
intellectual treat. It provides 
a comprehensive description 
and detailed discussion on the 
Interactive Art of two highly tal-
ented artist/scientists — Christa 
Sommerer and Laurent Mignon-
neau. They are early pioneers 
in interactive art and their works 
are rightly considered to be 
amongst the best in the world. 
This success seems to be based 
on a delicate balance and con-
sideration of both aesthetics 
and scientific principles. The 
works honour nature, beauty, 
and life through complex com-
puter programming and very 
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carefully embedded electronic 
sensor and feedback devices. 
Other interactive works often 
appear too scientific or too dif-
ficult for a general audience to 
engage with. Sommerer and Mi-
gnonneau’s works have a game-
like fun aspect that audiences 
relate to immediately. “Natural 
and intuitive interaction with a 
virtual world is a major goal in 
our interactive computer instal-
lations” (p. 90).

Christa Sommerer and Laurent 
Mignonneau: Interactive Art 
Research is lavishly illustrated 
with quality colour plates — both 
photographs and screen shots 
of the actual works themselves. 
The graphic layout is superb 
which helps the book serve a 
dual purpose equally well. First-
ly, as a wonderful coffee table 
presentation and secondly, as 
a serious investigation and de-
tailed account of the artworks. 
As an added bonus the book 
comes with a well produced, 
user friendly DVD.

Following Stocker’s Forward 
there are six chapters followed 
by an extensive section of Biog-
raphies, Exhibitions & Publica-
tions. The chapters are approxi-
mately equally divided between 
those written by others about 
Sommerer and Mignonneau’s 
work and those written by the 
artists themselves. The chap-
ters by the artists are mainly de-
scriptive and explain in detail, 
together with early conception 
drawings, just how they cre-
ated the artworks. Precision, 
extreme attention to detail and 
consideration of the audience 
are hallmarks of these two crea-
tors’ process and methodology. 
The chapters by commentators 
are generally brief and well 
written. Some are concerned 
to place Sommerer and Mi-
gnonneau historically, others 
discuss details of the works, 

together with audience expec-
tations and reactions. A minor 
criticism of these essays is that 
many repeat the description of 
the same artworks, especially 
Interactive Plant Growing and 
A-Volve, which becomes a lit-
tle boring after the fifth time of 
reading the same thing!

One of the duos’ first major 
works was Interactive Plant 
Growing, which in 1993 cata-
pulted them to international 
fame in the media art scene. 
This installation “...remains a 
major milestone in the history 
of the then nascent artform; it 
continues to be one of digital 
media art’s most frequently ex-
hibited works” (p. 7). The chief 
aim of these artists was “...to 
transform the traditionally static 
and object-orientated character 
of an artwork into a processu-
al exchange between observer 
and artwork. The results of this 
interaction were not to be static, 
predefined, or predictable, but 
rather to be traces of a “living 
system”, of art as a living sys-
tem” (p. 58). I am not normally 
a “fan” of interactive installa-
tion art and much of this type 
of art I have experienced is ba-
nal and predictable. Sommerer 
and Mignonneau’s works are 
an extraordinary and notable 
exception, and I believe should 
be studied carefully by those 
artists thinking of working in this 
particular style. As the various 
essays suggest these two have 
set a high standard in interactive 
installation art that has become 
a hard act to follow.

Artificial life, both philosophical 
concepts and actual program-
ming, are important factors in 
these artworks, as is complex 
systems theory. Casti in his es-
say discusses how science has 
made spectacular advances in 
complex systems but the hu-
manities have been left behind. 

He sees this book as helping to 
remedy this situation, “A major 
contribution of this book is its 
internationally visible step to 
rectify this situation” (p. 60).

Of all the essays I must say Roy 
Ascott’s contribution Techno-
Shinto Beauty perfectly cap-
tures and describes the true 
essence of Sommerer and Mi-
gnonneau’s work. All too often 
installation art emphasises the 
scientific at the expense of the 
art, especially such unpost-
modern art concepts as beau-
ty. These artist’s works honour 
both. “So much telematic and 
virtual reality production in the 
artistic domain has been insist-
ently sociological, tediously pro-
cedural or designed simply to 
distract us with cunning spe-
cial effects. Beauty is seldom 
invoked. A-Volve, the canonical 
work of genetically informed art, 
celebrates the beauty of artifi-
cial life, evolution and genetic 
generation...” (p. 192).

I think I can say without fear 
of contradiction that this book 
is the definitive work (analysis, 
description and catalogue show-
case) of Sommerer and Mignon-
neau’s outstanding artworks. As 
such it should be a core text in 
art schools and perhaps also for 
students in ALife studies as the 
art-science connection enriches 
both disciplines significantly.

My Sunshine
Nikola Uzunovski at the 
Federico Luger Gallery Milan, 
2010
Gallery website: http://www.
federicolugergallery.com

Reviewed by Giovanna 
Costantini

giovanna@umich.edu

Heliacal rising occurs when a 
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star or other astral body such 
as the moon, a planet or a con-
stellation first becomes visible 
above the eastern horizon in the 
moments immediately preced-
ing sunrise. Each day the star 
will rise slightly earlier and re-
main visible longer before light 
from the sun causes the star 
to disappear in a cosmic set-
ting. Not all stars have heliacal 
risings. Some linger just above 
the horizon permanently, mak-
ing them always visible in the 
sky at dawn before becoming 
eclipsed by the brightness of the 
sun; others may never become 
visible at all.

Nikola Uzunovski’s photographs 
at the Federico Luger Gallery 
in Milan in January call to mind 
just such a cosmic phenomenon, 
one important to the ancients 
in signaling the beginning of a 
new year, the arch of its zenith 
and reunion with the earth en-
visioned well into the Renais-
sance as a crystal globe filled 
with distilled water to convey the 
dazzling radiance of solar light.

Uzunovsky’s photographs 
derive from a project called 

“My Sunshine,” installed in a 
laboratory created within the 
Macedonian Pavilion of the 
53rd Venice Biennale last year 
through which a helium-inflated 
balloon bisected by a reflective 
Mylar mirror could be positioned 
above the horizon as a surro-
gate of the sun. Inspired by a 
visit to Finland and an attempt 
to photograph the arctic tundra 
on the shortest day of the year, 
Uzunovski observed that under 
certain circumstances, the sun’s 
rays appeared to hover above 
the surface of the earth, never 
touching the ground, illuminat-
ing only upper branches of the 
trees. In certain points, he no-
ticed, it was possible to touch 
the light with the tips of one’s 
fingertips. He was further moti-

vated to augment illumination for 
Laplanders deprived of sunlight 
in areas in which diurnal light 
was limited to only 5-10 seconds.

Two years later in a studio in 
Trieste, Uzunovski collaborated 
with physicists from the Abdus 
Salam International Centre for 
Theoretical Physics and SIS-
SA the International School for 
Advanced Studies to develop 
geo-positioning coordinates for 
a solar replica. Together with 
Pierdavide Coïsson of ICTP, for 
example, the artist was able to 
identify December 22nd as a 
day when a very high logarith-
mic value (24.000 m) could be 
assigned to sunrays that would 
reach the polar circle, after 
which the altitudinal value de-
creases. With John Miller of 
Oxford University he charted 
the sun’s path by means of so-
lar declination equations and 
measurements of light that 
could be reflected from the 
ground. During the same pe-
riod, Uzunovski accumulated 
climatological data from Finland 
on wind speed, temperature and 
cloudiness during winter in the 
Lapland region. He constructed 
a non-flying apparatus during 
an artist residency at Pollinar-
ia, an interdisciplinary research 
center in the Abruzzo region of 
Italy, where in its rugged land-
scape he tested the model under 
varying atmospheric conditions. 
He later refined these studies 
through collaborations with 
students from the University of 
Lapland and the Art University 
of Helsinki. As a result he was 
able to realize a flying, helium-
inflated balloon two meters in 
diameter, controlled by detach-
able cables capable of creating 
the illusion of a “second sun”.

The installation in Venice in-
cluded a wealth of data, com-
putational formulae, graphs and 
technical drawings that empha-

sized the precision and clarity of 
the project’s scientific research 
as well as intriguing allusions 
to sacred geometry. Some of 
the diagrams reference Platon-
ic solids and Euclidian geom-
etry, while others recall figures 
drawn from optics and ocular 
refraction. Here the elegance 
of mathematic reasoning forms 
an artful corollary to the delicate 
arcs and swelling bell curves 
of computer graphics, with the 
balloon itself a suggestive 3-di-
mensional model of Leonardo’s 
proportionality, measurement 
and design.

At first glance, the aerostat calls 
to mind the external panels of 
Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly 
Delights in the Prado, where 
a transparent grisaille bubble 
opens onto fantastical pano-
ramas of sin and debauchery. 
But Uzunovski’s celestial orbs 
point to microcosmic-macrocos-
mic correspondences that are 
as metaphysical, if not mysti-
cal, as they are astrophysical 
and allegorical. These perfect 
spheres produce rims of haloed 
radiance from a mirror of the 
heavens, replicating a cosmic 
unity comprised of synergistic 
hemispheres. It is a model of 
universal dualism that has in-
spired artists since antiquity.

Creation myths typically com-
mence with the separation of 
light from primeval darkness, 
order out of chaos. Archaic reli-
gions from Egypt to Teotihuacan 
worshiped the sun as the source 
of life and regeneration. In the 
west, the association of external 
illumination with intellectual clar-
ity is most often identified with 
Plato’s Parable of the Cave. But 
the hermeneutic of light as a 
metaphor for spiritual awaken-
ing appears in virtually all re-
ligious traditions from Tibetan 
Buddhism to the Book of Job, 
the Torah and the Koran, and 
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from Abbot Suger to African fire-
stealers and Hindu goddesses 
of the rising stars.

Pythagoras’ Music of the 
Spheres envisioned a celestial 
monochord that extends from 
above to below to unite creation 
in symphonic harmony. Dante’s 
Divine Comedy conceived of the 
universe as a series of spheres 
of varying degrees of light from 
which the heavens open to re-
veal the Empyrean in eternal 
peace and the purity of light.

To encounter Uzunovski’s pho-
tographs anew beyond its docu-
mented history allows one to 
transcend time and place to an 
other-worldly space in which 
beings, as medieval astrono-
mers or lunar astronauts, rotate 
the mirror, triangulate the light, 
poised in absolute symmetry 
between the material world and 
ethereality. In this space, these 
stunning photographs convey 
the quiet grandeur of the cos-
mos and humanity’s humble, 
mysterious relationship to it. The 
photographs also remind us of 
the regenerative power of light 
and of our universal aspiration 
to touch infinity.

Findings On 
Elasticity
by Hester Aardse and Astrid 
van Baalen (eds.)
Lars Muller Publishers, 2010, 
208 pp.
ISBN: 978-3037781487

Reviewed by Liz Nicol, 
University of Plymouth

l.nicol@plymouth.ac.uk

This book is intrinsically an 
object. A ‘real’ rubber band is 
around the outside of the book 
and printed on the front cover is 
a photograph of a rubber band 
and a text of the dictionary defi-

nitions of elastic. As a conse-
quence, to open the book, it is 
necessary to remove the band 
and experience firsthand the 
physicality of elasticity. Inside 
the foreword introduces the con-
cept of the book pointing out that 
‘creative thinkers were invited to 
share their findings on elasticity’ 
and the openness and playful 
nature of this intention is intrigu-
ing and accounts for much of 
the book’s appeal. Guest advi-
sors were invited to recommend 
contributors who had to agree to 
two stipulations: one that each 
person responds to the notion 
of elasticity, and, two, that they 
do so in the language of their 
profession. The result of this 
process is a collection of very 
different perspectives about 
elasticity not normally found in a 
single publication. At first glance 
it is immediately evident that the 
editors were keen to preserve a 
creative variety in the design of 
the book, stretching the concept 
and the contributions (of which 
there are over fifty) are stylisti-
cally very different in terms of 
content, forms of visualisation 
and page layout.

Findings On Elasticity is a book 
that (as if often the case with 
such a fascinating project) I 
wish I had been a part of. In the 
foreword Astrid van Baalen de-
scribes her personal encounters 
with rubber bands. The list of 
contributors is impressive and 
represent many different per-
spectives on the topic ranging 
across the arts and sciences to 
include designers, journalists, 
philosophers, mathematicians, 
poets, economists, artists, zo-
ologists, physicists, performers, 
architects, graphic designers 
and many more. With research-
ers in more specific fields such 
as a ‘theoretical physicist’, a 
‘traditional Korean tightrope 
and walker’ and an ‘economic 
theorist’ the book becomes a 

compelling encounter no matter 
where one starts.

The success of the publication 
is built on these prerequisites 
which yields a provocative sur-
real tone set by the cover which 
playfully references Magritte’s 
‘ceci n’est pas une pipe’. The 
work by Mark Peletier ‘A PAGE 
FROM MY ARCHIVE, CA.2002’ 
is a good example. The im-
agery used is varied including 
mathematical abstract formula, 
graphic illustration and photo-
graphic documents. It begins 
with a reproduced handwrit-
ten mathematical text under 
which he had written the word 
<GRIN>. Peletier goes on to talk 
about his feelings of “pleasure, 
pride and hope” at solving the 
problem and later he refers to 
the ‘intuition of the mathemati-
cian’. It reminds us that while 
art and math are often linked, 
quite possibly many artists have 
more in common with particular 
sorts of mathematicians than is 
often thought. It is particularly 
encouraging to also read about 
the practical dimension to his 
findings on elastic rods as they 
are applied to the elasticity of 
materials used to reshape teeth 
by orthodontists.

Another contribution that draws 
out some of the tempting par-
adoxes of elasticity is SKIN 
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(ELASTICITY) CHANGES AS 
SKIN AGES. In this Sophie Seite 
and Catherine Gerst who are 
biochemists present a montage 
of early photographic images of 
people on their deathbed. The 
accompanying text describes 
the pinch test to objectively ass-
es the elasticity of skin in rela-
tion to age which is a fascinating 
if not depressing reminder of the 
inevitable deterioration of mat-
ter – even the forlorn demise of 
the vibrant elastic band on the 
cover of the book. With such a 
fascinating concept and a rich 
range of contributors Findings 
on Elasticity offers a playful and 
provocative encounter with a 
malleable reality of those ob-
jects that are bound by the laws 
of classical physics while also 
being at odds with them. It pro-
vides both a metaphor of, and 
springboard for creativity across 
the disciplines.

Liverpool Biennial: 
International 
Festival of 
Contemporary Art
Liverpool, UK, 18 September – 
28 November 2010
Festival website: http://www.
biennial.com

Reviewed by Edith Doove, 
University of Plymouth

edith@edprojects.be

Since its start in 1998, the Liv-
erpool Biennial has grown to be 
the largest and one of the most 
visited biennials in the world. 
Given that today there are about 
250 biennials and triennials for 
contemporary art, basically 
opening one every other day, 
that is no mean achievement. 
This year’s sixth edition is the 
most ambitious with more than 
60 national and international 
artists and more than 45 com-
missions for new work.

To stay in that league requires 
a combination of clever market-
ing and good programming, and 
with this year’s central theme 
‘Touched’ the marketing aspect 
was covered since it has a good 
ring to it––and it, thus, will no 
doubt stand out among the 
many biennials and triennials 
going on in the world. Content-
wise it is quite a timely theme, 
too, as it responds to the recent 
bank crisis and the recession 
that followed upon it, urging for 
a more in-depth approach by 
demonstrating an emotional in-
volvement that comes in a mul-
titude of forms: social-political, 
poetic, intellectual, humoristic, 
but also quite literally ‘touching’.

Of course, a theme like this 
can be quite hazardous since 
it can easily slip into the super-
ficial and sentimental. ‘Touched’ 
stays clear of that trap most of 
the time by addressing a gen-
eral sensitivity for the ‘other’ in 
a myriad of guises: an openness 
to another point of view, for the 
knowledge of people of old age, 
of other cultures, and other ways 
of knowing, etc.

The central exhibition ‘Touched’ 
extends over the city occupying 
several venues, the Bluecoat 
having a particularly convinc-
ing presentation with Daniel 
Bozhkov’s installation ‘Music 
Not Good For Pigeons’ as its 
central focus point. As the result 
of his research into the differ-
ence in experiencing the city of 

Liverpool today and during his 
first visit as a sailor in 1986, it 
couples a personal encounter 
with a political and poetic ap-
proach while avoiding the all 
too biographical and shallow 
navel-gazing that the visual arts 
has delivered us in recent years. 
He first knew Liverpool mainly 
as the city of the Beatles, as a 
historic harbour city, the place 
where local socialist activists 
had stood up against the poli-
tics of Thatcher and where he 
saw his first homeless person. 
Bozhkov now mixes these first 
impressions in a replica of the 
dressing rooms of Liverpool 
Football Club, with video foot-
age of his interviews with sev-
eral former Militant Tendency 
councilors, a popular YouTube 
video of a startled panda when 
witnessing its young born baby 
moving, a report of exploring an 
old cargo vessel and attempts 
of trying to sing Lennon’s ‘Im-
agine’ in collaboration with lo-
cal musicians and in different 
musical styles. It demonstrates 
how Bozkhov tries to reveal hid-
den strains of meaning on the 
basis of months of research and 
engagement with a certain loca-
tion, producing another kind of 
knowledge in a baffling mix that 
in turn asks to be explored and 
at the same time is exemplary 
for what the Liverpool Biennial 
tries to do as a whole. Although 
‘Touched’ does not back away 
from the seemingly sensation-
al, as in Do Hu Suh’s Korean 
house wedged between 84 and 
86 Duke Street, it almost always 
is capable of simultaneously 
addressing deeper meanings. 
Do Hu Suh’s intervention is sur-
prising and impressive but even 
more so when the graffiti on the 
façade of the neighbouring 84 
Duke Street are taken into ac-
count, asking ‘Do you like your 
neighbours?’

Less political approaches in-
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clude Sachiko Abe daily creation 
of a fairy-tale world by cutting 
extremely thin strands of pa-
per and Annti Laitinen’s photo-
graphs of him trying to win over 
the natural elements in boats 
made of bark with which he also 
wants to conquer the Mersey 
at A Foundation. These come 
as ‘touching’ surprises in the 
impressive former industrial 
surroundings, but the more ac-
tivist and critical approaches 
are difficult to compete with. At 
the former Rapid Store in Ren-
shaw Street the exhibition is 
as multi-layered as the original 
decoration with the sub-expo 
‘Re:Thinking Trade’ as a constel-
lation of installations and actions 
that reanimate the disused shop, 
having the collective ‘freee’ 
transforming the shop windows 
into a place for debate on public 
space. Although there has been 
a critique of the prefix ‘re’ being 
overused as a way of prevent-
ing to produce original art, in 
this context it is not only still a 
very usable but even necessary 
concept that manifestly does 
produce content.

At the former Scandinavian Ho-
tel annex Europleasure Inter-
national Ltd the combination of 
Alfredo Jaar’s video-installation 
‘We Wish to Inform You That We 
Didn’t Know’ and Christine Lu-
cas’ video ‘Touch and Go’ is one 
of the most impressive within 
the biennial. Jaar addresses the 
Rwanda genocide through very 
gripping testimonies of some of 
its survivors. Lucas’ video is in 
stark contrast with it: the build-
ing in which it is shown and that 
also forms its subject is one of 
the warehouses on the edge of 
a very desolate, Liverpudlian 
version of Chinatown that stand 
witness of a once flourishing 
economy. Combining humour 
with a political-economical con-
sciousness, Lucas has some 
former, now octogenarian, un-

ionists throwing stones at the 
windows of the derelict build-
ing with evident delight. The 
result is far from the bone-dry 
and sterile social-political ori-
entated art that seemed to rule 
the past decade.

Liverpool Biennial consists of 
five other exhibition platforms. 
Of these S.Q.U.A.T. is a very 
inspiring collaboration between 
the New York initiative No Long-
er Empty and the British The 
Art Organisation (TAO), using 
empty commercial spaces for 
art projects such as Sound Art in 
Seel Street. Projects like these 
demonstrate where the Liver-
pool Biennial can make a differ-
ence. As it is all about city mar-
keting, a biennial should make 
good use of its background. 
With a reputation of being free-
minded, self-confident, and in a 
humorous way straightforward, 
building on its formidable eco-
nomic past, using its architec-
tural history in a critical and in-
novative way Liverpool Biennial 
makes for a project in which new 
and genuinely ‘touching’ art can 
flourish. This year’s edition is 
clear proof of that.

ISEA 2010 Ruhr: A 
High Tech Phoenix 
Rises From the 
Rust
Ruhr, DE, 20 - 29 August 2010

Reviewed by Simone Osthoff, 
Penn State University

sosthoff@psu.edu

From August 20th to the 29th, the 
16th International Symposium on 
Electronic Art—ISEA 2010 suc-
cessfully engaged more than 
two-dozen venues in three Ger-
man cities: Essen, Dortmund, 
and Duisburg. The Ruhr region 
(appointed Europe’s cultural 
capital 2010) transitioning from 

the coal and steel industry to a 
post-industrial economy of in-
formation, knowledge and crea-
tivity, provided the momentous 
stage for the symposium, itself a 
model of transnational and inter-
cultural collaboration. The sheer 
number of events—three cities 
in ten days—certainly proved 
the skills of ISEA organizers 
lead by Andreas Broeckmann 
and Stefan Riekeles, but it chal-
lenged participants as well.

In this regard, Brian Massumi’s 
keynote lecture about the con-
nection between distributed 
events and cognition was not 
only appropriate to art theory 
and to the structure of the pro-
gram, but as he pointed out, it 
has also been a central topic 
for military theory in the age of 
‘netwar.’ Massumi examined the 
complexity of constructing and 
anticipating trajectories, as well 
as of the role in this process of 
synesthesia, language, and ar-
chives. He began by pondering: 

“What makes an event an event 
when its occurrence is disper-
sive: when no unified perspec-
tive on it or integral experience 
of it is possible? Does distribut-
ed cognition solve the problem, 
or complicate it further?”

Essen and the first 
weekend of the program 
amidst the epic scale of the 
Zollverein Park

Massumi’s lecture was deliv-
ered in the new and ingenious 
SANAA building, designed 
by the Japanese architecture 
firm after which the building is 
named, located in the Zollverein 
Park. The closed Zollverein 
mine at the center of the Ger-
man coke and steel industry was 
added to the UNESCO World 
Heritage List in 2001. In 2002, 
it was redeveloped by among 
others, Rem Koolhaas, who 
approached the preservation 
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of this industrial site by putting 
the former plant structures to 
new uses. History, memory, and 
architecture were thus aligned 
with the future business devel-
opment of the region. The park 
houses a large number of build-
ings and multifunctional areas 
including museums, restaurants, 
studios, lecture halls, exhibition 
and performance spaces sur-
rounded by gardens and prom-
enades for pedestrians, cyclists, 
and skaters. ISEA installations 
and performances took place at 
PACT—Performance Art Cho-
reographic Centre. One of them 
was Christopher Salter’s Just 
Noticeable Difference, a large 
black cube in which in total dark-
ness, one person at a time, lay-
ing on the ground, experienced 
first a total sensory deprivation, 
then small variations of touch, 
light and sounds for a period 
of about 12 minutes that ac-
tually felt much longer. Other 
works took place outside, such 
as “Wet Sounds” by Joel Ca-
hen’s. In a setting reminiscent 
of post-industrial sci-fi films, a 
former factory swimming pool, 
now a public pool, was turned 
into a sound art installation 
with swimmers, mostly local 
families with children floating 
while enjoying the combination 
of different sound tracks under 
and above the water. On Sun-
day, elsewhere in Essen a day 
of sound works took place at 
the Institute for Computer Music 
and Electronic Media (ICEM), 
Folkwang University of the Arts.

The city of Dortmund and 
the central five days of the 
program

The fifty-three panels, main 
exhibitions, receptions, e-cul-
ture fair, workshops, evening 
concerts, as well as nightclub 
performances took place over 
the week in multiple Dortmund 
venues. Among them, the café 

and club Domicil became ISEA’s 
informal sidewalk headquarters 
where the day’s events ended 
with audiovisual performances 
and analog social gathering. A 
Wednesday free day was dedi-
cated to excursions to various 
exhibitions, research centers 
and tourist sites in the region.

The panel discussions (typical-
ly four taking place simultane-
ously) ranged from stars and 
satellites to theory and history 
of media art, from algorithmic 
topology to climate crisis and 
eco-activism, from cyborgs 
and nonhuman performances 
to archive preservation, from 
software to the future of edu-
cation, which, by the way, was 
also the theme of Roy Ascott’s 
keynote lecture. A new area of 
focus was the Latin American 
Forum organized by Andreas Br-
oeckmann and Andres Burbano. 
It brought together an exciting 
group of media artists, curators 
and critics from more than eight 
Latin American countries in four 
related panels. The Forum also 
included the Festicumex night 
performance, which was a lot 
of fun for performers and pub-
lic alike.

Discarding essentialist iden-
tities, the Forum explored a 
number of network nodes and 
radical experiences. The deep 
roots of media history in Co-
lonial Latin America were ex-
amined by the presentations of 
Domingo Ledezma and Karla 
Jasso, followed by a Siegfried 
Zielinski’s presentation and 
commentary. Current media 
art was examined by a number 
of curators. The project (Ready)
media: Towards an Archaeology 
of Media and Invention in Mexi-
co was presented by Tania Aedo, 
director of the Laboratório Arte 
Alameda. Titled Insulares Diver-
gentes, the on-going research 
mapping collaborations, me-

dia labs and exhibition spaces, 
was presented by José Carlos 
Mariátequi and Victoria Messi 
in an informal and captivating 
dialogue. Giselle Beiguelman 
termed “technophagic emer-
gence” the tendency of the dig-
ital culture in Brazil to devour 
and grind technology into new 
production models for collective 
use. She pointed out that in that 
country, over the last decade 
eighteen million people rose 
out of poverty for the first time, 
along with another thirty-five mil-
lion from the lower middle class, 
and now have access to mobile 
technology, often skipping tradi-
tional literacy all together. Living 
in the poor city outskirts and 
slums, they are using and com-
bining technology with the same 
waviness of ISEA’s workshops 
titled “Experimental Electronics,” 

“Hackteria,” and “DIY makeaway.”

Recent histories of Electronic 
Culture in Latin America includ-
ed Enrique Rivera’s examination 
of the beginning of President 
Allende’s socialist government 
in Chile and the role of Stafford 
Beer’s Management Cybernet-
ics in it (the prototype of Beer’s 
operation room from 1972 is to-
day in Liverpool). Andres Bur-
bano analyzed electronic music 
in Chile fifty years ago and up 
to the COMDASUAR—the per-
sonal Digital Analog Computer 
built from scratch by José Vice-
nte Asuar in 1978 in Santiago. 
Among artists who document 
movements they participated in 
was the Uruguayan Brian Mack-
ern. He delivered a performance 
full of humor and irony, declaring 
that “netart is not dead, it just 
smells funny,” based on his art-
ist’s book Netart latino database, 
1999. Answering a call on civil 
disobedience, Alejandro Duque 
examined uses of technology 
for survival—some classified 
as illegal—such as the pirating 
of satellites by people living in 
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remote locations in Colombia 
and Brazil in order to communi-
cate and create networks. Open 
Source was discussed by two 
separate presentations—Lila 
Pagoda probed issues of au-
thorship in the context of Argen-
tina and Claudio Rivera-Sequel 
examined three collaborative 
projects. Artists presentations 
included Arcangel Constantini’s 
nanodrizas “pods” that float in 
the Xochimilco canals of Mex-
ico City; Ivan Puig’s SEFT-1 
(Manned Railway Exploration 
Probe) on wheels, which is map-
ping eight abandoned Mexican 
railroads; Lucas Bambozzi’s ex-
ploration of technological obso-
lescence; and Rejani Cantoni’s 
research and works in interac-
tive cinema.

Another multi-panel presenta-
tion was organized around The-
ory and History of Media Art. In 
one of them Edward Shanken 
argued for the need of a hybrid 
discourse and shared concep-
tual ground between Contem-
porary Art and New Media. 
Perhaps not coincidentally in 
Dortmund, is the exemplary 
work of curator Inke Arns, the 
artistic director of Hartware 
MedienKunstVerein (HMKV). A 
key ISEA partner, Hartware has 
consistently produced ground-
breaking exhibitions that include 
old and new, analog and digital 
technologies as part of larger 
conceptual explorations. And 
the Arctic Perspective, curated 
by Inke Arns, Matthew Bieder-
man, and Marko Peljhabeing, 
was no different. Focusing on 
the Polar region the exhibition 
displayed research and proto-
types for transportation, com-
munication and a mobile habita-
tion system, that at times seem 
to belong to another planet. The 
Arctic Perspective Initiative 
(API) is a non-profit international 
organization supporting the cul-
tural and ecological significance 

of the Polar region by combin-
ing traditional local knowledge 
with sustainable developments 
of science and technology. The 
exhibition was being showcased 
at the PHOENIX Halle, a spec-
tacular 1895 factory hall belong-
ing to the giant former steel pro-
duction plant of Phoenix-West, 
located in the outskirts of the 
city, in which Hartware has been 
based since 2003.

The new Hartware galleries are 
located downtown in the U build-
ing (still under construction), a 
former brewery redesigned to 
house multiple cultural institu-
tions. On the top of the building, 
giant video screens dominate 
the cityscape day and night 
with a wonderful selection of 
site-specific projections. The 
exhibition TRUST, curated by 
Broeckmann and Riekeles was 
showcased there. It included 
works by fourteen international 
artists who “deal with the trust 
we put in people, in media and 
in machines—out of desire for 
security, for entertainment, or 
for comfort.” A few artists in the 
exhibition connected the gallery 
to the public space. The know-
botic research “macghillie_just 
a void”, 2009, employed a cam-
ouflage suit for participatory 
public performances that keep 
users visible yet anonymous 
in the city. In Antoine Schmitt 
Time Slip, 2008, a wall gallery 
display continuously showed 
the news in scrolling text. Time 
Slip employed custom-build 
software that fed from official 
news agencies while conjugat-
ing every sentence in the future 
tense, and thus predicting dis-
turbing trajectories such as “A 
plane will crash in Madrid killing 
153 people.” The prediction of 
events makes us smile but also 
wonder about invisible forces 
controlling our lives.

Not far, also in the U was Bill 

Seaman’s Exchange Fields, 
2000. This interactive video 
installation was comprised 
of three screens side by side 
and thirteen austere geometric 
sculptures distributed in front of 
them, each a case for a body 
part—say an ankle, an arm, or 
one’s back—which viewers used 
to trigger related video images. 
Aside from the ingenious inter-
face, juxtaposing our flesh to the 
steel history of the Ruhr, I found 
the installation disappointing 
mostly because of its cliché 
images of dancers. Shouldn’t 
interactive art be about a less 
traditional kind of representa-
tion and aesthetic experience?

The translation between an in-
put and an output of a differ-
ent modality was the focus of 
many of the artworks displayed 
in the ISEA’s main exhibition 
titled “Electronic Atmospheres” 
at the Museum für Kunst und 
Kulturgeschichte: “the freezing 
of water translated into sound, 
the decomposition of leaves 
made audible, human hairs 
used as a sound source” were 
a few among twenty-nine works 
by thirty-seven artists from six-
teen countries, selected by a 
jury from over a thousand en-
tries. A particular focus of Elec-
tronic Atmospheres was three 
artists from Brazil selected by 
Giselle Beiguelman from the 
Instituto Sergio Motta in São 
Paulo. Among them was Lucas 
Bambozzi’s Mobile Crash, an 
interactive video installation that 
explored technological obso-
lescence. Four large video pro-
jections with sound surrounded 
viewers with images of a sledge-
hammer repeatedly destroying 
cell phones, circuit boards and 
other electronic gadgets. The 
rhythm and sequences of im-
ages responded to viewers’ 
movements and gestures, ac-
celerating in seed and scale of 
destruction as one continued to 
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engage the work. This cathartic 
experience of consumer’s re-
venge allowed participants to 
become conductors, as if lead-
ing a Luigi Russolo’s Futurist 
orchestra a century later.

Mobile phones were also ref-
erenced by Peter Weibel’s key-
note lecture. And although they 
continue to be essential in our 
lives, Weibel pointed out that 
the mobile phone represents 
the end of an era of multimedia 
still based on the mechanical—
and thus on wheels—adding 
that classical media theory is 
an extension of the organs and 
it is therefore analog. Weibel’s 
lecture titled “The Tongue That 
Sees: Neuroaesthetics, Molecu-
lar Aesthetics and Media Aes-
thetics” focused on synesthesia 
and cognition, and thus the shift 
from representation to percep-
tion, from simulation to stimu-
lation, as well as the passage 
from recording technologies to 
stimuli in the brain.

Across the street from the Mu-
seum für Kunst und Kulturge-
schichte, at the Dormunder 
Kunstverein, the exhibition 
Exchange Emergences show-
cased four artists in collabo-
ration with the Japan Media 
Arts Festival and the Austrian 
Coded Cultures Festival. Ei 
Wada’s Braun Tube Jazz Band 
reversed a TV light output 
into sound input, thus turning 
a number of TV monitors into 
performance drums, which the 
artist played with talent and flair 
often accompanied by partici-
pating audiences. Nearby, in 
the Westfalenforum gallery, 
the exhibition “Heavy Matter: 
Rethinking the Role of Mate-
rial and Medium in the Present” 
showcased a strong selection of 
works by twenty-two students of 
the Academy of Media arts Co-
logne. The last keynote lecture 
in Dormund was delivered to a 

full auditorium. In the Orches-
terzentrum Margaret Morse’s 

“Out of Synch” examined the cri-
sis of concepts such as “media” 
and the gap between how we 
talk and make “media art.”

Duisburg and the second 
and last weekend of the 
program

Duisburg is Europe’s largest in-
land port located at the mouth 
of the Rhine and Ruhr rivers. It 
has been an axis not just for 
industrial coal and steel ship-
ping, but also as a connection 
between Central and Western 
Europe since the middle ages. 
Unfortunately, I could not stay 
for this part of the program fo-
cusing on the urban space, and 
including Charlemagne Pales-
tine’s organ concert in the St. 
Maximilian Church.

In contrast to symposia and fes-
tivals located in “non-places,” 
such as convention centers in 
large cities, ISEA 2010 Ruhr 
engaged the region bringing 
about significant change. The 
strategic articulations between 
nomad, transnational and site-
specific elements character-
ized the symposium and were 
central, for instance, to the ex-
hibition Arctic Perspective as 
well as to the Latin American 
Forum. ISEA 2010, infused with 
creative thinking and new tech-
nologies, highlighted a rebirth 
in the Ruhr. We look forward to 
the upcoming collaborations in 
2011 in Istanbul and in 2012 in 
Albuquerque.

Stance: Ideas 
About Emotion, 
Style and Meaning 
for the Study of 
Expressive Culture

by Harris M. Berger

Wesleyan University Press, 
2010, 167 pp.
ISBN: 978-0819568786

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

A former president of the US 
branch of the International As-
sociation for the Study of Popu-
lar Music and co-editor of the 
Journal of American Folklore, 
Harris M. Berger has written an 
interesting study on the way we 
make meaning of music. The 

“we” in the previous sentence 
is highly inclusive, since it en-
tails not just the listener, but also 
the composer, the performer, 
the producer, the teacher, the 
reviewer, the critic, in short all 
those involved in music as a 
cultural practice.

Burger’s ambition in this book 
is twofold. First of all, he wants 
to criticize what he calls the ob-
scurantism of Yeats’s famous 
line on the impossibility of tell-
ing the dancer and the dance. 
What Berger aims to do here, 
is exactly the opposite: instead 
of confusing the various roles, 
positions, objects, actors, and 
senses in a global approach 
of some holistic phenomenon 
(which music also is, of course), 
he tries to distinguish and to “de-
compose” (yet not to “decon-
struct”!) the various aspects of 
this phenomenon with unusual 
meticulosity. Second, he also 
proposes to defend and illus-
trate a scientific method that 
has been insufficiently used in 
the analysis of music: phenom-
enology –more particularly the 
type of phenomenology repre-
sented by philosophers such 
as Husserl and Merleau-Ponty 
who were both interested in the 
dialectics of the intentionality 
of our consciousness (i.e. the 
fact that our attention is always 
turned toward something else) 
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and the noema (i.e. the physical 
or non physical objects that we 
are engaged with).

The first key word is here expe-
rience, whose various modes 
can be labelled as perception, 
imagination, memory, judgment, 
anticipation and son, while their 
corresponding objects can be 
called things in the world, fan-
tasies, memories, judgments, 
and anticipations. The second 
key word is stance, which des-
ignates which Burger defines 
very generally as “the affective, 
stylistic, or valual quality with 
which a person engages with 
an element of her experience” 
(p. xiv of the Introduction). In a 
sense, the ambition of the book 
is not only to demonstrate the 
validity of this approach, but 
also to develop an appropriate 
vocabulary for the analysis of 
the dizzying diversity of stances 
that can be discovered while 
exploring our engagement with 
music and other forms of ex-
pressive culture.

Both aspects of this program are 
exemplarily performed in this 
book. From a theoretical point 
of view, it is important to stress 
the great clarity of Berger’s writ-
ing, who manages to focus on 
the twin notions of stance and 
experience without leaving too 
much the field of phenomenol-

ogy. Although the author offers 
a very rich description of what 
the conception of stance may 
entail, he resists the temptation 
to add to his book a reading of 
stance and experience in re-
lated fields: his starting point is 
exclusively phenomenological, 
and he sticks to it in a way that 
explains a lot of the pedagogi-
cal qualities and merits of the 
book. One can always regret 
that Berger does not start any 
discussion with the American 
pragmatist tradition; more spe-
cifically with John Devey’s no-
tion of experience (as developed 
in his classic book Art and Ex-
perience), or with Simon Frith’s 
more sociologically oriented 
readings of the musical experi-
ence. Yet this restriction is also 
what makes the prize of Stance, 
which is the kind of study that 
many can only envy him, for its 
plain and WYSIWIG approach. 
From a more practical point of 
view, Berger succeeds in show-
ing the great utility of phenome-
nology by introducing a wealth of 
real-life examples from all kind 
of fields (from heavy metal to 
boxing or dancing, although with 
a slight preference for the former 
rather than for the latter). One 
feels throughout this book that 
the author is not only putting in 
practice what he is defending at 
a theoretical level, namely the 
absolute necessity to study ex-
pressive culture in a lived, con-
crete, personal, and material 
experience, but that this practice 
and this experience are also his 
own. It is rare to read a book in 
which the examples and even 
more the discussion of these 
examples feel so authentic, and 
this makes the reading always 
illuminating, even in those cas-
es where the average does not 
have the field experience of the 
cases under discussion (not all 
Leonardo reviewers are special-
ists of the different ways ama-
teurs and would be rock stars 

without any formal training are 
changing their techniques of for 
instance striking a chord when 
they enter a class room and 
start taking lessons, yet Berger 
explains very well how stance 
plays a crucial role in what is 
happening in this process).

Bringing together folk studies 
and philosophy, Berger had to 
meet of course cultural studies 
and sociology of culture, and his 
reading of Bourdieu and other 
theoreticians in the last chapter 
of his book is also very useful 
in their typical mix of ecumen-
ism (Berger is not someone who 
attacks or criticizes other theo-
ries) and precision (he knows 
the art of making other theories 
accessible and to include other 
insights and concepts in his own 
way of thinking, which never in-
dulges in jargon or complexity 
for the sake of complexity.

Art and Artistic 
Research. Music, 
Visual Art, Design, 
Literature, Dance
by Corina Caduff, Fiona 
Siegenthaler, and Tan Wälchli 
(eds.)
University of Chicago Press, 
2010, 320 pp.
ISBN: 978-3858812933

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Research in art –also called 
research through art, practice-
led or practice-based artistic 
research– is now clearly estab-
lished as something very differ-
ent from art tout court, on the 
one hand, and research on art 
(art history, art theory, art criti-
cism) on the other hand. How-
ever, the practical implications 
of this newly institutionalized 
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area are still under heavy de-
bate. Promoters of this type of 
research insist on the right of 
artists to ‘do a PhD’ (although 
this is just the top of the ice-
berg) and to benefit from fund-
ing possibilities until now strictly 
reserved to traditional academic 
disciplines. Critics will underline 
the very incompatibility between 
artistic experience and academ-
ic streamlining and managing of 
research, emphasizing the illu-
sion of giving an added value to 
real art by theoretical, academic 
methods and procedures. The 
first key word in the whole proc-
ess is ‘academization’, for, at 
least in Europe, the reform of 
higher education has produced 
(in the UK) or is producing (on 
the continent) a radical merger 
of the university and non-univer-
sity types of education, and this 
evolution is not something that 
can be stopped. The second 
key word is ‘arts and sciences’, 
more particularly the ‘two cul-
tures debate’, which has been 
dynamized by these changes in 
artistic training in universities.

As the bibliography listed at the 
end of this rich volume clearly 
demonstrates, discussion and 
publication on research in art 
have become booming busi-
ness. The advantage of this 
sudden flow of conferences, 
seminars, special issues, books, 
and courses within the new pro-
grams, is that it is no longer pos-
sible to start discussing from 
scratch, innocently repeating 
the same slogans, fears, hopes, 
desires and frustrations. One 
must now taking into account 
a growing body of knowledge 
as well as a certain number of 
landmark texts, methodological 
statements, best practices, art-
ists’ careers, and even theoreti-
cal works that have shifted from 
the margins to the very centre 
of the discussion: everybody is 
now following with great anxiety 

the wording of the British Re-
search Assessment Exercise 
(RAE) definition of research in 
fine arts, just as everyone is re-
reading the special issue of the 
Dutch Journal of Music Theory 
(2007, vol. 12-1) on ‘Practice-
Base Research in Music’, after 
having rediscovered classic 
voices like those by Christoph 
Schenker or Christopher Fray-
ling.

What strikes most in this new 
volume is first of all the im-
portance of the philosophical 
metadiscourse that is mobilized 
by the authors to make their 
point: Danto, Derrida, Foucault, 
Deleuze for instance, are all 
over the place, and this overrep-
resentation of the postmodern 
art-theoretical doxa is a symp-
tom that the field is still far from 
having constituted its own frame 
of reference. Moreover, these 
theoretical authorities seem 
to be shared by all categories 
of contributors: administrators, 
teachers, critics and theoreti-
cians, but also the artists them-
selves. A second aspect that 
may come as a surprise is the 
exemplarily European dimen-
sion of the discussion. Contrary 
to many other disciplines, where 
the Bologna BA-MA reform has 
not dismantled national prefer-
ences and traditions, research 
in art is a discipline that seems 

eager to wipe out as much as 
possible the local constraints in 
order to achieve from the very 
beginning a common ground 
of what training, teaching and 
thinking in this new kind of re-
search is supposed to be.

In general, one can only admit 
that the quality of the ongoing 
debate is good, and that the 
strong commitment of the par-
ticipants to the achievement of 
a common goal –i.e. the equal-
ity between research in art and 
research on art– does not imply 
sloppy thinking and hasty, one-
dimensional argumentation. The 
essays gathered in this volume 
are honest and most of the times 
quite challenging. They are well 
documented, they ask often the 
right questions, they do not pro-
vide us with all the answers, and 
they demonstrate that confer-
ence papers do not necessar-
ily produce boring books (most 
texts in this volume are short, 
their tone is brisk, their content 
useful and their horizon clearly 
indicated). In short, this book 
is both a good introduction for 
those eager to catch up with 
a discussion whose start they 
missed a couple of years ago 
and a valuable sparring-partner 
and echo chamber for those al-
ready involved in the field.

As always, some burning ques-
tions are not tackled. I am not 
referring here to financial or 
institutional issues. I am think-
ing in the very first place of the 
homogenizing way in which 
art is defined. The subtitle of 
the book goes: Music, Visual 
Art, Design, Literature, Dance, 
and what at first sight seems 
a strength might be seen as a 
huge problem as well. Musical 
composition, for instance, is a 
discipline whose methods and 
theories fit the more traditional 
research agenda seamlessly, 
and probably the same applies 
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to design. But what about cre-
ative writing? A second issue 
that the emerging discipline is 
probably not ready yet to really 
look into the eyes is the question 
what to do with students who 
reject academization. There is 
a consensus that the future staff 
should be a mix of people with 
and people without PhD’s, but 
what about the students that 
start their training? Will they 
all be forced to follow the rule? 
The prestige of many theoretical 
references of the new programs 
and the continuing fascination 
with deskilling in contemporary 
art make academization a se-
ductive solution, even for very 
young students who may have 
no real interest in doing (aca-
demic) research whatsoever?

It would be unfair, however, to 
use these questions and per-
plexities as an argument against 
research in art. The present 
volume should help at least 
fine-tune and focus the crea-
tive chaos that is still reigning 
in this field.

Dada in Paris
by Michel Sanouillet
Michèle Humbert (ed. cons.)
Sharmila Ganguly (transl.), 
revised and expanded by 
Anne Sanouillet
The MIT Press, 2009, 640 pp.
ISBN: 978-026201303

Reviewed by Michael R. 
(Mike) Mosher, Saginaw 
Valley State University

mosher@svsu.edu

This grand Dada doorstop of 
book is a narrative of constant 
action. We are immediately im-
mersed in the War (“to End All 
Wars”, sigh) and intellectual 
temper of the times, circa 1915. 
From writings of Mallarmé to 

Marinetti, Paul Lafargue and 
Carl Gustav Jung, multiple cur-
rents shaped the society and the 
world of ideas, a world that a 
certain bristling group of young 
artists and writers defined them-
selves against. The Cubism of 
the previous, prewar decade 
came to be seen as old news, 
while individual cubist artists 
were accepted or castigated by 
Dada according to the whim of 
the moment. Cinema was em-
braced as a promising new 
medium and creative vehicle; 
there’s certainly a rousing narra-
tive (Hollywood or indie) screen-
play bubbling within this book.

André Breton, ambitious and 
productive, felt deeply inspired 
by the postwar spirit of newness 
and unprecedented possibility, 
and began to assemble poets 
around him. Francis Picabia, 
wealthy and overweight, ap-
peared in Paris to paint, write, 
pronounce opinions and throw 
his weight around. Tristan Tzara, 
born Sammy Rosenstock in Ro-
mania, proved an energized 
bantam of poetry, rhetoric, 
and organizational ideas and 
opinions. He sported a mono-
cle, an affirmative affectation 
of cool much like the “z” in his 
chosen name; my high school 
Dada gang envied a classmate 
named Danny Terrazas for this 
very reason. Though previously 

in communication with Breton, 
his arrival in Paris in 1918 gave 
Paris its third great locus of dada 
energy.

These three and their colleagues 
involved themselves in a fer-
ment of publications—Littéra-
ture, 391, Magnetic Fields, Fun-
ny Guy—whose Contents pages 
defined with immediacy who’s in 
and who’s out. Half the time they 
were inviting each other to par-
ticipate in journals or exhibitions 
or events, and the other half of 
the time they were excoriating 
each other in sharp criticism or 
gossipy invective. Literary Dada 
in Paris established and defined 
itself in a contemporary realm 
that included writers Guillaume 
Apollinaire, Jean Cocteau, An-
dré Gide, Raymond Radiguet, 
Rene Crevel, Robert Desnos, 
and the composer Erik Satie. A 

“trial” of the older writer Maurice 
Barrés consumed a lot of energy, 
a matter of great seriousness 
to Breton, which Tzara finally 
turned into farce.

Between 1917 and 1923, the 
Dadaists published, promoted, 
went on vacation excursions to-
gether, argued, and reconciled. 
They influenced Russian expa-
triates in Paris, plus numerous 
other manifesto-driven bands of 
artists and writers. They were 
hotly debated in the popular 
press, whose outraged review-
ers gave them much ink, hence 
notoriety and lasting fame. 
Events like the Salon d’automne 
1919, and performances at the 
Grand Palais, Club du Fauborg 
and various incendiary salons 
are recounted. Sanouillet sa-
gaciously laments the great-
er—more pervasive and last-
ing— influence of Surrealism, 
essentially more conservative 
(and easily assimilated by bour-
geois institutions) in its project 
and products. André Breton can 
be thanked, or damned, for this 
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accomplishment.

The artist who most maintains 
his dignity throughout the story 
is Marcel Duchamp, who kept 
his distance from the petty ri-
valries and arguments that con-
sumed others. He submitted his 
artwork without comment to let 
it affirm itself in its droll unique-
ness, and otherwise used si-
lence as a strategy (Duchamp 
abstained from the Dada Salon 
of 1920). Relocation to New York 
helped him to achieve this.

Dada in Paris originally ap-
peared in 1965, and was re-
vised and expanded by Anne 
Sanouillet, and translated, for 
this first English edition, by 
Sarmila Ganguly. Beyond the 
main text is a large appendix 
of correspondence between the 
Breton, Picabia and Tzara (al-
ternately effusive, chilly, apolo-
getic), then significant letters 
to others and some additional 
texts of historical interest. There 
follows a useful bibliography of 
books, articles and exhibition 
catalogs sorted by decade.

A reader’s only regret might 
be that examples from the 
short-lived Dada publications 
discussed aren’t present, to il-
lustrate the story of their ram-
bunctious creators, though 
these works may be readily 
available elsewhere. This book 
stands as a formidable piece of 
serious scholarship, a monu-
ment and national archive of 
the Dada movement in France’s 
capital city in its time. And that’s 
exactly the kind of respectable 
edifice the Dadaists resolved 
to disrupt, overturn, burn and 
eradicate.

Interface Fantasy: 
A Lacanian Cyborg 
Ontology
by André Nusselder
The MIT Press, 2009, 176 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262513005

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

This book is an extremely well 
researched and detailed ex-
ploration of the psychological 
nature of cyberspace. If as sug-
gested, cyberspace is a mental 
space, then applying psycho-
analytical theory to analysing 
its social, cultural, and individual 
influences makes a lot of sense. 
Nusselder has undertaken this 
analysis primarily from a Laca-
nian perspective, using a no-
tion central to Lacan’s thought 
that, fantasy is an indispensable 
screen for interaction with the 
world at large. The screen has 
many forms, one of which is now 
the ubiquitous computer screen. 

“What we cannot have in real-
ity, we can have via the fantasy 
screen (of the computer)” (p. 11).

Interface Fantasy: A Lacanian 
Cyborg Ontology is not for the 
faint hearted, nor for the general 
reader. Lacan’s work is com-
plex enough by itself, coupled 
with Nusselder’s own analysis 
this work is a highly complex, 
convoluted intellectual tour de 
force. This is the nature of the 
subject, not Nusselder’s writing 
style. Although the writing flows 
along nicely and is enjoyable 
to read the book at times gets 
bogged down saying the same 
thing from a only a slightly dif-
ferent angle.

The book is divided into six 
chapters, followed by extensive 
Notes, an excellent Bibliography 
and Index.

Chapter 1 – The Question Con-
cerning Technology and Desire

Chapter 2 – The Technologiza-
tion of Human Virtuality

Chapter 3 – Fantasy and the 
Virtual Mind

Chapter 4 – Cyborg Space

Chapter 5 – Displays of the Real: 
Reality as an Effect

Chapter 6 – Mediated Enjoy-
ment, Enjoyed Media

The chapters proceed from in-
troducing Lacan’s relevant psy-
choanalytical theories through 
to examples of avatars as alter 
egos in various virtual spaces. 
Nusselder always keeps his 
central thesis in mind as he 
draws on the greats of philoso-
phy, cybernetics, and psycho-
therapy (Kant, Hegel, Freud, 
Weiner, Saussure, Shannon, 
Merleau-Ponty and so on) to 
support his thesis. “My cen-
tral thesis is that the computer 
screen functions in cyberspace 
as a psychological space — as 
a screen of fantasy. Since the 
world as a database (the matrix) 
cannot appear to us (in cyber-
space) without media that open 
it up (interfaces), I claim, has a 
similar status to that of fantasy 
in Lacanian theory” (p. 5).

Imagination is an important 
factor in psychoanalytical 
discourse that Nusselder dis-
cusses at length, showing Des-
cartes’ dismissal of imagination 
as untenable through to its vital 
importance in cybernetics. La-
can spent much time thinking 
about cybernetics as is evident 
from this quote; “At this point 
we come upon a precious fact 
revealed to us by cybernet-
ics — there is something in the 
symbolic function of human 
discourse that cannot be elimi-
nated, and that is the role played 
in it by the imaginary” (p. 69). 
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Clearly imagination and fantasy 
are closely related whether we 
are conducting psychoanalytical 
analysis from the perspective 
of an electronic screen or via 
speech from the couch. The im-
aginary is one of the three main 
factors Lacan uses to analyse 
human reality. The other two 
are the symbolic and the real.

The fairly recent phenomenon 
of visual avatars functioning in 
virtual worlds has added con-
siderable weight to Nusselder’s 
thesis. He discusses avatars in 
detail in chapter four, along with 
the general concept of embodi-
ment and the various notions of 
what constitutes space or its dis-
solution. Even from a common-
sense interpretation it is not hard 
to see how one’s personal crea-
tion of an avatar draws on fac-
tors from the unconscious and 
as such presents as an alter ego. 
From my own experience ob-
serving avatars in Second Life it 
is highly instructive to note how 
closely an avatar resembles its 
creator sitting on the other side 
of the fantasy screen in so called 
Real Life! I believe there is much 
more room for further research 
in this specific area.

This book also explores why we 
are so attracted to and attached 
to the new media. “Why we love 
our devices, why we are fas-

cinated by the images on their 
screens; and how it is possible 
that virtual images can provide 
physical pleasure” (back cover). 
Interface Fantasy will prove to be 
a valuable asset to the libraries 
of academics working in quite 
disparate fields, and I believe 
has significantly extended our 
understanding of cyberspace, 
new media and the psychoan-
alytical importance of media 
technology.

Cyberculture and 
New Media
by Francisco J. Ricardo (ed.)
Rodopi, 2009, 312 pp.
ISBN: 978-9042025189

Reviewed by John F. Barber, 
Washington State University 
Vancouver

jfbarber@eaze.net

In his 1984 novel Neuromanc-
er, William Gibson described 
cyberspace as “a consensual 
hallucination” (67), a different, 
separate place where computer 
telecommunication technolo-
gies facilitated interactions be-
tween and with human beings, 
vast collections of data, artificial 
intelligences, and quasi-spirit-
ual mythforms. Since then, cy-
berspace has come to signify 
exponential growth in the ca-
pacity of computer, intelligence, 
and virtual reality technologies 
into a global network of com-
puter hardware and software 
linked through communications 
infrastructures that facilitate in-
teractions between distant ac-
tors. Cyberspace is insepara-
ble networks within networks 
that immerse users in interac-
tive, visual, artificial, computer-
generated environments. Once 
an optional extension of digital 
media, cyberspace has become 
a central site for online, compu-
ter-mediated language, crea-

tive, learning, recreational, and 
political interactions—activities 
known as cyberculture—which 
in turn may affect more main-
stream culture.

Cyberculture and New Media, 
edited by Francisco J. Ricardo, 
examines this changed relation-
ship and how it reshapes new 
forms of discourse between self 
and culture beyond what was 
once called virtual. Originally 
papers delivered at the Third 
Global Cybercultures Confer-
ence, Prague, Czech Republic, 
August 2003, these essays ar-
ticulate, on one hand, the empiri-
cal, a portrait of human action 
through digital media, and on 
the other, the aesthetic, a look at 
new media as a field of expres-
sive practices central to human 
engagement.

The book’s first section, The 
Empirical, offers four essays. 
The first, “Formalisms of Digital 
Text” by editor Ricardo, asks 
what evidence supports claims 
that people communicate differ-
ently using digital media than 
through writing, or personal, 
face-to-face contact. A compar-
ative analysis study of sentence 
usage in blogs, email, printed 
text, and speech is detailed. The 
results show a significant varia-
tion in the richness of language 
across these media and sug-
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gest implications for expressive 
forms and uses of digital media.

The essay “Knowledge Building 
and Motivations in Wikipedia: 
Participation as ‘Ba’,” by Shie-
zaf Rafaeli, Tsahi Hayat, and 
Yaron Ariel, suggests that Wiki-
pedia, a collaborative form of 
creating and sharing content, 
experiments with co-building 
of knowledge based on its us-
ers’ motivation to build commu-
nity as well as a shared body 
of knowledge. “On the Way to 
the Cyber-Arab-Culture: Inter-
national Communication, Tel-
ecommunications Policies, and 
Democracy” by Mahmoud Eid, 
speaks to the alleged desire by 
more and more Arabs to use 
cyberspace and new media to 
develop and communicate Arab 
culture, identity, and values. The 
last essay in this section, “The 
Challenge of Intercultural Elec-
tronic Learning: English as Lin-
gua Franca,” by Rita Zaltsman, 
is a study of English used in 
cross-cultural electronic learn-
ing contexts that concludes 
cyberculture can help bridge 
cultural differences because 
students feel they are connect-
ing with one another and talking 
face-to-face in virtual environ-
ments.

The essays collected in “The 
Aesthetic” section will probably 
have most interest to those us-
ing digital media for creative 
endeavors. For example, the 
essay “The Implicit Body,” by 
Nicole Ridgway and Nathaniel 
Stern, argues that interaction in 
cyberspace causes an implicit 
body to emerge alongside an 
unfinished art work; Interaction 
begins a bodily process that is 
always at some point in between 
the sensory and the expressive. 
Another essay, “Cyborg God-
desses: The Mainframe Re-
visited,” by Leman Giresunlu, 
reviews current popular films 
that incorporate an omnipotent 

female figure comprised of both 
good and evil. This approach, 
argues Giresunlu, incites critical 
examination of faith, science, 
technology, self and identity 
formation from a feminist per-
spective and as an alternative to 
more conventional codifications 
of power. Finally, “De-Coloniz-
ing Cyberspace: Post-Colonial 
Strategies in Cyberfiction,” by 
Maria Bäcke, uses topographi-
cal descriptions of cyberspace—
striated space (the information 
highway) and smooth space (the 
web)—to explore how several 
female authors explore power, 
hierarchy and colonization in 
the fictional digital space their 
characters inhabit.

Taken together, the essays 
collected in Cyberculture and 
New Media, speak to a cyber-
culture constantly supplanted by 
technological innovation and a 
restless adaptation, substitution, 
and convergence of art, craft, 
and language. The collection 
seeks to facilitate inter-discipli-
nary projects and inquiry that 
are innovative, imaginative, and 
creatively interactive.

Electronic 
Elsewheres: Media, 
Technology, and 
the Experience of 
Social Space
by Chris Berry, Soyoung Kim, 
and Lynn Spigel (ed.)
University of Minnesota Press, 
2010, 312 pp.
ISBN: 978-0816647378

Reviewed by Martha Patricia 
Niño Mojica

manino@gmail.com

The main chapters are the 
Reconfigured Home, Electron-
ic Publics, The Voice of Jacob: 
Radio’s Role in Reviving a Na-
tion and the Mediated City. The 

book is a collection of essays 
that explains a myriad of topics 
in regards to the problems of 
spaces conjured up and expe-
rienced through media. The text 
also explains how this process 
both constructs and transforms 
what we understand by home, 
community, work, nation, and 
citizenship. It comments on the 
work of authors such as Beat-
riz Colomina, who traces the 
influence of military technolo-
gies on visionary architects. It 
also analyzes the work of a wide 
range of authors such as Walter 
Benjamin, Michel de Certeau, 
Raymond Williams, and Jean 
Baudrillard in order to consider 
how the emergence of television, 
commercial malls, and freeways 
create instances of simulated 
modes of public life. The book 
also highlights the problems 
caused by the migration of peo-
ple living as a hybrid diaspora 
and causing what Chris Berry 
calls “glocalizations”. Thus, ge-
ography and history result im-
portant factors for the compre-
hension of current dislocations 
and deterritorializations. In this 
context it is convenient to review 
the apparent disappearance 
of distance. Satellite television 
tends to blur the line between 
the collective and the domestic. 
The imaginary construction of 
a global city is also discussed. 
Another question exposed in the 
text is what do we understand 
by public space taking as an 
example new documentary in 
China and satellite television 
in Algeria. The relation among 
advertising, the public role of 
religion, and violence in India 
is also explored.

In a more private realm, the 
home is analyzed. The house 
becomes both a cybernetic 
metaphor and a construction 
that can be inhabited in Cyber-
space. In addition, Cyberspace 
becomes itself a virtual geog-
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raphy. For David Morley, it be-
comes a phantasmagoric place 
as electronic media allows the 
realm of the far permeate into 
the realm of the near. Another 
concern of the book is the de-
sign of smart houses in which 
electronic devices such as the 
washing machines, microwaves, 
refrigerators and televisions that 
communicate among them-
selves using special protocols. 
The radical statement discussed 
along the book is that places 
are not represented but created 
through media. This is the way 
electronic elsewheres are cre-
ated. The authors that contrib-
uted to the book include Asu Ak-
soy, Charlotte Brunsdon, Ratiba 
Hadj-Moussa, Tamar Liebes-
Plesner, David Morley, Lisa 
Nakamura, Arvind Rajagopal, 
Kevin Robins, Jeffrey Sconce, 
Marita Strurken, and Shunya 
Yoshimi. It would have been in-
teresting to have a reference to 
the phenomena of the creation 
of other shared virtual spaces, 
such as maps or the virtual and 
mental ideas that we generate 
from a physical place. The book 
is interesting for the persons 
interested in public television 
and electronic media in general.

Cybernetics: 
Art, Design, 
Mathematics — A 
Meta-Disciplinary 
Conversation

C:ADM 2010 — International 
Conference
30 July – 02 August 2010, 
with surrounding events:
29 - 30 July and 03 - 05 
August
EMPAC: Curtis R. Priem 
Experimental Media and 
Performing Arts Center
Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute, Troy, NY, USA

Reviewed by Claudia 
Westermann, Vienna 
University of Technology

info@litra-design.com

Conferences often present a 
unique chance to become ac-
quainted with the latest research 
in a specific field. Yet, the focus 
within the conventional set up is 
on the presentation of results re-
lated to a precedent research. In 
contrast, the international con-
ference “C:ADM 2010 — Cy-
bernetics: Art, Design, Math-
ematics” was an experiment in 
creating a framework capable of 
shifting the focus from results to 
process and, thus, in making the 
conference itself a laboratory for 
research. The event was held 
from July 30 to August 2 of 2010 
at the Experimental Media and 
Performing Arts Center (EM-
PAC) in Troy, New York. Since 
the EMPAC has become well 
known for scheduling a unique 
and innovative program, it pre-
sented a good choice to make 
it the venue for a conference, 
to which the subtitle “A Meta-
Disciplinary Conversation” ex-
plicitly suggested an intention 
to break with convention.

The conference was organized 
by the American Society for Cy-
bernetics (ASC) in conjunction 
with the School of Architecture 
and the above mentioned EM-
PAC at the Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute. It is due to the 
insight and understanding of the 
conference’s architect and al-
ways silently present steersman 

—Ranulph Glanville — as well as 
to the engagement of the other 
organizers [1] who acted on be-
half of these various institutional 
bodies that the experiment in a 
participatory conference was 
successful in transferring the 
conversational model of meet-
ings to a larger scale. A whole 
series of activities before and 
after the main conference was 

important in making the conver-
sational format operate.

Weeks before the main event, 
the conference initiated online 
pre-conversations through its 
social network inspired web 
presence. The site, devised by 
Thomas Fischer was conducive 
in introducing the theme and the 
participatory framework. Prepa-
rations for the conference also 
included the creation of mobile 
objects — so called standards 

— that participants were asked to 
bring to the event. They were in-
tended to serve as an additional 
entry to ideas and interests. On 
site, preceding activities includ-
ed a business meeting of the 
ASC, a workshop on the state 
of cybernetics run by Stuart 
Umpleby, as well as tutorials in 
second order cybernetics. The 
latter were offered by members 
of the ASC and held in three 
parallel sessions. A workshop 
of three days was scheduled to 
succeed the main event. Par-
ticipation in the workshop was 
open to those who were willing 
to engage in the preparation of 
a book dedicated to the con-
ference and its outcomes. The 
framework thus introduced a 
flow of interactions that became 
more dense on the official con-
ference days. It presented itself 
in the conceptual form of a con-
versation.

As Gordon Pask described it, 
and Ranulph Glanville [2] has 
elaborated on, conversation is 
non-deterministic interaction. It 
carries the meaning of learn-
ing. The question however is: 
in which kind of space can it 
develop? How can this space 
be framed?

It makes sense to look at this 
question from the range of 
overlapping viewpoints that 
the organizers had defined as 
art, design and mathematics. 
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Both interested in the borders 
and possibilities of language, art 
and mathematics in this context 
are to be found as counterparts 
in a space that was once de-
signed to let them meet. Within 
the transdisciplinary space of 
second order cybernetics, which 
is essentially concerned with the 
inclusion of the observer into a 
feedback system, questions of 
designing are not exclusively 
related to the disciplines that 
range from architectural to infor-
mation design. They are at the 
core of every activity. Accord-
ingly, the aggregate of roughly 
80 participants in the confer-
ence included researchers 
with a practice or educational 
background in mathematics, art 
and design, yet, also included 
designers in the wider sense, 
with a strong relation to other 
disciplines, such as manage-
ment, physiotherapy, sociology 
and anthropology.

A welcome party, followed by a 
work in progress presentation 
by EMPAC’s artist in residence 
Lars Jan opened the main event. 
It gave a first and impressive 
idea of how the conference may 
be related to its site. Speeches 
including by the local coordi-
nator Ted Krueger and by the 
EMPAC’s director Johannes 
Goebel elaborated further on 
this context on the next morn-
ing, and described the role of 
the EMPAC as a place of ini-
tiation towards practice based 
research.

The conversational part of the 
conference began with a vocal 
rehearsal planned by Aartje Hul-
stein and Ranulph Glanville, and 
moderated by the latter. What 
started out as an exercise in 
singing changing vowels, and 
provoked in me for a short 
moment an allusion to ideas 
of peace in praise, managed 
quickly to make clear that this 

was not intended. With the task 
to catch the changing vowels 
of one’s neighbor, the exercise 
evolved into a strange piece 
of music. Willingness to listen 
and to give space to the other is 
seen as an essential condition 
for conversations to take place 
and to make them dynamic 
events to be remembered. The 
playback of two longer exercis-
es listened/sung in the concert 
hall of the EMPAC allowed for 
an astonishing insight into the 
compositional qualities of con-
versational activity.

The conversation sessions in 
principle followed the structure 
of the introductory exercise. A 
theme and a set of instructions 
served to generate a conver-
sation which was followed by 
the (re-) presentation of the 
conversation. In variation to 
the introductory exercise, the 
conversations took place in 
smaller working groups, and 
the conversation-presentation-
cycle was iterated once. This 
series of events was run through 
twice on the basis of two differ-
ent themes.

Theme 1 was facilitated by Timo-
thy Jachna, and started a set of 
questions related to the terms 

“actual” and “abstract”: “Moving 
from actual to abstract is under-
stood; but how do we move from 
abstract to actual? What are the 
relations between models that 
are conceptual, computational 
and physical? How are the dif-
ferences productive?”

In a short introductory talk, Paul 
Pangaro elaborated on this set 
of questions, and situated the 
theme within the history and 
theory of cybernetics. There-
after, participants split into work-
ing groups for the afternoon, in 
order to refine the theme and to 
develop from it new questions. 
One or more members of the 

group were chosen to serve 
as rapporteur, and the group’s 
results were later presented to 
all participants. The following 
morning session re-addressed 
the theme in the working groups 
and again the results were re-
ported back to all.

Theme 2, facilitated by Chris-
tiane M. Herr, followed the same 
schedule. A talk by Albert Müller 
introduced to a set of questions 
related to “cross-over process-
es” and the “trans-, inter-, or me-
ta-disciplinary subject”.

This was the basic set up. It 
simulated a surprisingly facile 
access to a complex task. As a 
result, it was often astonishing 
how well the framing helped to 
generate meaningful conversa-
tions. The fact that the themes 
were not reduced to one basic 
question was most likely influ-
ential in allowing for the group 
conversations to take very dif-
ferent directions. The themes 
were well chosen to relate to 
the concerns of a theory of con-
versation, and it may be for this 
reason that they performed as 
an initiation to conversation. By 
all means, the framework led 
to a very intense conference, 
which engaged people to listen, 
to contribute, and eventually to 
change their point of view. Many 
of the (re-) presentations were 
entertaining, and theatrical in its 
best sense. They ranged from 
dances to decidedly neutral re-
ports, yet, never failed to com-
municate some of the groups’ 
experiences. While the group 
conversations at times had not 
been without tensions, their 
presentations transmitted that 
at the end most groups had 
learned how to agree to disa-
gree. The keyword “generos-
ity” that Larry Richards once 
used, might best describe the 
atmosphere.
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It is outside the scope of this re-
view to address the particulari-
ties of the many questions and 
statements that were generated 
during the sessions. However, 
both themes generated some 
recurrent notions. Many ques-
tions related to theme 1 were 
about rules and how to play 
them. Theme 2 raised numer-
ous notions related to language 
and metaphor. The material was 
collected on the conference’s 
online blog and served as a 
point of reference during the 
ongoing sessions. In future, it 
may serve as a basis for further 
clarification of the means as well 
as the relevance of cybernetic 
activity in contemporary times.

The conference also included 
presentations that followed 
the conventional conference 
structure. They took place dur-
ing the late evenings of the first 
two conference days, and also 
during one lunch break. Inter-
estingly, within the context of 
the conversational event, there 
was a perceptional shift to the 
presentations. It seemed almost 
as if the themes that people en-
gaged with could be regarded as 
tools to express different kinds 
of conversational energies. The 
contextual change made the 
presentations truly enjoyable 
as an experience in an altered 
point of view.

The sessions closed with a 
tour of the EMPAC, guided by 
Johannes Goebel. He gave a 
detailed account of the build-
ing’s planning and construction 
processes that had generated 
a whole new research related 
to the implementation of a per-
formance technology, flexible 
enough to address the needs 
of the future. The conference 
dinner was highlighted by a 
speech of Ernst von Glasers-
feld. His well constructed talk 
provided also for a summary of 

the past days. If “knowledge”, as 
he says, “is and can only be built 
of concepts that we gather from 
our experiential world”, C:ADM 
2010 international conference 
provided in fact for a singular 
opportunity to get to know what 
Glasersfeld calls a “cybernetic 
principle”: “having no fixed goal 
but being open to all the possi-
bilities that come along”.

The workshop that followed the 
official conference gathered 20 
participants for another three 
days, in order to re-address the 
conversations, to discuss the 
outcomes of the conference, 
and to develop from the mate-
rial, what may again become a 
source of inspiration for further 
research and experience. Peo-
ple engaged in all kinds of activi-
ties that might sound strange to 
those who did not participate in 
the conference. These included 
folding paper boats, as well as 
prototyping paradoxes, and ex-
ercising magic knot tricks with 
ropes. The latter were facilitated 
by Louis Kauffman. Lev Ledit 
used the time of the workshop 
to edit a movie from the material 
that had been recorded by Judy 
Lombardi during the conference. 
It gives an insight into the play-
fulness and the attitude of toler-
ance that guided this conference 
and made it successful in creat-
ing an experimental laboratory 
for research. Both this video and 
the dinner speech by Ernst von 
Glasersfeld, as well as many 
other materials are available 
from the conference website.2

References

[1] See: http://www.asc-
cybernetics.org/2010

[2] See: Ranulph Glanville, “And 
He Was Magic”, in Gordon Pask, 
Philosopher Mechanic, edition 
echoraum, 2007.

Architecture 
& Biomimetics 
Series #3
by Dennis Dollens
Site Books, 2010, 24 pp.
(1) iPhone App.
BioDesign #3: A Pangolin’s 
Guide to Bio-Digital 
Movement in Architecture 
2010. Available via the iTunes 
Store $0.99
(2) Comic Book
The Pangolin’s Guide to 
Bio-Digital Movement in 
Architecture 2010
ISBN: 978-0930829124

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

This review refers to two sepa-
rate forms of Dollens’ latest con-
tribution to the nascent art-sci-
ence of biomimetic architecture. 
The first offering is in the form of 
an iPhone App, the second with 
similar content, is available in 
hard copy as a comic style book.

The iPhone is in my opinion a 
triumph of technology and en-
gineering, the graphic/image 
manipulation capability is sim-
ply astonishing. Even if you are 
not especially into architecture, 
the beauty of Dollens’ digitally 
grown images will enhance your 
iPhone experience, stun your 
friends and help in the preser-
vation of the endangered little 
animal – The Pangolin.

The Pangolin is a small animal 
with beautiful scales, a little like 
an armadillo’s size and shape. 
They live in Africa and in Asia 
where they are under environ-
mental stress from poachers 
who sell the scales on the black 
market. This comic book is ded-
icated to increasing research 
and protection for Pangolins. 
In the Pangolin’s own words, 
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“Grow Buildings! Reforest the 
Cities!” (p. 5)

The Pangolin’s Guide was in-
spired by graphic novels and 
manga, hence the comic book 
style format. An unusual way to 
present serious sustainable ar-
chitecture principles? Perhaps. 
However, as we are continually 
coming to understand, ivory tow-
er academic research, locked 
away from the public’s, scrutiny 
and input, is not the way forward 
to a sustainable global future. 
The lesson of a misinformed 
public, concerning genetically 
altered food, which resulted in 
the prevention of some pos-
sible benefits of this process 
should be noted. What better 
way to inform the general public 
about sustainable building than 
through the iPhone medium and 
comic books? Dollens decided 
to make his ground-breaking 
work available via these low cost 
mediums so as to, “…share pro-
posals, inspire and to trigger fu-
ture thinking and design discus-
sion for the future development 
of bioarchitectural systems.”

Dollens has been experiment-
ing with bio-generative software, 
growing buildings and printing 
3D architectural models for 
many years now. This has re-
sulted in a number of previous 
books [1] most of which I have 
reviewed for Leonardo Reviews 
(see September 2003; January 
2004; June 2005). His main soft-
ware applications are Xfrog and 
Rhino. These allow him to ex-
periment with, and generate new 
structures based on botanic 
samples, which result in digital 
hybrid biostructures. The con-
cept behind biomimetic design 
is to understand how nature has 
solved problems, for example 
utilisation of sunshine (photo-
synthesis), and then apply this 
to the built environment to pro-
duce truly sustainable buildings. 

Architectural sustainability has 
become far more than a band-
aid approach. Future buildings 
must be biologically part of the 
environment, interacting with it 
(and humans) in a fundamental 
and positive way. The planting 
of deciduous trees on the heavy 
sun side of a building is a good 
idea, but BioDesign takes this 
much, much further. The idea is 
to create buildings that are liv-
ing entities, which can process 
environmental information in a 
similar way to living plants, not 
just dead lumps of high-energy-
input materials. The Pangolin 
Guides explain and show many 
of these principles in a most en-
joyable way.

Dollens is not only an inspired 
researcher and experimen-
tal architect but a truly gifted 
pedagogue. He teaches both 
formally at the University in 
Barcelona, Spain and widely 
through his books and publica-
tions. He inspires radical “out-
of-the-box” thinking in the best 
possible way. I actually think 
his work should also be stud-
ied in disciplines quite remote 
from architecture where creative 
solutions to major global chal-
lenges are required. Students 
(and practitioners) in fields such 
as economics, engineering, en-
vironmental science, medicine 
and farming would benefit im-
mensely from Dollens’ approach 
and underlying philosophy to 
problem solving.

The comic book layout is highly 
enjoyable to read, the combina-
tion of text and beautifully col-
oured images help the message 

“sink in” effortlessly. Embedded 
in the visual feast are many truly 
profound observations of nature 
such as the section on spiraling. 
I’ll finish with a quote from page 
six, “Natural spiralling & twirl-
ing (Genetic & Environmental) 
are growth strategies conceptu-

ally understood & sometimes 
viewed across scales – cosmo-
logical to quantum- from galax-
ies, ocean waves, trees, insect 
flight paths to shells, & molecu-
lar orbits. Spirals are the uni-
verse’s embedded locomotion.”
Notes

[1] Exodesic (1999); Genetic 
Architectures/Arquitecturas 
genéticas (2003); D-B.A Digital-
Botanic Architecture (2005)

D-BA 2 Digital-
Botanic 
Architecture 11: 
eTrees, Digital 
Nature, & 
BioArchitecture
by Dennis Dollens
Lumen Inc./Sites Books, 2009, 
72 pp.
ISBN: 978-0930829704

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

Digital-Botanic Architecture 11 
is a follow up volume to DBA-1 
which I reviewed for Leonardo in 
June 2005 (http://www.leonardo.
info/reviews/june2005/d_harle.
html). This book is similar in lay-
out and subject matter, though 
it extends Dollens’ work since 
2005, showing the gradual de-
velopment and increasing so-
phistication of the architectural 
appropriateness of the digital-
botanic concept. It is simply a 
joy to browse through the col-
our illustrations, and marvel at 
the complexity of the computer 
generated forms and 3D models.

Again the book is only a slim 
volume at seventy two pages, 
but lavishly illustrated with 
both black & white and colour 
plates of drawings, screen shots 
and photographs. Some of the 
screen shots are of the software 
applications which Dollens and 
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his students use to produce the 
hybrid digital-botanic-architec-
tural forms. Xfrog, Rhino, Para-
Cloud, Generative Components 
and 3D StudioMax (for render-
ing) are the main applications. 
Each one does a specialist job 
so to speak, the evolving forms 
are exported and imported to 
each appropriate application.

The illustrations are accompa-
nied with short textual expla-
nations and DIY footnote links, 
typical of Dollens’ quirky graphi-
cal imagination (the DIY concept 
is explained in the Addendum), 
this follows Dollens’ main essay, 
eTrees, Digital Nature, & BioAr-
chitecture. (pp. 56 -66) “So why 
not bio-architectural research 
from citizen scientists? Why not 
re-envisioning cities and the ma-
terials of cities? Why not DIY 
digital botanic architecture? I’m 
serious.” (p. 68) Dollens is noth-
ing if not serious, he is commit-
ted to creating the future, not 
wondering what it might be 
like! Being a psychopathologi-
cal DIY person since I was four 
years of age this concept really 
excites me. “We don’t need to 
wait twenty years for Dupont to 
develop a stomata panel dis-
tributed through Home Depot – 
one should be DIY-started and 
tested now.” (p. 63) Hear! Hear!

For those who have little famili-
arity with the digital-botanic con-
cept I will let Dennis explain in 
his own words. “This series 
of experiments with simulated 
digital trees, hybridized into 
architectural elements, illus-
trates botanic forms and their 
morphological and mathemati-
cal attributes applied to design 
systems and structures. Using 
this generative process demon-
strates how the transference of 
some biological properties, held 
in algorithmic notation, such as 
phyllotaxy, allometry, and pho-
totropism, may be inherited by 

architectural and design ele-
ments derived from plant simu-
lations and their corresponding 
biological maths.” (p. 5)

For me the most amazing build-
ing to come out of this research 
is the Self-Shading Tower for 
Los Angeles (p. 22-28). This 
project was started in 2007 
and is ongoing, it develops the 
Monocoque concept, which re-
sults “...in a load-bearing facade 
supporting the building and held 
in compression and tension by 
the fifteen floor planes.” (p. 23) 
As well as also taking on envi-
ronmental performance duties 
these Monocoque panels are 
stunningly beautiful!

As I mentioned in last month’s 
review of Dollens’ BioDesign #3 
iPhone App, and Comic Book. 
Dollens is not only an inspired 
researcher and experimental 
architect but a truly gifted peda-
gogue. He teaches both formally 
at the University in Barcelona, 
Spain (ESARQ - Universitat In-
ternacional de Catalunya) and 
widely through his books and 
publications. He inspires radical 

“out-of-the-box” thinking in the 
best possible way. See also in 
this month’s reviews my review 
of ESARQ’s latest publication 
Arquitecturas Genéticas 111/
Genetic Architectures 111.

I cannot recommend Dollens’ 
work highly enough. The books 
are suitable for most readers, 
highly enjoyable even if you 
don’t want to design buildings, 
and especially relevant — es-
sential reading I would suggest 

— for both architects, students, 
environmental science scholars 
and architecture historians. You 
may start writing the history of 
the future built environment be-
cause Dollens’ work will surely 
be a part of it.

The Spam Book: 
On Viruses, 
Porn, and Other 
Anomalies From 
the Dark Side of 
Digital Culture
by Jussi Parikka and Tony D. 
Sampson (eds.)
Hampton Press, 2009, 320 pp.
ISBN: 978-1572739161

Reviewed by Gary Genosko, 
Lakehead University

genosko@lakeheadu.ca

The editors have set for them-
selves and their contributors a 
post-representational task of 
considerable scope: to over-
come the representation of me-
dia anomalies through categori-
zation, metaphor, analogy, static 
structuration and instead forge 
a new dynamic, technomate-
rialist orientation that regains 
the anomalous object (spam, 
porn, etc.) from its banishment 
into the exclusionary domain of 
irregularity. They gather such 
analyses under the banners of 
assemblage theory and topo-
logical analysis. Anomalous 
objects and events are expres-
sive of their environments and 
they are not reducible to mere 
hindrances subject to filtering. 
Thus the task is not to control but 
rather to map their becomings, 
asking how they work rather 
than defining what they reflect.

There is probably no more ob-
vious connective energy than 
contagions, and the post-rep-
resentational cultural analysis 
begins here. Eschewing good-
bad virus; light-dark side and 
authorized-unauthorized dis-
tinctions, John Johnston consid-
ers that artificial evolution (ALife 
research) blurs such boundaries 
and escapes the representa-
tion of the organic by the digital 
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for the sake of a more fluidly 
biological approach to software 
evolution that imbues the latter 
with adaptivity, self-organization 
and repair thereby eluding the 
command and control paradigm. 
Johnston would have us rethink 
the “bug” in a swarm of lower 
order creatures as “hopefully 
friendly creepers” (p. 38) rather 
than targets of extermination. 
Tony Sampson tackles the prob-
lem of modeling contagions by 
folding system instability over 
stability therein bringing inside 
the hitherto externality of the 
parasite model. He rehabilitates 
the figure of the juvenile virus 
writer for technocultural theory 
and revalorizes a “constitutive 
anomaly” that makes instabil-
ity a key factor of stability in a 
network not given in advance, 
that is, not frozen, but sensi-
tive to growth, uncertainty, and 
vulnerability. This idea of the 
network “in passage” is rich 
and foregrounds the robustness 
of the fragile and, as Luciana 
Parisi adds, the viral in software 
design. Stripping the fiction from 
science, Parisi unleashes a 
veritable swarm of soft, fuzzy, 
blobby, dusty and rubbery small 
components all in the name of 
a variability, discontinuity, and 

“uncomputable relationality” (p. 
73) that may build experience 
into digital architecture. Roberta 
Buiani shows how to produc-
tively and positively reassess 
the potentiality of viruses. She 
puts the emphasis on the unpre-
dictable production of concrete 
possibilities by viruses across a 
field of action that induces “indi-
viduals to ‘become viral’ them-
selves” (p. 100).

An elegant editorial segue into a 
cluster of papers on bad objects 
features Parikka’s treatment of 
an Internet art virus as “simu-
lacrum of the general viral dis-
course” (p. 113) that introduces 
extra-discursive visualizations 

of viruses magnified as infotain-
ment and other cultural ephem-
era (newspaper graphics and 
t-shirts). Parikka adds aesthesis 
to calculation in the viral assem-
blage in order to highlight the 
important role of finding tools 
that may be used to reshuffle 
media archives. Steve Good-
man liberates sonic spam in the 
form of glitch music from arid art 
spaces into dance music and 
rhythmic mutation, while Mat-
thew Fuller and Andrew Goffey 
announce strategems for an evil 
media studies that is refractory 
of meaning, sophistical, seduc-
tive, bug-friendly and at home in 
sub-semiotic registers.

Susanna Paasonen’s medita-
tion on porn spam, focusing 
on record sizes and fucking 
machines, initiates the porno 
cluster and reflects directly 
on the varied associations of 
‘anomaly’ and the post-penile 
machinic denaturalizing of 
the heteronormative. Katrien 
Jacobs pursues the excesses of 
pornography through realcore, 
expansion morphs, Japanese 
hentai and warporn, ultimately 
seeking ways to escape macho 
violence through S&M. While 
Dougal Phillips asks after the 
economies of desire in porn 
file-sharing and whether the 
screens that manifest intensities 

will survive the earth’s implosion 
in any way other than strictly in 
theory. The censorship section 
contains elegant technical arti-
cles by Greg Elmer on the robot 
exclusion protocol, cannily de-
ployed by government and busi-
ness or ignored by spambots, 
and Richard Rogers’ discussion 
of Internet censorship research 
techniques that pursue more 
dynamical-circulatory methods 
of discovery: hyperlink analysis, 
redistributed blocked content, 
and re-routing via proxy servers.

The book concludes with a coda 
by Alexander R. Galloway and 
Eugene Thacker. If this centu-
ry will be “the era of standards 
of identification” (p. 259), then 
the radical task of post-repre-
sentational thought is to find 
ways of disappearing, to exist 
without representation. To this 
end a Surrealist conception of 
narcoleptic operations is prof-
fered. Spam is, it turns out, is 
poetically liberatory.

Engineering Play: 
A Cultural History 
of Children’s 
Software
by Mizuko Ito
The MIT Press, 2009, 224 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262013352

Communities of 
Play: Emergent 
Cultures in 
Multiplayer Games 
and Virtual Worlds
by Celia Pearce and 
Artemesia
The MIT Press, 2009, 336 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262162579

Reviewed by Michael R. 
(Mike) Mosher, Saginaw 
Valley State University
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These two books are about two 
different kinds of game software. 
The first documents the users of 
educational games, where kids 
learn while playing games in-
fused with prescribed curricular 
content. The second book en-
larges a personal story of what 
adults learned while playing, 
recognizing and commenting 
upon their own behavior and 
their commitment to their par-
ticular virtual neighborhood. 
Both are welcome additions to 
the corpus of software studies.

In the first chapter of Engineer-
ing Play, Mizuko Ito discusses 
her methodology and research 
sites, Boys and Girls Clubs in 
California’s Silicon Valley and 
the San Francisco peninsula, 
and some in southern California. 
The second chapter is informed 
by the many years of experienc-
es of Ann Piestrup McCormick, 
co-founder of the Learning Com-
pany, San Diego and other de-
velopers. This reviewer remem-
bers an engaging lecture, about 
fifteen years ago, to BayCHI in 
Palo Alto, a regional chapter of 
the Association of Computing 
Machinery’s Computer-Human 
Interaction organization. That 
evening McCormick showed a 
prototype for adult reading soft-
ware that memorably included 
an image of Susan Greene’s 
mural on a San Francisco so-
cialist bookstore.

Subsequent chapters provide 
astute analysis of the marketing 
of educational games, and the 
subtle, often class-based mean-
ings that their advertisements 
convey. Ito is an attentive ob-
server and recorder of the chil-
dren’s interactions with games 
like Magic School Bus Explores 
the Human Body or The Island 
of Doctor Brain. Most fun are the 
instances of kids hacking the 

system, purposefully creating 
unnatural disasters to their con-
structed metropolitan agglom-
erations in SimCity, perhaps as 
much to provoke consternation 
in the grad student researchers 
monitoring them as out of sheer 
joy at watching things go boom. 
It’s amusing how the kids sub-
vert the pedagogical potential 
of SimCity to shape careful and 
responsible city planners, as 
they create cataclysmic disas-
ters just for the heck of it. This 
may be as an outlet for inchoate 
anger at parental and school 
authority, or an innate human 
pleasure in explosions and fire.

There aren’t de-urbanizing 
explosions to be found there, 
but Celia Pearce is the impas-
sioned player at the center of her 
book, Communities of Play. Af-
ter the multi-player avatar world 
called Uru: Ages Beyond Myst 
was shut down, still-loyal play-
ers rebuilt it at There.com. She 
details the concerted migration 
(their “diaspora”) of participants 
from one commercial online so-
cial world to others, after the 
original owners pulled the plug, 
leaving only a terse error mes-
sage onscreen. Player-driven 
Uru recreations in There.com, 
and then Second Life, were built 
upon their shared collective 
memories, adapting—as exiles 

always do—to the circumstanc-
es of their new home. Some-
times brand loyalty is created 
and then cavalierly thrown away, 
for Uru’s owners were unaware 
of the participants’ loyalty to the 
peaceful, convivial, industrious 
arena. Theirs was a place where 
players could creatively invent 
polo games with themselves 
(hey, you can’t hurt an avatar) 
as the balls.

Pearce contextualizes her an-
thropological approach to her 
material, and reads with sensi-
tivity the various contradictions 
to be found in the study of adult 
play communities, whether virtu-
al or corporeal. She maps them—
MUDs, MMOGs, MMOWs—
and their characteristics, with 
special interest in co-created, 
open-ended metaverses. Her 
term “Paidaic” for them inten-
tionally evokes classical public 
life, whose emergent cultural 
forms include not only play but 
also milestone rituals like wed-
dings.

With bemusement she tells of 
the limited choices in construct-
ing female avatars, whom all 
seem to come out looking like 
collegiate Lara Crofts. Pearce 
peppers her book with postings 
by Uru participants, whom all 
bear Tolkienesque monikers 
like Tristan, Raena and Aria 
of Katran. The book is well il-
lustrated with numerous black 
and white screenshots. There 
is genuine passion, loss, and 
mourning felt by these wander-
ing Uru players for their online 
homelands and avatar selves 
within. Evidence of the personal 
investment people had in their 
Uru avatars is how Pearce 
shares co-authorship with 
hers, Artemesia. This seems 
a bit precious, since Pearce 
doesn’t convincingly prove the 
avatar ever acts independently 
of her; surprisingly sometimes, 
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perhaps. If she’s concerned with 
letting fellow Uru participants 
know that Artemesia’s human 
wrote this book, “Celia Pearce 
a.k.a. Artemesia” might’ve been 
a sufficient byline.

Authors Ito and Pearce look to 
ethnography as an immersive 
methodology of research and 
participation. Both books are at-
tentive to gender issues in edu-
cational game and online recre-
ational participation. Therefore 
it seems odd that there’s little 
citation of 1990s girls’ games 
researcher-qua-entrepreneur 
Brenda Laurel (a single men-
tion of Computers as Theater 
in Pearce). Nor is there any of 
contemporary academic game 
developer Mary Flanagan. Here 
the reader resists making snide 
parental comments about time 
spent in online game play vs. in 
the university library.

Now Is the Time: 
Art & Theory in the 
21st Century
by Christel Vesters (coord. 
ed.)
Jelle Bouwhuis, Ingrid 
Commandeur, Gijs Frieling, 
Margriet Schavemaker, 
Domeniek Ruyters (eds.)
NAi Publishers, 2009, 192 pp.
ISBN: 978-9056627218

Reviewed by Ian Verstegen

ianverstegen@yahoo.com

Now Is the Time: Art & Theory in 
the 21st Century is the result of 
a series of lectures and debates 
held at the Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam, and now published 
under one cover. The book has 
seven sections written by Euro-
pean and American scholars 
and artists, hosted mostly by 
Dutch moderators. The format 
is always two speakers on the 

same topic, with a short pub-
lished public exchange. In gen-
eral, the participants are a mix 
of viewpoints, Marxist to post-
modern, which bring together 
a variety of approaches under 
the banner of overall social con-
cern. The result is a very effec-
tive book for teaching students 
in the arts and humanities with 
up to the minute interventions 
on a variety of important topics.

The book begins with a generally 
political focus and, then, moves 
into more specific themes. The 
span of the essays is quite wide, 
and it is difficult to bring any 
order to the rich and thought-
provoking collection. Never-
theless, it is possible to isolate 
certain themes. The beginning 
essays generally posit art pro-
duction in a system of global 
capitalism whose diversity and 
inclusiveness conceals inequity, 
and whose characteristics are 
shared by distressing elements 
of contemporary life, particularly 
terrorism.

Thus, Terry Eagleton and Bo-
rys Groys (“Faith”) both point 
in different ways how the im-
age of faith operative today is 
independent of belief (Eagle-
ton) or science (Groys). Faith, 
whether in western or Islamic 
fundamentalist, is content to use 

repetition of ritual – which fits 
strangely effectively with digital 
media – without recourse to rea-
son. Similarly, W. J. T. Mitchell 
and artist Sean Snyder show 
echoes between American and 
terrorist practices, in Mitchell’s 
case the uses of “biodigital” 
practices (iconoclasm and de-
capitation) while Snyder looks 
at the hardware and presenta-
tion techniques terrorists have 
used for their recruitment videos. 
Both argue, at different levels, 
against regarding acts as sav-
age at the risk of understanding 
their core logic.

Turning to “Globalization,” Ju-
lian Stallabrass and Hanrou Hu 
treat that global transformations 
of expanded art markets and 
new biennials is only apparently 
liberating. New artists and art 
capitals have emerged but to 
serve the new global rich and 
in different ways they expose 
the backside of spectacularly 
staged global capitalism. Here, 
the focus of the section, “De-
sign,” well fits in. Although Rick 
Poyner has more hope for “criti-
cal design,” a critical, self-initi-
ated kind of design that resists 
the industry and embraces gal-
lery and art practices, Camiel 
van Winkel notes that Art has 
increasingly since the 1980s 
assimilated the twin goals of 

“visibility” and “professionalism.” 
The artist makes art that is easy 
to understand, presented as an 
ethical mandate of constructive 
communication.

The pair of essays on “Canon” 
– by Robert Nelson and curator 
Ruth Noack – address issues 
of “Globalization” in that both 
seek ways to forefront construct-
ed meaning in the contempo-
rary curatorial scene. Nelson 
positively considers the role of 
canons in our understanding of 
the world, a way of organizing 
collective agency. Noack, cura-
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tor of documenta 12, accepted 
the historical embeddedness 
of the contemporary art shown 
there and she positioned her-
self frankly as a constructor of 
a canon. In the end, she and 
Nelson see canon formation as 
a social negotiation that indi-
viduals should consciously take 
part in. Turning to “Media,” Kaja 
Silverman and Laura Marks ad-
dress mediality in historical and 
contemporary art. Silverman 
uses a Leonardo exhibition to 
reflect on media, as Marks does 
of Islamic art. Silverman is in-
terested in the way in which the 
clear genealogy of Leonardo 
and progeny is frustrated in a 
constant state of metamorpho-
sis, a fact underscored by the 
postmodern artistic practice of 
James Coleman, whose ephem-
eral installation – which has left 
no trace – accompanied the Le-
onardo show.

The last section, “Romanti-
cism,” is a fitting conclusion to 
the book, because Romanticism 
in this sense is another way of 
saying modernity and Jos de 
Mul and Jörg Heiser locate our 
position, “now,” in the title of the 
book. Giving a genealogy of ro-
mantic ideas, de Mul endorses 
Schiller’s definition of romantic 
desire as an “eternal oscillation 
between enthusiasm and irony.” 
Heiser seeks out more artists 
to explore a similar opposition 
between romanticism and con-
ceptualism. Good art combines 
both. For de Mul, the path be-
tween enthusiasm and irony is a 

“tightrope.” For both, instructively, 
this means that we are neither 
modern nor postmodern. In light 
of the global focus of the book as 
a whole, this suggests that op-
positional discursive practices 
won’t save us but those moored 
in modernity itself that haven’t 
left us and indeed inform the 
rest of the world’s activities.

Time, Memory, 
Consciousness 
and the Cinema 
Experience: 
Revisiting Ideas on 
Matter and Spirit
by Martha Blassnigg
Rodopi, 2009, 254 pp.
ISBN: 978-9042026407

Reviewed by Anthony Enns, 
Dalhousie University

anthony.enns@dal.ca

Martha Blassnigg’s Time, Mem-
ory, Consciousness and the Cin-
ema Experience represents a 
significant contribution to media 
philosophy—a field that employs 
philosophical concepts to un-
derstand the function of media 
technologies. Blassnigg’s pri-
mary argument is that cinema 
provides a way of understanding 
cognitive processes that closely 
parallels the theories of French 
philosopher Henri Bergson, and 
Bergson’s concepts are par-
ticularly relevant today as they 
offer a valuable alternative to 
the predominantly materialist 
approach to cinema employed 
by contemporary film scholars.

Blassnigg begins by discussing 
the connections between the 
cinema experience and the con-
cept of duration. According to 
Bergson, time is perceived not 
as a series of isolated moments 
or “simultaneities” but rather as 
an accumulation of remembered 
events. This theory is also the 
basis of Bergson’s distinction 
between intellect and intuition: 
intellect perceives spatial rela-
tions, or material objects in the 
present (simultaneities), while 
intuition perceives temporal 
relations, and it is thus linked 
to the past and to the spiritu-
al (duration). Cinema specta-
tors similarly perceive film as 

an accumulation of sequential 
images rather than a series of 
individual frames, as each im-
age builds on the images that 
preceded it: “The perceiver’s 
mind is continually stimulated 
to draw memory-images from 
the depth of pure memory in 
order to recognize, recollect and 
recreate in the sense-making 
of the filmic image sequences” 
(178). The cinema experience 
can thus be described as “a 
deep immersion within time, as 
an experience of durée” (195), 
and “it is the qualitative dimen-
sion of lived duration that facili-
tates a sympathetic immediacy 
through which the cinema ex-
perience becomes intuitive and 
‘spiritual’” (192). By encourag-
ing spectators to draw connec-
tions between the present and 
the past, in other words, cinema 
effectively stages the interplay 
between intellect and intuition, 
matter and spirit.

Blassnigg expands on this the-
ory by examining several other 
proto-cinematic technologies 
that similarly reflect a spiritual 
or intuitive notion of conscious-
ness. Etienne-Jules Marey’s 
chronophotographs, for exam-
ple, appear to contradict Berg-
son’s argument because they 
only capture discrete moments 
in time rather than an accumula-
tion of past experiences. While 
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Bergson “saw that the confined 
conception of time as measur-
able quantity limited a full un-
derstanding of the extensive di-
mensions of consciousness in 
the experience of duration” (81), 
for example, “Marey understood 
time purely scientifically as a 
mathematical, measurable and 
homogeneous quantity” (80). 
Blassnigg adds, however, that 
Marey emphasized the limita-
tions of sensory perception, and 
he attempted to break move-
ments down into single frames 
precisely because this was a 
form of perception that was for-
eign to consciousness. Blass-
nigg thus concludes that “it is 
not the figures in themselves, 
but the invisible movements in 
between the states that consti-
tute the very forces that Marey 
sought to study” (147). While 
Marey’s chronophotographs 
isolate one modality of time, 
in other words, his work also 
reinforces the notion that time 
is perceived internally as du-
ration, and therefore Bergson 
and Marey simply “took very dif-
ferent approaches to venture 
into the unknown and invisible” 
realm of consciousness, intui-
tion, and spirituality (135).

Blassnigg’s third and final ex-
ample is Aby Warburg’s Mne-
mosyne Atlas, a collage of “art 
reproductions…newspaper 
clippings, geographical maps, 
advertisements, astrological 
charts, play cards, images of 
coins, stamps or emblems” (143) 
that similarly reflects Bergson’s 
notion of consciousness. War-
burg was less interested in the 
images themselves than their 
relation to each other, so he con-
stantly reorganized his collage 
in different ways. Like Bergson, 
therefore, Warburg “understood 
movement as the very emer-
gence of motion, dynamics 
and underlying energy of the 
creative processes of art” (150). 

Blassnigg refers to this dynamic 
energy as the “affective power” 
of images, which “lies in the per-
ceptual tensions of conscious-
ness within the beholder” (167). 
The key connection between 
Bergson, Marey, and Warburg, 
in other words, is that they all 
recognize how images facilitate 
mental experiences or cogni-
tive processes by illustrating the 
constant oscillation between the 
present and the past, intellect 
and intuition, matter and spirit: 

“While Marey acknowledged the 
underlying dynamism, core to 
his research, for Bergson the 
underlying forces could not be 
described nor expressed, never 
be measured, but only lived and 
relived through experience. This 
was the ingenious intervention 
of Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas 
as a gestural catalogue of an 
exemplary cultural history; to 
create a platform for accessing 
these invisible, intangible forces 
beyond or rather between the 
images” (166-167).

Blassnigg’s book draws some 
fascinating connections be-
tween Bergson’s philosophical 
concepts and the cinema ex-
perience, and Bergson’s theo-
ries seem particularly relevant 
to cinema as he employed cin-
ematic metaphors to explain 
his own notion of conscious-
ness: “Whether we would think 
becoming, or express it, or 
even perceive it, we hardly do 
anything else than set going a 
kind of cinematograph inside us” 
(87). It would have been helpful, 
however, to explain how Berg-
son’s concepts relate to other 
theories of cinema and con-
sciousness, such as the work 
of Hugo Münsterberg and the 
field of psychophysics. Although 
Blassnigg mentions Münster-
berg’s work in her discussion of 
physiological optics, it remains 
unclear whether psychophys-
ics complements or contradicts 

Bergson’s approach. In her con-
clusion, Blassnigg suggests that 
Bergson’s theories can also be 
understood in a “political sense 
as means for action” (204). This 
is a compelling claim, but it re-
mains unclear how the forego-
ing discussion of time, intuition, 
and spirit might be interpreted in 
political terms. Blassnigg also 
claims that Bergson’s theo-
ries support the “empowering 
agency of the spectators’ ac-
tive engagement” (12), which 
is the basis of reception studies, 
yet she emphasizes that this 
approach moves beyond “the 
cultural or socio-economic per-
spectives of reception studies” 
(15). It remains unclear, there-
fore, how a media philosophical 
approach would be of any use to 
the study of cinema audiences. 
The implication seems to be that 
cinema extends consciousness, 
thus enabling spectators to in-
tuitively imagine virtual worlds 
that offer alternatives to existing 
political and economic condi-
tions, but this argument is not 
fully articulated.

Relationscapes: 
Movement, Art, 
Philosophy
by Erin Manning
The MIT Press, 2009, 268 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262134903

Reviewed by Martha 
Blassnigg, University of 
Plymouth

martha.blassnigg@gmail.com

Relationscapes by Erin Man-
ning addresses a wide range 
of movement analysis and key 
terms in movement studies 
(such as elasticity, intensity, 
inflection, porosity, interval, 
hesitation, etc.) in the context 
of a philosophical framework 
with focus on philosophies of 
immanence. It exercises a crea-
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tive synthesis of Whitehead’s 
and Deleuze and Guattari’s 
thought. In particular it builds 
on Bergson’s and James’ con-
ception of perception as activ-
ity and creative event in the 
spectrum between what Man-
ning refers to as “objectness” 
(or Heidegger’s terms “world-
ing”) and experience. She in-
troduces the concept of preac-
celeration as a way to address 
a vocabulary of movement that 
foregrounds incipience rather 
than displacement. Through this 
the author draws on aspects of 
Bergson’s conception of motion 
as duration (durée) prior to the 
emergence of form, as force or 
dynamism of qualitative states 
that underlie creativity prior to 
actualization in various forms 
of expression.

Informed by the works and 
thoughts of dancers such as 
Merce Cunningham, William 
Forsythe, Mark Coniglio, Scott 
de Lahunta, and Antonio Ca-
murri, Relationscapes proposes 
a thinking and writing of ideas on 
movement from a practice-led 
perspective through the filters of 
sensation and personal reflec-
tion. In doing so it addresses 
phenomena of movement prior 
to actualization from different 
disciplinary contexts. These 
include key figures in 19th cen-
tury scientific visual movement 
studies by glossing the innova-
tive work by the French physi-
ologist Étienne-Jules Marey. A 
similar treatment is applied to 
the animation films by Norman 
McLaren, Leni Riefenstahl’s 
films, David Sprigg’s Sculptures 
and examples of contemporary 
Aboriginal art. Her treatment al-
lows Manning to draw in refer-
ences to the aspect of neural 
necessity of causal efficacy in 
mental health, and to propose 
a body-emergent technogenetic 
in the relationscapes of dance in 
the context of new media tech-

nologies.

The deductive modality in the 
development of the argument for 
pre-acceleration provides the ra-
tional for the choices of the ma-
terials discussed, which is a pity, 
since this concept potentially 
could have been much more 
firmly situated and emerged 
from within the materials pre-
sented. Consequently Relation-
scapes does not treat historic 
material on its own terms or in 
its specific relational context of 
the time. This is important since 
as in the case of Étienne-Jules 
Marey’s work, for example, there 
is first hand evidence to use. In-
stead Manning overlays contem-
porary continental philosophical 
terminology, occasionally ref-
erenced, onto original creative 
thinking that informs a number 
of works, which to some degree 
are arbitrarily chosen.

Although this way of working 
might be regarded as a radi-
cal interpretation of Deleuze’s 
conception of philosophy, the 
reader needs to be critically 
informed about these original 
works and the philosophical 
concepts applied in order to 
detect the subtle moves by the 
author; a demand made more 
difficult since mostly they are not 
clearly demarked or referenced 
through established academic 

conventions. Whilst this might 
be seen as a lack of academic 
clarity, however, this is clearly 
not the foremost concern of 
the book. Rather it seems to 
attempt to invent a new kind of 
language of expression, one 
that uses words and terms as 
markers for a dynamic of ideas 
that is constantly in move and in 
change. Almost like a new form 
of expression for dance it holds 
up a temporary framework of ref-
erence in order to grasp an idea 
in anticipation of its next step 

– ‘pre-acceleration’ ad verbum.

In order to grasp the meaning 
of some of the ideas proposed, 
pre-requisites for a critical read-
ing are both a sophisticated pri-
or knowledge of the terms and 
philosophical ideas discussed, 
along with an easy approach 
to the rigor and original frame-
works of these ideas. This is a 
challenging conflict to balance, 
and it can be expected that each 
reader will undergo a slightly 
different experience depending 
on her prior knowledge, motiva-
tion and ability to let a creative 
flow overtake sensory percep-
tion and reasoning. An exer-
cise, which in this reviewer’s 
experience, fluctuated between 
informed creative writing and 
moments in which ideas take a 
line of flight. Although insight-
ful, the work, as such, remains 
inconclusive, since the method 
applied could potentially be ex-
tended to any object, anything 
alive with movement. As Man-
ning concludes in one chapter: 

“Relationscapes abound.”

Beyond the Screen. 
Transformations of 
Literary Structures, 
Interfaces and 
Genres
by Jörgen Schäfer and Peter 
Gendolla (eds.)
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Transcript, 2010, 568 pp.
ISBN: 978-3837612585

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Based on a Siegen conference 
of 2008, this book is the fruit 
of a transatlantic collaboration 
between mainly German and 
US based scholars in the field 
of electronic literature. It brings 
together researchers linked to 
the ELO (Electronic Literature 
Organization) and the immer-
sive laboratory called the ‘Cave’ 
at Brown University on the one 
hand and new media and me-
dium theory specialist from 
various German universities 
on the other hand, although in 
a very open and inclusive spirit 
(of course certain teams and 
countries are underrepresented, 
but this flaw is difficult to avoid in 
such a creative and burgeoning 
field as e-literature). Moreover, 
since the book is much more 
than just the proceedings of the 
conference, it finds its place in a 
larger publication program con-
ducted by the two editors, who 
have been dramatically produc-
tive in the last few years, with im-
pressive collective publications 
both in English and in German 
with the same publisher).

It is a pleasure to observe that 
this very heavy book with nu-
merous contributors and a wide 
range of topics, has neverthe-
less a clear focus. Its aim is to 
study the future of electronic 
literature following three major 
lines, on which I shall return 
immediately. By stressing the 
notion of electronic literature, 
the editors make a clear state-
ment on the (relative) autono-
my of textual and more specifi-
cally literary production within 
the broader field of new me-
dia studies and digital culture 
studies. Despite its apparent 

simplicity, such is statement 
is courageous and refreshing, 
since it goes against the grain 
of the current doxa of media 
hybridization and the blurring 
of boundaries between all the 
media and sign systems that 
can be communicated through 
a digital channel. E-literature is 
not seen as the integration of the 
thing formerly called literature in 
the new heaven of Computer-
land. Second, by stressing the 
importance of the future of e-
literature, the editors do not only 
express their belief in the fact, 
which is far from being accepted 
by all specialists, that literary 
writing has a future on the Net 
(and beyond), they also accept 
the idea that we one now have 
a solid basis for the study of e-
literature and that it is therefore 
no longer necessary to reopen 
old discussions on the definition 
of electronic literature. Rather 
than reopening the case made 
by authors such as N. Katherine 
Hayles in her book Electronic 
Literature (2008; a publication 
sponsored by the ELO and now 
broadly implemented in college 
teaching), the priority is now to 
see what e-literature represents 
today and how it shapes our lit-
erary mind and expectations.

Beyond the Screen is organized 
in three sections. In the first sec-
tion, “Beyond the Screen”, the 

editors have gathered the es-
says that analyze e-literature’s 
‘expanded field’, i.e. the expan-
sion of the text in a temporal 
and spatial environment that 
is no longer limited to the 2D-
surface of the computer screen 
(the very interesting of ‘locative 
media’ works, using for instance 
GPS technology, are among the 
most speaking illustrations of 
this new tendency). In the sec-
ond part, “Beyond Genre”, one 
finds a number of contributions 
that question aspects of literary 
taxonomies and genre classifi-
cations (most examples here 
take as their primary focus the 
question of digital poetry, where-
as one would have expected 
a more thorough discussion of 
less recognized genres such 
as videogames). In the last sec-
tion, “Beyond the Library” –for 
me the most interesting part of 
the whole book–, Schäfer and 
Gendolla make room for very 
basic but also very essential 
interrogations on the storage, 
preservation, archiving, re-
production, editing, disclosing, 
classifying, and publishing of 
electronic sources. Often dis-
carded as merely technological, 
these questions prove however 
to be so fundamental that one 
can only accept with great joy 
the new prominence that is be-
ing given to them in debates 
that aim to be in the very first 
place cultural and directed to-
ward a broad debate (as is dem-
onstrated by the astonishingly 
clear language of all the texts 
of this collection).

In general, the reading of this 
volume is very rewarding. The 
cultural, aesthetic, and social 
stakes of the discussions are 
clearly marked, and the help-
ful editorial hand of Schäfer 
and Gendolla makes that the 
unusual length of this publica-
tion is never felt as a handicap 
(though the very wealth of the 
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material might have required a 
general index, which is missing 
now). The organization of the 
collection is clever, although 
slightly out of balance. In this 
regard, the very presence of 
the second question on genre 
problems comes as a little sur-
prise, for the type of questions 
that are raised here do not seem 
very specific of e-writing and 
e-literature: any form of innova-
tive cultural production since 
more than a century has had 
a similar agenda. If the strong 
insistence on e-writing’s ‘liter-
ariness’ should be welcomed, 
a minor point of the volume is 
that too many essays, however 
interesting they may be in other 
regards, do not respect enough 
this thematic focus, expanding 
the scope of research too much 
in the direction of visual arts, 
new media arts, performance 
arts, etc. It is clear that such 
reframing of digital literature is 
useful and perhaps inescapable, 
but it appears a little at odds 
with the strong claim in front of 
a more strictly literary approach.

What has bothered me as well is 
the difficulty of defining literature 
itself. Time and again, literature 
is defined in very general terms, 
which do not really clarify the 
object that is at the center of the 
book. Just one example: ‘If we 
do not understand the poetical 
only as an effect of literary pro-
cedures –in Roman Jakobson’s 
sense of “poetic function”– but 
as a re-projection of socio-his-
torical and technical conditions 
of the body to its sensual self-
perceptions, then (…)’ (p. 56). 
There may be good reasons to 
consider Jakobson’s definition 
as insufficient, for instance in 
its ignoring of the body and the 
interaction of body and speech 
technology, yet the alternative 
that is being formulated here 
does hardly help solve the ques-
tion that triggered the very ar-

gument of Jakobson, namely 
the distinction between poetic 
and non-poetic language and 
the best ways of describing it. 
The limits of Jakobson’ poetic 
function are not superseded by 
the new approach that should 
accept the challenge to rede-
fine poeticity in a formal manner 
within the new and more satis-
fying framework that we are in 
need of when being confronted 
with unclassifiable examples of 
electronic writing. The lack of 
any real definition of what lit-
erature actually may be, makes 
also that most contributions are 
more descriptive than evaluative 
(with some notable and very re-
freshing exceptions, such as the 
essays by Noah Wardrip-Fruin 
and.Roberto Simanowski). Yet 
the need of a critical assess-
ment of what is currently being 
produced is a real issue –and 
one should at least raise it, even 
if one rejects the classic criteria 
and ready-made arguments that 
help distinguish between the 
good, the bad and the ugly. As 
Joseph Tabbi’s article clearly 
demonstrates, there are even 
very good reasons to refuse to 
take part in this aesthetic dis-
cussion, but at least his con-
tribution foregrounds in an ex-
emplary matter what is at stake 
in this kind of debate. Finally, 
one should notice also that in 
this volume there is after all not 
much theory or, to put things 
more precisely, not much theo-
retical debate. Of course most 
authors define very plainly the 
framework that they are us-
ing, but in almost all cases this 
framework is just mentioned, 
instead of being critically chal-
lenged or discussed as well. 
ANT, for instance, which runs 
through the whole book, might 
have deserved a more thorough 
theoretical conversation, for af-
ter all it is not a method often 
used in discussions on poetry, in 
the aesthetic sense of the word 

–and literary scholars can only 
take their advantage from this 
kind of discussions. The same 
applies to the use of cognitive 
theories, reading-response the-
ories or theories of knowledge. 
All these questions are being 
treated in traditional literary 
(i.e. print-oriented) scholarship 
as well, and the dialogue with 
the insights, the doubts, and 
the interrogations of this more 
traditional body of theory might 
have been very interesting. It is 
missing now, but that doesn’t 
mean that there shouldn’t be 
room for it in the continuation 
of Schäfer and Gendolla’s work 
in progress.

The Readies
by Bob Brown
Edited by and with an 
afterword by Craig Saper
Rice University Press, 2009, 
96 pp.
ISBN: 978-0892630226

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Bob Brown’s ‘The Readies’, a 
1930 avant-garde manifesto 
written in the US by a prolific 
author and published at his 
expense in a very small copy 
run in Germany, has longtime 
been a mythical text, often men-
tioned, rarely quoted in a more 
than allusive manner, almost 
never really read, even by the 
specialists of Modernism (in this 
regard, Brown’s position is not 
deprived of analogies with that 
of the Belgian founder of docu-
mentalism, Paul Otlet, whose 
ideas on the universal library, 
now rediscovered due to the ef-
forts of his biographer Françoise 
Levie, came two decades be-
fore Vannevar Bush’s ‘How We 
Might Think’). A forerunner of 
all kind of photographical and 
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electronic ways of reading and 
writing literature, from the mi-
crofilm to the iPad and many 
other devices, Brown’s amazing 
speculations and cultural think-
ing can now finally be read and 
discussed thanks to the efforts 
of many people: first, scholars 
such as Michael North, who 
have recently contributed to 
the new interest in the figure 
of Bill Brown (a bigger than life 
character, whose multiple activi-
ties in the field of the publishing 
industry merit an in-depth analy-
sis in themselves); second, the 
series editors of the important 
‘Literature by Design Series’ at 
Rice University Press, Jerome 
McGann and Nicholas Frankel, 
who give a new life to literary 
works of the period 1880-1930 
that foreground the book and the 
visual nature of language (the 
key role of typography in Mod-
ernism has been obscured by 
contemporary reprints and trade 
editions, but is now again gain-
ing large critical attention); third, 
the editor of this volume, Craig 
Saper, who not only wrote a brief 
illuminating essay for the book, 
but who offers on the website 
www.readies.org an electronic 
simulation of the machine im-
agined, yet not realized, by Bill 
Brown (as so many visionaries 
ahead of their times, the author 
of ‘The Readies’ could only im-
agine the revolutionary force of 
his ideas, which have now more 
or less entered mainstream cy-
berculture).

The readies, a term coined by 
Brown in his manifesto, refer to 
the technical and cultural revolu-
tion that has modified both the 
word and the image in the early 
20th Century, when first the cin-
ema and then radio produced 
new forms of communication 
that, according to Brown, were 
about to make the traditional 
book totally obsolescent. New-
er forms, better adapted to the 

speed of modern life, had to 
be invented, and the reading 
machine imagined by Brown 
was clearly one such example. 
The readies were imagined as 
a machine that would print type 
microscopically on a transpar-
ent tissue roll while enabling 
the reader to unroll it at his or 
her preferred speed beneath 
a strong magnifying glass. At 
the same time, the readies were 
also the texts registered on the 
ribbon put in front of the magni-
fying glass.

Clearly linked to Futurism’s fas-
cination with speed and influ-
enced by Vorticist craving for 
visual synthesis as well as by 
Joycean puns (a literary tech-
nique that can be seen as the 
encounter of speed and syn-
thesis), Brown’s readies were 
not only to remain the work of 
a dreamer or a visionary. If the 
machine itself was not actu-
ally realized by its inventor, the 
manifesto included a sample 
story of the new way of writing, 
heavily featuring the use of so-
called “smashum” or condensed 
words, on the one hand, and of 
hyphens as a kind of universal 
typographical sign replacing 
unnecessary words or reduc-
ing overlong ones, on the other 
hand.

Although quite uneventful in it-

self and clearly lacking the sty-
listic firework of Brown’s mani-
festo style (a really great piece 
of writing, one of the best intro-
ductions to the spirit of Modern-
ist writings of that period), this 
story helps understand how vi-
sionary a project ‘The Readies’ 
really were and how well they 
prefigured contemporary forms 
of electronic writing even in its 
most daily forms. Brown’s rela-
tions with the most prominent 
representatives of Modernist 
art and culture (Marcel Duch-
amp, e.e. cummings, Gertrude 
Stein, for example) give also a 
rich context to this book, whose 
publication fills an important gap 
in our understanding of the ar-
ticulation of art and technology 
and the historical forerunners 
of electronic culture.

A Mysterious 
Masterpiece: The 
World of the Linder 
Gallery
by Michael John Gorman (ed.)
Fondazione Palazzo Strozzi, 
2009, 135 pp.
ISBN: 978-896532027

Reviewed by Amy Ione, The 
Diatrope Institute

ione@diatrope.com

A Mysterious Masterpiece. The 
World of the Linder Gallery intro-
duces the Linder Gallery paint-
ing to a broad audience through 
an in situ conversation of six 
specialists and generalists who 
discuss the work in the owner’s 
(Ron Cordover’s) living room. 
Thus, it is an unusual book about 
an unusual painting that was 
virtually unknown until now. The 
decision to use a lively conver-
sation instead of a dry, scholarly 
narrative approach (with all of 
its annotations, footnotes and 
a long bibliography), makes the 
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volume accessible and adds a 
measure of appeal to the ideas 
as well because the participants 
draw out each other’s knowl-
edge as they talk.

What is perhaps most exciting 
about the book is the subject 
matter itself. Although the walk 
through the details of the piece 
is rudimentary, this quick survey 
does expose how many facets of 
a unique moment in the history 
of ideas are contained within 
its parameters. As Gorman and 
Bradburne note in their intro-
duction:

“This is … a world looking Ja-
nus-like both forward to Boyle’s 
‘chymistry’ and Newton’s phys-
ics, and backward to Nostrad-
amus’ astrology and Sendivo-
gius’ alchemy. The 1620s was 
the world of Rubens, Brueghel, 
Van Dyck and Galileo, but it was 
also only recently the world of 
Shakespeare and Tycho Brahe. 
It was a world that stood at the 
threshold of the Thirty Years’ 
War. It was a world alive with ex-
periments and exploration, but 
also a world that remembered 
the Wars of Religion and the 
St. Bartholomew’s Day Massa-
cre, the Spanish Armada, and 
the assassination of Henry IV. 
This painting is a document that 
holds the cue to understanding 
the political, intellectual, artistic 
and scientific ferment of the first 
half of the seventeenth century.” 
(p. 12)

What I found particularly inter-
esting is the way this painting 
speaks of how science added 
a secular element to paintings 
that was particularly evident in 
Northern work. The books pro-
poses that Linder Gallery was 
probably commissioned in the 
1620s and offers c. 1622-9 as 
the painting’s date. Since Ke-
pler’s Rudolphine Tables, one 
of the objects depicted in the 

work was published in 1627; I 
think it is accurate to say the 
composition itself shows how 
it is a part of the contemporary 
scientific conversation of its pe-
riod. In addition, the painting 
is representative of a seven-
teenth century genre that was 
created in Antwerp, that of the 

“cabinet painting” or “gallery in-
terior.” Typically, these objects 
were filled with allegorical wall 
paintings and elements, elegant 
interiors, people, objects and 
instruments. As a whole, the 
conglomerate of images spoke 
to social, political, artistic, and 
scientific issues of the time. 
While images of the contem-
porary world constantly bom-
bard us with competing ideas, in 
earlier times works like gallery 
interiors would bring many com-
peting ideas into focus.

In the case of The Linder Gallery, 
three people conceived the spe-
cific theme of the work. One was 
the unknown painter. One was a 
wealthy German merchant, Pe-
ter Linder, living in Milan in the 
early 1620s, who commissioned 
the Linder Gallery. In addition, 
Muzio Oddi, an Urbino math-
ematician and architect, played 
a key role in informing the selec-
tion of elements that comprise 
the pictorial commentary. The 
composition itself is centered 
around the intellectual under-

standing of the cosmos through 
measurement and mathematics, 
although there are many other 
threads evident, particularly 
in the allegorical works on the 
wall. Still, it is the cosmological 
specifics that are most striking 
because they separate this work 
from other gallery interiors of the 
seventeenth century. While the 
gallery interior genre itself fre-
quently includes scientific instru-
ments, maps, globes, etc., most 
of the paintings do not include 
explicit references to the actual 
cosmological debates of the era.

In Linder’s Gallery, the central 
table is particularly alluring in 
terms of how it accentuates 
the cosmological theme. Ren-
derings of a large astrolabe by 
Gualterus Arsenius and the 
celestial globe, probably by 
Jodocus Hondius the Younger, 
are fascinating examples of the 
period. More compelling from an 
intellectual standpoint is a paper 
bearing the three cosmological 
systems that were competing 
at that time. These include the 
earth-centered Ptolemaic view, 
sun-centered the Copernican 
framework, and the composite 
system of Tycho Brahe in which 
the inner planets orbit the sun 
and the outer planets revolve 
around the earth. Beneath the 
diagram it says “ALY ET ALIA VI-
DENT,” which is translated “Dif-
ferent people see it differently” 
or “Others see it differently.” The 
three books on the table further 
accentuate the importance of 
the cosmological discussion 
at this time. Two are by Kepler, 
[Harmony of the Worlds (1619) 
and Rudolphine Tables (1627)]; 
the third is John Napier’s De-
scription of the Admirable Ta-
bles of Logarithms (1614).

In trying to think of a compara-
ble statement in our time, noth-
ing seemed so comprehensive 
and enticing. It is not difficult 
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to find correlates for the sci-
entific creativity, like Einstein’s 
five exceptional papers of 1905 
or in the work of the quantum 
physicist. My attempts to think 
of an artistic commentary that 
included scientific disputes were 
less successful. Perhaps the 
power of objects grows when 
people look back retrospectively 
and thus fertile pairings are less 
evident in their own time. If this 
is the case, our works today will 
become more powerful when 
others look back at how our 
minds were grappling with the 
information at hand.

Another aspect of the Linder 
conversation that I found quite il-
luminating was the discussion of 
the preparatory drawings, now 
in the Royal Collection in Wind-
sor Castle. This pen and ink, 
with wash over graphite, render-
ing seems to offer a wonderful 
entry into the paintings evolution. 
Similarity conceived, yet with 
striking points of deviation, the 
possibilities to both make and 
argue the connection are evoca-
tive. For example, the drawing 
does not have the same vaulted 
ceiling and has a door on the 
left side rather than a window. 
The scale is also different, but 
some of the paintings on the 
wall seem to match those in the 
Linder work. As the book’s com-
mentator’s note, what stands out 
is that the oddly shaped table 
in the painting, which appears 
out of perspective, is quite unlike 
the accomplished perspective 
table of the drawing.

From my viewpoint, one of the 
most intriguing aspects of the 
work is that its striking content 
is matched by an extraordinary 
story. In this case, the work was 
a part of the Rothschild collec-
tion in Vienna and was confis-
cated by the Nazis at the begin-
ning of the Second World War. 
The Nazis kept it in a salt mine 

in Salzkammergut, where they 
stored many paintings taken 
from museums and collectors. 
We now know means that this 
work was among those intended 
for the Führermuseum in Linz. 
Cordover states that when he 
and his wife bought the painting 
much of its history was unknown. 
He was attracted to its level of 
detail, its special character (it is 
executed on a copper substrate), 
and the subject matter. The 
discussion in this book shows 
that much information has been 
gathered in the last few years.

Overall, I liked the conversa-
tional tone of the book. It was 
strikingly rich in ideas and yet 
created a sense of one of those 
memorable conversations with 
friends that come about when 
discussing a marvelous work 
that stimulates on many levels. 
In the book, this conversational 
tone was often stimulating but 
a bit trying when some of the 
smaller works on the wall of the 
interior were discussed. The il-
lustrations in the book were not 
always easy to find. Rather than 
sift through the volume trying 
to figure out which part of the 
painting is being discussed and 
where the best illustration is, I 
would recommend that read-
ers begin by familiarizing them-
selves with the list of 74 identi-
fied features at the end. Better 
still is the website, at http://www.
mysteriousmasterpiece.com/, 
which allows a reader to zoom 
in and out. As with many books 
that decide to focus on readabil-
ity rather than scholarship, it is 
fun to read the book and hard 
to find details afterwards. The 
lack of an index, for example, 
left me frustrated many times 
when I was trying to pull together 
details for this review.

Finally, and perhaps it goes 
without saying, it is the con-
tributors to this innovative dis-

cussion that are responsible 
for the breadth of material and 
looking at the work in a way that 
remains stimulating to those 
of us who “listen in” remotely. 
The credit here goes to Law-
rence Wechsler, who has writ-
ten about Robert Irwin, David 
Hockney, Athanasius Kircher 
and Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet, and 
is also the Director of the New 
York Institute for the Humanities). 
Pamela Smith is a Professor of 
History at Columbia University 
and her book The Body of the 
Artisan: Art and Experience in 
the Scientific Revolution demon-
strates how much early modern 
science owed to artists and arti-
sans. Also present in the room 
was Alexander Marr, a Lecturer 
in Art History at the University 
of St. Andrews, who specializes 
in early modern art and the his-
tory of science and technology. 
Michael John Gorman, who is 
now the Director of the Science 
Gallery, Trinity College, Dublin, 
edited the volume. He has par-
ticipated in many projects that 
bring art and science together. 
James Bradburne, the Director 
General, Fondazione Palazzo 
Strozzi and the owner of the 
piece, art collector and busi-
nessman Ron Cordover, were 
also involved.

All in all, this is a fine volume for 
art historians, generalists, stu-
dents of the history of science, 
and anyone who is interested 
in the history of ideas. There 
are many reproductions of sci-
entific material of the time that 
are not included in the painting. 
These images aid the reader in 
contextualizing the period’s 
thought and discoveries. In my 
case, I was impressed with the 
depth of detail in what is basi-
cally a fairly cursory work. For 
example, in my last Leonardo 
review, on The Moving Earth 
(see http://www.leonardo.info/
reviews/june2010/ione_becker.
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php) I mentioned that I didn’t 
think Kepler did the frontispiece 
of the Rudolphine Tables, but I 
was not able to find who did the 
work. Ironically, The Mysterious 
Masterpiece unearthed the in-
formation that Georg Celer was 
the artist. While I don’t know 
that everyone will find a nourish-
ing tidbit like this, I do think this 
book is a nice supplement to 
the art/science/technology diet, 
particularly for those who yearn 
for more historical information.

Lewis’s Fifth Floor: 
A Department 
Story
by Stephen King 
(photographs)
Introduction by Deborah 
Mulhern
Liverpool University Press 
and Neutral Spoon, 2009, 159 
pp.
ISBN: 978-1846312465

Reviewed by Aparna Sharma

a.sharma@arts.ucla.edu

Lewis’s Fifth Floor: A Depart-
ment Story is a photo book in 
which photographer Stephen 
King revisits the abandoned 
fifth floor of the landmark Brit-
ish departmental store, Lewis’s 
in Liverpool. The fifth floor of the 
store was reopened to public in 
the1950s after the second world 
war and got finally shut in the 
1980s. During that time the fifth 
floor was a vibrant place of work 
with a tightly-knit working cul-

ture; and the photo book revisits 
those years by juxtaposing inter-
views of employees who worked 
there with photographs of the 
abandoned floor taken in 2009. 
The book is replete with memo-
ries that sensorially evoke the 
fifth floor in terms of its daily ritu-
als, routines, sounds, textures, 
colours and smells. Stephen 
King’s compositions are particu-
larly striking in graphic qualities, 
complementing the art deco 
aesthetic of the fifth floor. Sub-
tle camera angulation and the 
use of lighting emphasise the art 
deco colour scheme of the fifth 
floor. About the colour of King’s 
photographs Deborah Mulhern 
in her essay, Lewis’s Fifth Floor: 
A Department Story at the start 
of the photo-book states: ‘One 
of the most striking things about 
Stephen’s photographs are the 
colours: bold and unapologetic 
aquamarine and air force blue, 
maroon and mustard yellow, 
as bright and arresting as a 
restored Renaissance paint-
ing.’ (2010: 12) Stephen King 
photographed the floor in early 
2009. The effect of the winter 
light from that time of the year 

— cold and flattening, mixes with 
the art deco colours, resulting 
in a specific rendition of British 
urban landscapes. This serves 
in highlighting the difference be-
tween the colours associated 
with art deco in the UK and 
elsewhere, say for example, the 
west coast of the United States, 
where the movement was in-
fluential. Mulhern historicises 
the colour scheme adding: ‘The 
1950s were a difficult but also 
hopeful time for people emerg-
ing from the restrictions and 
rationing of wartime, living and 
working surrounded by bomb-
sites, as many people were in 
Liverpool. The designs of the 
1950s were an attempt to banish 
the drab and down-at-heel and 
celebrate the actual and meta-
phorical introduction of colour 

into people’s lives.’ (2010: 12)

Mulhern points out that the fifth 
floor’s interior designs were in-
fluenced by the 1951 Festival 
of Britain wherein: ‘Designers 
looked to science and tech-
nology for inspiration and the 
designs for furniture, furnish-
ings and fittings were based on 
magnified atoms and molecules 
and the crystalline structures 
of minerals and metals.’ (2010: 
13) King’s photographs delve 
on this theme bringing forth the 
influence of scientific imagina-
tion and its amalgamation in de-
partmental store design. The 
book can be roughly classified 
into two sections. One contains 
photographs that concentrate 
on physical spaces of the fifth 
floor such as a cafeteria, two 
restaurants and a hairdress-
ing salon. The second section 
contains photographic portraits 
of former employees. Most of 
these photographs are taken by 
positioning the subjects in their 
workplace, often literally where 
they stood during the workday. 
Most portraits are full length with 
the aim of situating the subject’s 
body within the spatial context 
of the store. The direct gaze of 
the subjects towards the camera 
is complemented by interview 
quotations through which the 
subjects introduce themselves 
and share memories of working 
at the store. It is evident that the 
interviews from which the quota-
tions have been selected were 
conducted in a conversational 
manner that facilitated spon-
taneity and intimacy between 
interviewers and subjects, al-
lowing the latter to share their 
personal experiences, impres-
sions and relationship with 
their workplace. The employee 
recollections contrast sharply 
with the ghostlike atmosphere 
of the abandoned fifth floor in 
the photographs. This creates 
a powerful effect of humanizing 
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space — reducing the banality 
of the fifth floor’s present condi-
tion and inducing a human ele-
ment within its narrative.

The employees who worked at 
Lewis’s remember there being 
a distinct working culture at the 
department store. Interestingly, 
numerous interviewees draw a 
comparison between the fifth 
floor working culture by recall-
ing the famous BBC comedy 
series, Are You Being Served 
that ran from the early 1970s to 
the mid-1980s. Often times, em-
ployees started at Lewis’s during 
their teens and many had more 
than one family member already 
working at the store. The work-
ing atmosphere at Lewis’s was 
familial and at the same time for-
mal and cordial. The interviews 
point at a consumer culture that 
specifically arose in post-war 
Britain and was shaped by de-
partment stores such as Lewis’s. 
Mulhern terms this as the proc-
ess of ‘democratising luxury’: 
wherein the obligation to buy 
upon entering a store fizzled as 
did the assumption that working 
class customers would neces-
sarily haggle. (2010- 12) This 
is crucial in historicising British 
retail practices and culture that 
allowed for the working classes 
a claim in the luxury consumer 
goods sector. The British shop-
ping experience was shaped to 
be more inclusive rather than 
exclusionary and this is evident 
in mass media representations 
of shopping in British film that 
are quite distinct from class 
dynamics as manifest in shop-
ping experiences depicted in 
Hollywood films. Over the years 
Lewis’s has lost much of its ap-
peal and now City Council plans 
are underway to incorporate it 
into a shopping and leisure 
complex. English Heritage has 
listed the Lewis’s building as 
Grade II in 2007 and attempts 
are underway to preserve the 

sculpture, décor and artworks 
in it. British consumer culture 
too has changed dramatically. 
Under the present economic 
crisis stately firms such as 
Lewis’s are becoming clearly a 
nineteenth and twentieth cen-
tury phenomena. Presently city 
centers across Britain are dot-
ted with masses of concrete 
being mobilized to form inert, 
homogenous and deperson-
alized retail complexes. Many 
artistic projects documenting 
the rapidly changing cityscapes 
of Britain have gained momen-
tum over the last two years. 
Lewis’s Fifth Floor: A Depart-
ment Story contributes to this 
emerging body of scholarship 
that combines fine art methods 
with field-based practices. This 
blurs the boundaries between 
the humanities and the arts and 
makes a necessary contribution 
to the field of urban folklore.

A Body Worth 
Defending: 
Immunity, 
Biopolitics, and 
the Apotheosis of 
the Modern Body
by Ed Cohen
Duke University Press, 2009, 
384 pp.
ISBN: 978-0822345350

Reviewed by C.F. Black, 
Griffith University Law School

c.black@griffith.edu.au

Ed Cohen offers a provocative 
and demanding account of what 
he calls the ‘back story’ of the 
apotheosis of the modern body 
through the thought-provoking 
trajectory of immunity as an 
unquestioned metaphor which 
unreflectively incorporates jurid-
ico-political assumptions. This 
unquestioning he argues has 
led to a disconnect between the 

body and its environment and 
the de-legitimizing of other ways 
of seeing humanness and the 
models of care and treatment.

This argument is tantalizing for 
those who may wonder why 
the ‘individual’ has become in-
ordinately central to the think-
ing of the West. As though the 
individual is a bundle of rights 
floating ‘discreetly’ above the 
planet neither connected to nor 
responsible for that which pours 
forth from such thinking.

Furthermore, it empowers ad-
vocates in poverty stricken do-
mains with a substantive argu-
ment as to why the ‘drugs into 
the body’ type campaigns ap-
pear to suffer from the blindness 
of the poverty and conditions 
which bring about the disease 
in the first place. Cohen’s book 
therefore can be recommended 
to be of use beyond the Anglo 
first world borders of the pre-
dominant neoliberal world, to 
that of those who depend on aid 
from wealthy nations. However, 
it is obvious that the author’s 
scholarship is directed at those 
of the academy and therefore 
not so accessible in its diction 
to the non–academic.

Cohen provides four substantive 
chapters to support his hypoth-
esis. However, both the intro-
duction and conclusion justify 
a close reading in themselves. 
The introduction provides a 
comprehensive overview of the 
book and a frightening revela-
tion that the Darwinian phenom-
enon, that is, the dabbling and 
assumption of one scientist can 
become the scale by which the 
humanity of billions can be de-
termined. The reductionism and 
individualism of the biomedical 
approach to health is writ large 
in this expose.

Chapter 1. Living Before and 
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Beyond the Law, or A Reason-
able Organism Defends Itself

This chapter opens with a 
quote from the famous War of 
the Worlds sci-fi film and then 
goes on to demonstrate how the 
influence of such popular media 
shapes our understanding of 
germs and immunity. However, 
who can be blamed if they think 
germs and immunity come down 
to some kind of bacterial level 
of - a shoot out at the ok corral 

- taking place in our bodies on 
a daily basis.

The evidence for this argument 
begins in this chapter and Co-
hen gives a rather surprising ac-
count of the co-opt of the words 
immunity and defence from the 
legal and political two thousand 
year old home into a new form of 
Natural Law that shaped mod-
ern politics and modern science.

Chapter 2. A Body Worth Hav-
ing, or A System of Natural Gov-
ernance

This chapter provides an insight-
ful account for those who suffer 
under the public health system 
driven by neo-liberal values. The 
linkage between poverty and 
population highlights the ten-
dency of the politico-economic 
arguments to intimate that is the 
poor who are to blame for declin-

ing health standards. And even 
more sinister, that the poor are a 
threat to the national politics and 
economic stability. The notion 
of Medical police is provocative 
as a new political conjunction 
believer physician and the state 
which increasingly legitimates 
physician authority as experts 
about a populations general well 
being or ‘happiness’, as living 
organisms. Furthermore, Cohen 
takes the reader through his-
torical debates that eventually 
lead to “As a result, medicine 
experience begins to assume 
some of the religion’s salvific 
responsibility.” (p. 98)

Chapter 3. A Policy Called Mi-
lieu, or The Human Organism’s 
Vital Space

This chapter descends the 
reader into the murky policy 
prisons of public hygiene and 
the funding of the holy sanctu-
ary of the laboratory and that 
which issues forth from this holy 
of holies has the God given right 
to determine the truth about our 
bodies. I would add it is rivet-
ing reading to learn the source 
of the reductionist mentality 
that sees the human being as 
a health statistic and the cure 
for aliments reduced to a script 
on a piece of paper. Or is it the 
script from another sci-fi film - 
Star Wars -which we find in the 
next chapter.

Chapter 4. Incorporating Immu-
nity or The Defensive Poetics of 
Modern Medicine

This final chapter reads like a 
scene from Star Wars in which 
he presents a bio-political con-
junction of immunity as defence 
gives rise to the apotheosis of 
the modern body. Just like Ana-
kin rising from the molten re-
mains of the Death Star and his 
body is apotheosised as Darth 
Vader, so too does this chapter 

give us a much needed secret 
of how ‘our bodies in the West’ 
have been refashioned like a 
Darth Vader of defences against 
invading bacteria. The notion of 
immunity atomizes our bodies 
into the realm of defence – a 
body worth defending. In that 
our humanness no longer ex-
ists as part of a larger environ-
ment, but something we must 
turn into a fortress in itself - the 
weapons of defence being those 
designed by the biomedical fra-
ternity. As Cohen explains this is 
not an intentional shift but rather 
a matter of history.

In conclusion, A Body Worth 
Defending has much to offer the 
diligent reader, who is interested 
in tracing modernity’s geneal-
ogy and its shape-shifting over 
time in its understanding of the 
nature of the human and its 
present manifestation as a bi-
ological phenomena separated 
and distinct from the environ-
ment. A separation which has 
come to dictate not only how we 
care for the ill and our system 
of healing but more insidiously 
our entire political and economic 
relations. (p. 281)

Arquitecturas 
Genéticas 
III / Genetic 
Architectures III: 
New Bio & Digital 
Techniques
by Alberto T. Estévez (ed.)
Lumen Inc./Site Books, 2009, 
204 pp. 
ISBN: 978-0930829681

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

As the title suggests this book 
is the third publication concern-
ing the research department, 
Master’s degree and PhD pro-



42

L|R|Q
1.02 | 2010

gram in Genetic Architectures 
— founded by Alberto Estévez 
in 2000 at Escola Tècnica Su-
perior d’Arquitectura, Universi-
tat Internacional de Catalunya 
(Barcelona).

I mentioned in my review of the 
first book, Arquitecturas Genéti-
cas (http://www.leonardo.info/
reviews/jan2004/genetic_harle.
html) that the ESARQ project 
represents one of the most ad-
vanced architectural research/
teaching programs available. 
Since that first book ESARQ has 
gone from strength to strength 
and gained more acceptance 
as a leading, bona fide branch 
of sustainable architectural re-
search and education. “These 
postgraduate studies are now 
official, under the title of a Bi-
odigital Architecture Master. 
(Not without objections be-
ing raised by some architects, 
who, from their “position of 
power”, instead of encourag-
ing and supporting, have failed 
to understand the importance 
of the proposed ideas …). And 
the Genetic Architectures Con-
solidated Research Group has 
achieved also official recogni-
tion. All of this is grounds for 
optimism.” (p. 7)

The use of computer technology 
is an essential and indispensa-
ble component of the school’s 
approach. Various software 
programs such as Xfrog, Rhino, 
ParaCloud, Generative Compo-
nents, 3D StudioMax (for ren-
dering) and FormZ are used 
(and further developed with 
the software engineers) to ex-
tend and develop structures in-
spired by biology, botanics and 
genetics. Totally new forms are 
created, inspired by natural se-
quences, such as Fibonacci spi-
ralling, these are then saved as 
STL files which may be “printed” 
using a 3D Thermojet Solid Ob-
ject printer. The experimental 

architectural forms may also be 
realised as actual 3D objects 
using the technology known as 
Rapid Prototyping and recently 
by a CNC machine which pro-
duces 1:1 scale, real building 
components.

The book is lavishly illustrated 
with quality colour and black & 
white illustrations which show 
examples of the work of both the 
students and professors. The 
visual treat of these new forms 
is extraordinary, and even more 
so because with a little imagi-
nation it is not hard to see that 
these experimental, pioneering 
forms will be commonplace in 
our built environment in the not 
too distant future. There are nine 
main essays, relatively short in 
length, which discuss both the 
practical and theoretical issues 
involved in the overall research 
program.

1 - Genetic Architectures: New 
bio & digital techniques by Al-
berto Estévez

2 - After parametrics? by Ber-
nard Cache

3 - Emergent properties of life 
by Joseph Corco

4 - The “bio-logical” and the 
paradigms of the digital age by 
Mauro Costa

5 - Digital nature, eTrees gen-
erative architecture by Dennis 
Dollens

6 - Genetics fundamentals by 
Agustí Fontarnau

7 - Performance-orientated de-
sign: Reflections on a biologi-
cal paradigm for architecture 
by Michael Hensel

8 - Contour Crafting: A revolu-
tion in concrete construction by 
Neil Leach

9 - Gaudí-Dalí: Prolegomena of 
genetic architecture or else by 
Judith Urbano

The essays address quite dis-
parate aspects of the overall 
research program and the im-
portant factors that need con-
sideration in developing this 
radical new architecture. The 
beautifully grown forms belie 
the hidden difficulties in turn-
ing the theoretical concepts into 
real buildings. It is easy to get a 
little carried away with the STL 
models as ends within them-
selves. However these issues 
are discussed in the various es-
says, in a sense grounding the 
forms and asking some really 
hard questions. The essays by 
Cache, Costa and Hensel, are 
highly instructive in this regard. 
The practical applications of the 
technology described in Leach’s 
essay on Contour Crafting is 
literally revolutionary.

As with the two previous Genetic 
Architectures this is an engag-
ing and inspiring book and a 
real pleasure to review. Each 
image caption and the essays 
are written in both Spanish and 
English. I have one very minor 
criticism and that is there are a 
significant number of grammati-
cal errors, possibly due to trans-
lation from Spanish to English, 
nevertheless the book could 
have been improved with the 
keen eye of an English speak-
ing proof reader.

In the conclusion to the previ-
ous book review I posed a rhe-
torical question. “Reflecting on 
the magnificence of Utzon’s 
masterpiece, the Sydney Op-
era House, I wonder if the real 
buildings which result from the 
research in the ESARQ school, 
with all their computer technol-
ogy, will equal or surpass this 
building?” If the work presented 
in this latest publication is any 
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indication I am sure it will.

Greening Through 
IT: Information 
Technology for 
Environmental 
Sustainability
by Bill Tomlinson
The MIT Press, Cambridge, 
2010, 210 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262013932

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

Greening through IT is well writ-
ten, incredibly well researched 
and most timely. There is no 
doubt now that the planet is in 
trouble, and that our present en-
ergy consumption levels, waste 
(both personal and industrial) 
and pollution levels are far too 
high to allow life to continue as 
we know it. How long it will take 
before catastrophic changes 
occur is a matter of specula-
tion, some say ten years some 
say one hundred! Whichever, 
these time spans are minus-
cule compared to the time it has 
taken earth, and all the various 
species (including humans) to 
evolve to the present. One of 
Tomlinson’s main arguments 
throughout this book is the in-
ability of humans to understand 
long time spans. As he points 
out we are going to have to im-
prove this faculty and implement 
long-term changes, which con-
sider future generations.

This book is almost like a work-
book for the development of a 
truly sustainable future. There 
are “... numerous opportunities 
for people to make the way we 
live more sustainable. Helping 
people and institutions discover, 
understand, and act on these 
and other environmental pos-
sibilities is the primary goal of 

Green IT.”, and of course this 
book.(p. 10) The book is suit-
able for all levels of readership, 
including older school children. 
The arguments presented are 
based on scientific facts and 
sound statistics but presented 
in such a way as to be easily 
understood by non-scientists 
and non academics. Tomlinson 
and associates developed a vir-
tual ecosystem in 2006 called 
EcoRaft which enabled children 
to work together to restore dam-
aged ecosystems. (p.118)

There are nine chapters, fol-
lowed by an excellent Reference 
section and an Index.

Chapter 1- Introduction to Green 
IT introduces the whole concept 
of using information technology 
and devices to help achieve sus-
tainability. A really fascinating 
example of how IT can work, re-
lates how the fishers in Kerala 
(Southern India) started using 
mobile phones to communicate 
with each other and their com-
mercial buyers. This resulted 
in a complete streamlining of 
the fishing industry, no more 
wasted fish, more profits for the 
fishers and lower prices for the 
consumer. (p. 1) This chapter is 
a little long winded, tending to 
repeat information, which is then 
repeated again further through 
the book.

Chapter 2 – Environmental Ho-
rizons describes most of the 
main challenges facing human-
ity. This chapter deals with facts 
such as the extinction of spe-
cies, world population explosion 
figures and so on.

Chapter 3 – Human Horizons 
looks at how we approach, un-
derstand and act on the various 
challenges facing us.

Chapter 4 – The Role of Tech-
nology discusses the role of 
technology, especially comput-
ing and communication technol-
ogies, and the way this knowl-
edge and its associated devices 
can help or hinder sustainability.

Chapter 5 – Survey of Green IT 
Systems. As the title suggests 
this chapter looks at the various 
ways in which IT, green and oth-
erwise, currently impact on glo-
bal sustainability. Such devices 
as smart electronics that control 
engines to maximise fuel effi-
ciency are discussed. How can 
IT help deforestation, manage 
food production more efficiently 
and many other similar areas 
are discussed in this chapter?

Chapter 6 – Green IT and Edu-
cation. Perhaps Tomlinson’s 
greatest contribution to sus-
tainability is through his efforts 
in education. He is Associate 
Professor of Informatics at the 
University of California and as 
previously mentioned has de-
veloped IT education systems 
for children and also for adults. 
This chapter discusses these 
tools and many other facets of 
educating all individuals in the 
importance of moving towards 
sustainability.

Chapter 7 – Green IT and Per-
sonal Change looks at how all of 
us have to change the way we 
live to bring about sustainability. 
Trackulous a web-based appli-
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cation can help in this regard.

Chapter 8 – Green IT and Col-
lective Action discusses how we 
can get together with others to 
share ideas, to work in groups, 
and establish networks to in-
crease the overall awareness 
of the enormity of the problems 
facing us so they can no longer 
be ignored. GreenScanner, an-
other Tomlinson IT tool, is very 
useful for providing such group 
information.

Chapter 9 – Ways Forward 
suggest where we are going, 
where we need to go and gen-
erally takes a philosophical ap-
proach. “This book has sought 
to propose tools that can enable 
people to work together to turn 
the ideas of researchers into 
positive environmental change, 
thereby becoming collectively, 
a kind of distributed Alexander 
the Great for the environmental 
movement”. (p. 178)

Many individuals care about the 
state of the planet but are some-
what at a loss to know how to 
help the situation in a real, rather 
than token way. This book will 
help individuals, institutions and 
educational organisations take 
positive action, in both small 
and larger ways towards achiev-
ing a sustainable future for our 

“Children’s, children’s children”.

Enactive Cinema 
– Simulatorium 
Eisensteinense
by Pia Tikka
University of Art and Design 
Helsinki, 2008, 338 pp.
ISBN: 978-9515582720

Reviewed by Mike Leggett, 
University of Technology 
Sydney

legart@ozemail.com.au

Early cinematographic pio-
neers established the princi-
ples of story telling based on 
the chemistry and mechanics 
of the day: the replacement of 
a single photographic image by 
another, following sequentially 
on a physical strip of nitrate film. 
Sergei Eisenstein, the Russian 
filmmaker was foremost during 
the 1920s and 30s in research-
ing the theory and practice of the 
many ways in which this could 
be applied to kinema narrative. 
In this exhaustive book Pia Tikka 
surveys in great detail the litera-
ture of Eisenstein’s era, before 
extrapolating upon Eisenstein’s 
ideas and the possibilities of a 
motion picture system based 
not on sequential ordering of the 
image but on its random produc-
tion within the affordances of the 
digital environment.

The book, a lengthy and com-
plete research thesis, is an ex-
traordinary overview of writing 
produced by artists, philoso-
phers, scientists and others over 
the last 200 years, exploring, en-
quiring and investigating human 
consciousness and our meshing 
with moving images. As such it 
is an invaluable compendium 
of sources for further pursuit 
by researchers and scholars 
as there is much that is only 
outlined, in spite of the depth 
to which the work probes; the 
author moves inexorably on-
wards making, arguing for and 
asserting connections between 
the galaxy of contributors as-
sembled and the principle pro-
tagonist, Eisenstein.

Readers not familiar with Eisen-
stein’s films might wonder why 
he pursued so much obscure 
research as recounted here and 
whether it informed the mak-
ing of his films, or simply gave 
the recent legions of scholars 
who study his films and writings 
much to speculate upon when 

attempting to connect his theo-
ry and practice. Did Eisenstein 
pursue these various research 
because, post pluralist Lenin, 
he was channeled into making 
films politically acceptable to the 
Party? Or did he need to keep 
his (dangerously) active mind 
busy with private study projects 
whilst carefully seeking out the 
wider international community 
of questioning minds? Or did he 
just like people, and as a trust-
ed Party member was able to 
travel to find them? These are 
the kind of questions about the 
social context Tikka leaves to 
Eisenstein’s many biographers.

Her aptly named “treatment”, 
moves between recent scien-
tific knowledge of the dynamics 
of mind, and cultural discourse 
established in earlier times; con-
temporary Continental philoso-
phies do not feature much here. 
The emphasis is on research-
based practice, (as proposed by 
Eisenstein to Soviet filmmakers 
in 1935), rather than the more 
fashionable practice-based 
research, (practice in advance 
of findings and conclusions). 
Having defined the domains in 
which the literature search will 
occur – consciousness, emo-
tion theories, cognitive science 
and neuroscience – her exhaus-
tive searches bring together a 
plethora of minds from which 
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potentially useful evidence is 
mined and discussed. Carefully 
organized into some 50 sections, 
whilst the analysis is dense the 
summaries are short; such is 
the exhaustiveness of the quest, 
the trusting reader postpones 
questions about final outcomes.

Has the history lesson, on Ei-
senstein’s notebooks and those 
of other mostly Russian thinkers 
at the turn of the 19th Century, 
helped us understand better 
where we are at the moment? 
Put another way, had not the 
late 20th Century technologists 
emerged with the microproces-
sor and its manifestations, could 
it be that Eisenstein’s writings 
and those of his contemporar-
ies will have remained simply 
as historical texts to be picked 
over by cinephiles, psycholo-
gists and philosophers, rather 
than as here, being subjected to 
piercing analysis by a cybernaut 
intent on shaking up the many 
intellectual fixtures dominating 
the contemporary scene?

The later sections - only a matter 
of 30 pages from the total 338 - 
describe the practice that flowed 
from the research and how this 
was useful to the author. As a 
homage to the Master, the Sim-
ulatorium clearly embeds her 
workspace, referring to the work 
of art accompanying the book 
on DVD as ‘…the practical out-
come of the mental simulation 
process in which it was created.’

As if this considerable intellec-
tual undertaking was not suf-
ficient as a PhD thesis, Tikka 
embarks on an equally com-
plex motion picture production. 
The outcome is in two formats: 
a 26-minute short film, ‘Obses-
sion’, the dramatic enactment of 
incidents in a laundromat, that 
conclude with a rape scene fol-
lowed shortly after by a birth 
scene; and a 7-minute docu-

mentary showing the same 
material transposed as a four-
screen ‘enactive cinema’ in-
stallation at Kiasma, the major 
gallery of contemporary art in 
Helsinki, Finland. The ‘simula-
torium’ system design monitors 
heart rate, skin resistance and 
other data from five viewing 
chairs in the space; individual 
responses matched through 
prepared ontology’s and rule-
based algorithms are mapped 
to track ‘emotional participa-
tion’. The sequence of images 
and sound experienced are 
thus joined in the production of 
the Eisensteinien notion of ‘an 
emotion track’ for each ‘psycho-
physiological’ spectator.

In a conclusion the author post-
pones ‘ongoing technological 
elaborations’ to a future thesis. 
There is no reporting on the eval-
uation of the extremely lengthy, 
complex and presumably ex-
pensive investigations thus far 
attained, in particular the experi-
ences of each of the audience 
members who experienced the 
installation version of the high 
quality sounds and image. This 
seems a wasted opportunity for 
informed development of the 
precept rather than the impli-
cations that follow based on 
summarization of the principles 
elaborated earlier. This would 
seem to be a shortcoming of a 
research-based approach that 
leads with theory, without giving 
sufficient cognisance to practice 
and empirical investigation.

Not surprisingly the references 
are thorough and form a valu-
able resource. Throughout the 
book, on most pages, we en-
counter Rorschach ink blots, 
shapes in abstraction identified 
in the early days of neuro-scien-
tific enquiry as appealing to the 

“dynamics of the organic mind”, 
reminding the reader page by 
page that at the core of this 
book is the search for a better 

understanding of “the embodied 
dynamics of the authoring proc-
ess” shared between artist and 
audience. Other sections are 
marked with delightful ‘squig-
gles’, graffiti-like tags, gathered 
from the margins and the pages 
of the Master’s notebooks, re-
inforcing the connections Tikka 
doggedly searches for, between 
research and art-making at ei-
ther end of the 20th century.

Michael Snow: 
Wavelength
by Elizabeth Legge
The MIT Press, 2009, 93 pp.
ISBN: 978-1846380563

Reviewed by Mike Leggett, 
University of Technology 
Sydney

Mike.Leggett@uts.edu.au

The film, Wavelength, is one of 
the key 20th century artworks 
that connects often disparate 
groupings: the Modernist ten-
dency in the visual arts with 
motion picture technologies of 
the 1960s; the ‘New American 
Cinema’ with the European ex-
perimental filmmakers (and the 
often warring groups of artists 
amongst both groups); and it 
connects to the Continental 
structuralist philosophies with 
the burgeoning field of post-
object art theory and criticism. 
According to the author, ‘Wave-
length is a lucid, closed-room 
mystery that evokes and calls 
the bluff of the preoccupations 
of an era’, and she assiduously 
pursues the aesthetic preoccu-
pations together with her inter-
pretations of the work and its 
ramifications.

Elizabeth Legge’s book is an 
admirable documentation of 
the film and its making within 
the context of the overall much 
admired output of the broadly 
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respected Canadian artist, 
Michael Snow. Now producing 
sculptural public commissions 
in his 80s, much of his most 
influential work was produced 
in New York City during the 
late 50s and 60s. Set in a New 
York loft, the film comprises a 
45-minute zoom that ends by 
framing a photograph attached 
to the wall between two windows 
at the far end of the room; during 
the time that elapses, events 
and sounds are seen and heard, 
that through aesthetic design, 
highlight the play between the 
filmmaker’s engagement with 
the creative process and the 
audience’s reflexive viewing 
as filmic experience of the pro-
jected artefact.

Wavelength and artists’ films 
in general are only available 
through specialist distributors 
and though a version sourced 
from Italian television has been 
placed on You Tube, much of the 
film’s subtleties are erased, to-
gether with the scale and picto-
rial nature of the large projected 
image, shared with an audience 
prepared to actively engage. 
Eighteen good quality colour 
plates give some idea of what 
is seen. Legge’s account of the 
film describes her experience of 
it which, whilst essential to those 
who have not seen it, includes 
the kinds of asides, both hers 
and others, that many would 
wordlessly generate during a 
viewing: associations initially 
with the place, and the people 
who from time to time enter and 
leave, the music they hear, the 
sounds of the City, the stories 
and mythologies that resonate. 
As the zoom and her account 
progresses, so we learn of the 
milieu in which Snow worked, 
some pages from notebooks are 
evidenced, previous and later 
films are pulled in; the French 
presence in writing, theatre and 
the films of the novelle vague are 

accounted for, the other artists, 
dancers, musicians and experi-
mental filmmakers with whom 
he shared ‘thots’ (thoughts in 
Canadian).

The ‘structuring of time’ and 
‘time-shapes’ are expressions 
he uses to describe much of 
his work’s involvement and this, 
Legge points out, ‘… draws 
Wavelength into the gravita-
tional field of time as it was be-
ing recalibrated in philosophy, 
history, narrative theory, popular 
science, technology and sys-
tems theory’. These topics to-
gether with Snow’s own interest 
in phenomenology moves the 
account inexorably into a deep-
er post-viewing interpretation 
and analysis of the work and its 
ramifications within the broad-
er context of art history and art 
historical discourse. As Legge 
observes, the photograph of the 
wave at the conclusion of the 
film presents, ‘different options 
for construing it’, options which 
are dutifully taken.

The book is an enjoyable and 
lucid account of a major artwork 
and its context, carefully foot-
noted. It underlines the bizarre 
attitude of major collections to-
wards visual artists in general 
who worked with 16mm film 
back then (for little more than 
a decade), who are still largely 
ignored. Whilst video dominates 
the offerings of most contempo-
rary art galleries and biennales, 
the particular qualities of film are 
rarely seen.

This title brings to 14 the total 
so far in the One Work series 
auspiced by the University of 
the Arts London, who with the 
financial involvement of the Arts 
Council of England and distri-
bution by The MIT Press, are 
setting out to expand in-depth 
critical responses to individual 
key art works from the 1960s to 

the present day. With some 100 
monographs planned, other al-
ready published titles in the se-
ries include a key work by: Andy 
Warhol, Yvonne Rainer, Hollis 
Frampton, Ilya Kabokov, Bas 
Jan Ader, Sarah Lucas, Richard 
Prince, Joan Jonas, Hanne Dar-
boven, Marc Camille Chaimow-
icz et al. The precept of a ‘key 
work’ as a way of avoiding the 
using the fusty unfashionable 
term ‘masterpiece’ nonetheless 
and unfortunately will divert at-
tention away from the egalitar-
ian attitudes from which most of 
the work of the period emerged.

Mapping the 
Moving Image. 
Gesture, Thought 
and Cinema circa 
1900
by Pasi Väliaho
Amsterdam University Press, 
2010, 256 pp. 
ISBN: 978-9089641410

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
University of Leuven

jan.baetens@arts.kuleuven.be

Mapping the Moving Image is 
without any doubt the most am-
bitious work on film theory that 
I have read recently. It opens, I 
believe, really new perspectives 
for a better understanding of the 
medium’s history or rather the 
medium’s genealogy, because 
the theoretical framework that 
is engaged in this book is not 
that of empirical historical stud-
ies (as illustrated for instance in 
certain types of audience stud-
ies and moviegoing) but that of 
Foucault’s biopolitics, Deleuze’s 
philosophy of becoming, and Kit-
tler’s medium theory. The book 
ends symptomatically with a dia-
logue with Sean Cubitt’s post-
modern film semiotics (see his 
work The Cinema Effect, 2004) 
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and its last sentence, before the 
concluding remarks, is a critical 
homage to Stanley Cavell “Cin-
ema, then, is the world viewed 
anew” (p. 181, a clear allusion to 
Cavell’s masterwork The World 
Viewed, 1979, in which he de-
fends a powerfully yet quite tra-
ditional realist stance on cinema, 
in the tradition of André Bazin). 
All these references, to which 
one should add a permanent 
conversation with the best that 
has been said around the notion 
of cinema as cinema of attrac-
tion and around the cultural his-
tory of cinema, make clear that 
the stakes of this publication 
are very high and that Väliaho 
has the aspiration to make it 
all anew. Perhaps not all the 
ideas discussed in this book 
are totally new in themselves, 
but their gathering and synoptic 
presentation certainly are. And 
perhaps not all the hypotheses 
are automatically convincing as 
well, but the sharpness and in-
telligence of the book’s argu-
mentation will seduce the most 
reluctant reader. In short, the 
impressive depth and breadth of 
Väliaho’s work makes Mapping 
the Moving Image a true event, 
which may become an important 
stepping-stone in the history of 
film theory.

In his reading of the film’s ge-
nealogy, Väliaho is defending a 

certain number of hypotheses 
that imply a dramatic reinterpre-
tation of how we see the emer-
gence of the film medium. The 
most important, perhaps, is the 
idea that the basic context of film 
is neither optics, nor theatre, but 
recording. For Väliaho, cinema 
is not an expanded version of 
previously elaborated forms of 
optical-mechanical reproduc-
tion or, to put it more simply, it 
is not (only, or mainly) a reme-
diation of photography as ani-
mated or moving photography 
(this shift also implies why Map-
ping the Moving Image does not 
dwell very much on the notion of 
gaze). Correspondingly, cinema 
is not the encounter of moving 
and projected images with the 
existent culture of theatrical and 
non-theatrical entertainment 
and performance, as a narrow 
interpretation of the concept of 
cinema of attraction may have 
suggested. Without rejecting of 
course the historical importance 
of these two aspects, Väliaho 
emphasizes on the contrary the 
relationship between the mov-
ing image and other recording 
techniques of “life” (such as 
illustrated for instance in the 
first attempts to establish psy-
chology laboratories or the first 
examples of visual inscription 
of what is beyond the reach of 
our eyes and the normal use of 
our senses). Most importantly, 
what all these innovations dis-
close is a major crisis in the re-
lationship between subject and 
object, whose frontiers become 
blurred, and in the age-old dis-
tinction between knowledge and 
self-knowledge, whose parting 
becomes questionable as well. 
The cinema is part of a larger 
cultural shift in which the West-
ern starts realizing that the divi-
sion between inside and outside, 
the former knowable through 
mental introspection, the latter 
knowable through sensory per-
ception and the link between 

both being guaranteed by the 
concept of representation, does 
no longer hold (in this regard, 
one could say that Väliaho’s is 
radicalizing Jonathan Crary’s 
work on Techniques of the Ob-
server (1991), although he does 
so in a framework that is broad-
er than the biopolitical stance 
taken by Crary). Cinema is a 
crucial aspect of this change, 
for the filmic moving image ex-
emplifies a new way of thinking 
that is no longer that of classic 
mimesis. Cinema as a recording 
techniques shows that the self, 
i.e. the way in which we define 
and experience ourselves, is 
no longer a retrospective self, 
but a produced self, more spe-
cifically a self produced via the 
media that disclose discontinu-
ous, unpredictable, automated, 
ghostlike, haunted, both spatial-
ized and temporalized forms of 
life. The perception of “reality”, 
as perceived through the tra-
ditional Kantian aprioristic cat-
egories of time and space, and 
the experience of “oneself”, as 
a given essence and accessible 
as a steering conscience, are 
not only modified by the appear-
ance of all kind of new recording 
techniques, of which the cin-
ema is just the most “popular” 
one, they are also and deeply 
reshaping each other. The self 
is no longer experienced as a 
knowable whole, but is both dis-
solved and reinvented by its con-
tact with a newly recorded outer 
world, and vice versa.

A second major innovation put 
forward by Mapping the Moving 
Image, besides the reinterpre-
tation of cinema of attraction 
in relationship to the traditions 
of recording techniques, has to 
do with its very broad cultural 
approach, which reminds the 
work on cultural history by Ed-
win Panofsky (and perhaps psy-
chologically compensates, in its 
strongly synthesizing efforts, for 
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the very disintegration that is at 
work in Väliaho’s material). Ap-
parently, what is lost on one side 
(a traditional view of self and the 
world) is re-established on the 
other one (a new Grand Theory). 
Indeed, what Väliaho proposes 
in his book, is a breathtaking 
synthesis of (almost) everything 
that was changing in late-19th 
Century and early-20th Cen-
tury Western modernism: eve-
rything fits so nicely together, 
that it becomes almost suspect. 
By making a clever distinction 
between cinema (as a social 
phenomenon) and the concept 
of the moving image (which is 
a real “concept”, in the Deleuz-
ian sense of the word, i.e. an 
intellectual philosophical crea-
tion aiming at producing new 
knowledge), Väliaho manages 
in splitting his object in a cer-
tain number of supplementary 
concepts, each of them repre-
senting a specific aspect of the 
moving image, that help him link 
the emergence of cinema with 
the major thinkers and the major 
innovations of Western modern 
culture. The moving image be-
comes then a “lense” through 
which it becomes possible to 
reread, for instance, Freud, Ni-
etzsche and Bergson –and con-
versely, for the idea is not only 
to disclose how these thinkers 
are indebted to the new ways of 
thinking made possible by the 
new forms or recording such 
as the (pre)cinema, but also to 
demonstrate that the moving 
image is a truly philosophical 
mechanism that produces in 
the field of the automatically 
produced image the same ef-
fects as what the typewriter 
meant for Nietzsche’s writing 
and thinking for instance. The 
key reference here is of course 
Kittler, but Väliaho’s rereading 
of Nietzsche’s “Schein” (“sem-
blance”) and “eternal return” 
(as extreme and permanently 
reborn potentiality) in the light 

of the cinema’s moving image 
is extremely convincing and 
very illuminating.  Mapping the 
Moving Image is a significant 
piece of scholarship and theory, 
which is also a vibrant defence 
of Theory with a capital T–a 
highly salutary position in a pe-
riod of increased empiricism in 
film studies. Many hypotheses 
defended by Väliaho should 
stimulate intense discussion, as 
should do also his attempt to 
rewrite in a finally quite homog-
enizing way a history of dissolu-
tion of old categories. But this 
is the prize to pay for this great 
example of challenging scholar-
ship and audacious theory.

Fireworks: 
Pyrotechnic Arts 
and Sciences in 
European History
by Simon Werrett
University of Chicago Press, 
2010, 376 pp.
ISBN: 978-0226893778

Reviewed by Giovanna 
Costantini

giovanna@umich.edu

Simon Werrett’s investigation 
of pyrotechnics from the four-
teenth through the nineteenth 
centuries explores relationships 
among philosophical fireworks, 
art, and science as a signifi-
cant expression of European 
beliefs, aspirations, and author-
ity throughout the modern era. 
Reflecting a timeless fascination 
with fire, its archaic divine and 
magical associations, and an 
identification of human potenti-
ality with Prometheus, the em-
bodiment of the archetypal hero 
who stole fire from heaven and 
presided over the human arts, 
Fireworks asserts the “status of 
the artificer” within a performa-
tive context. As such, it purports 

to epitomize pyrotechnic artist-
ry as a philosophical platform 
from which to view the interac-
tion of art and science from the 
Renaissance to the Scientific 
Revolution.

The book takes a comparative 
approach to the history of fire-
works, focusing on centers such 
as Paris, London, and St. Pe-
tersburg. It examines distinctive 
aspects of the pyrotechnic his-
tories of these cities, practices 
of knowledge, philosophical un-
dercurrents and exchanges that 
contributed to identifiable and 
enduring traditions in each of 
these locales. In these centers, 
fireworks stimulated valuable 
conduits of scientific learning 
among such areas as mete-
orology and electrical physics, 
astronomy and navigation, uti-
lizing techniques adapted from 
rhetoric, optics, mathematics, 
and alchemy.

Fireworks opens with a descrip-
tion of an Enlightenment spec-
tacle staged on New Year’s Eve, 
1748 in St. Petersburg in which 
wooden jetties, rockets, wheels, 
and fire fountains light up the 
night sky in the image of a Si-
berian pine tree in a garden of 
parterres and greenery. As a 
literary frontispiece to the com-
prehensive study that follows, it 
is intended to illustrate the al-
legorical significance of pyro-
technical displays to eighteenth 
century aficionados, in this case 
representative of the growth in 
prosperity of the Russian state.

Werrett’s history of pyrotechnic 
arts and sciences sets out to 
document fireworks as a rep-
resentative Enlightenment era 
phenomenon (with roots in the 
fifteenth century), intended pri-
marily as a spectacular dem-
onstration of temporal power. 
Through displays staged amid 
elaborate architectural machine 
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erected largely within the prov-
ince of the Catholic Church and 
princely courts of Europe and 
Russia, artificers aspired to 
recreations of cosmic phenom-
ena, allying earthly events with 
Providence and cosmic order. 
But Werrett’s larger objective 
is to explore the reshaping of a 
military, alchemical craft into an 
ideological discourse, whereby 
pyrotechnical displays provid-
ed the focus for the progress 
of intellectualism and debates 
centered on politics, religion, 
economy, and history. Fireworks 
and its broader rationalistic con-
text, Werrett argues, in many 
ways emblematizes the trans-
formation of Western society 
from a largely religious culture 
to a scientific one. Indicative of 
this transition is the progres-
sion of alchemical chemistry 
(comprised of equal parts myth, 
metaphor, fantasy, and experi-
mentation) towards the physical 
and mechanical sciences; and 
the evolution of belief structures 
from ones founded on faith and 
allegory to others governed by 
philosophical reason and ac-
quired knowledge. Comprised 
of the interdisciplinary arts of 
artillerymen, painters, archi-
tects, chemists, entrepreneurs, 
and natural philosophers, this 
text illustrates the manner in 
which pyrotechnical perform-
ances provided a metaphor for 
human knowledge at the dawn 
of the scientific era, igniting new 
interpretations of history and 
sovereign authority based on 
variable combinations of con-
traries as combustible elements.

Issues considered include the 
impact of regional geography on 
epistemology; the convergence 
of empirical science and artisan-
ship; aspects of pyrotechny that 
contributed to the transforma-
tion of culture from an analogical 
foundation in allegory to one of 
empirical inquiry; contestations 

of warfare, artifice and philoso-
phy; the design of pyrotechnical 
displays and their programmatic 
basis in the liberal arts; the prop-
agandistic uses of theatricality in 
the service of political legitimacy 
and power; interrelationships 
between the arts of artillery pro-
duction (gunnery) and the craft 
of spectacle (ingengno); trans-
mission of technique and region-
ality; festival entertainment and 
boulevard commercialism.

Among the book’s many 
strengths are chapters dedicat-
ed to key centers of pyrotechnic 
science such as the Royal So-
ciety of London and the St. Pe-
tersburg Academy of Sciences 
that not only showcase two of 
the most important centers of 
intellectualism during the eight-
eenth century beyond studies 
confined to France, Italy and 
the Hapsburg Empire, but offer 
crystallizing optics for the study 
of ideological polarities. His ex-
amination of the relevance of the 
Frézier-Perrinet debates on the 
value of art and philosophical 
reflection to a scientific meth-
od, a crucial focus of Diderot 
& d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, 
critically anchors Werrett’s argu-
ments. But there are also other 
very interesting sections devot-
ed to alchemy and the liberal 
arts, ephemeral architecture 
and the talented, itinerant ar-

tificers of Italy such as Giovanni 
Nicolo Servandoni, Giuseppe 
Sarti and the Ruggieri family, 
who not only designed princely 
spectacles for the courts of King 
George III of England, Louis XV 
of France and the heirs of Peter 
the Great, but contributed to the 
dissemination of Enlightenment 
ideals throughout Europe during 
the seventeenth century. Sto-
ries of foundational archetypes 
(Prometheus) and vanquishers 
of evil (St. George and Perse-
us), flying dragons, volcanoes 
and girandolas enliven Wer-
rett’s narrative with legendary 
tales of pyrotechnic lore and 
descriptions of its imaginative 
signs and emblemata. His de-
tailed accounts of controversies 
such as England’s Green Park 
Folly and Mikhail Vasil’evich Lo-
monsov’s 1756 orations to the 
Russian Academy of Sciences 
on color and light surrounding 
introductions of secret, sen-
sational “green fire” into Rus-
sian fireworks by Danilov and 
Marynov, provide a fascinating 
glimpse into pyrotechnic history.

Werrett’s view of the importance 
of pyrotechny to the history of 
ideas as a “seminal” basis of 
18th century socio-political and 
philosophical debates tends at 
times to overstatement in light 
of similar claims that could be 
made for other branches of the 

“tree of knowledge” such as 
mathematics, physics and on-
tology. Generalizing summaries 
tend at times to overshadow its 
wealth of historical documenta-
tion that could be better served 
in chronologies of events and 
personages, and appendices 
of festival book citations and 
chemical recipes.

At the same time, this book 
points up the need for further 
study in areas that relate the 
history of pyrotechny to fields 
of criticism and performance 
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theory; political science; phi-
losophy and religion; art histo-
ry; theatre; anthropology and 
chemistry. Further investigation 
into underlying questions of pa-
tronage; intersections of pag-
eantry and military history; the 
ritualistic prehistory of fireworks; 
hermetic and esoteric traditions; 
design and iconography; and 
relationships to stagecraft will 
also prove fruitful.

Werrett’s Fireworks augments 
many treatments of the subject 
published previously, including 
technological studies and se-
lective exhibitions of museum 
print collections, by offering a 
comprehensive, scholarly sur-
vey of events and ideas linked 
to the intellectual history of py-
rotechny in Western European 
history. Complete with illustra-
tions, color plates and three 
introductory maps that identify 
locations described in the text, 
it is amply footnoted with an 
extensive bibliography, chap-
ter summaries and an inclusive 
index. As a “Geography of Art 
and Science,” it presents a for-
midable overview of one of the 
eighteenth century’s most spec-
tacular paradigms, one whose 
complex interrelationships be-
tween artifice and philosophical 
speculation provide a concep-
tual framework for continuing as-
sociations between art, natural 
science and theatre.

Points on the 
Dial: Golden Age 
Radio Beyond the 
Networks
by Alexander Russo
Duke University Press, 2010, 
278 pp.
ISBN: 978-0822345329

Reviewed by John F. Barber, 
Washington State University 
Vancouver

jfbarber@eaze.net

The so-called “golden age” of 
radio (the 1920s-1950s) is of-
ten cited as a time of focused 
listening to live, commercially 
sponsored national network 
broadcasts. Radio, according 
to several historians and crit-
ics of the medium, unified the 
nation during this time, not only 
in terms of programming, but 
also, as part of or resulting from 
that programming, socially, po-
litically, and culturally. Points 
on the Dial: Golden Age Radio 
beyond the Networks, by Al-
exander Russo, disputes and 
disrupts this vision of network-
centered radio, positing instead 
a vision of intermingled national, 
regional, and local program-
ming, along with distinctly dif-
ferent regional and local spon-
sorship patterns and methods 
of distribution. The result is a 
diversity of practices, obscured 
until now by the network-centric 
focus of current radio history, 
which set the stage for radio in 
the second half of the twentieth 
century.

Current, consensual histories 
of radio view the development 
of network-centric systems of 
content production and distribu-
tion as “a natural function of con-
sumer choice and democratic 
action,” says Russo (188). Radio 
networks responded to consum-
er desires for new products and 
diversions and built systems to 
highlight the production and dis-
tribution of live content meant to 
convince audiences they were 
hearing exactly what they would 
hear were they present at the 
site of the original production/
presentation. Russo’s account 
of radio broadcasting’s develop-
ment challenges this view. For 
example, Russo argues that 
the rise of radio networks was 
based on the desire for a larger 
share of the potential national 

advertising market, rather than 
on national unification as the 
networks claimed. Networks 
forced local stations to carry 
specific programming, and the 
accompanying advertising. Lo-
cal stations often acquiesced, 
as this was the only way to ob-
tain the most popular program-
ming then demanded by audi-
ences. Advertisers were forced 
to place advertising buys in mar-
kets that did not represent their 
customer base. This packaging 
of content and access provided 
best benefit to the networks, but 
not always to advertisers, local 
stations, or audiences.

Rather than and despite of a uni-
fied network-centric model, Rus-
so says much of radio’s histori-
cal record was always “a hybrid 
system with local, regional and 
national interests, tastes, and 
concerns intermingling through-
out institutions, programming, 
and audience responses” (189). 
Such internetworks “required 
constant revision and modifica-
tion” (19) in order to influence the 
construction and maintenance 
of imagined communities and 
audiences. This work of the net-
work, although it appeared uni-
form, consistent, and singular, 
was, in fact, limited, unstable, 
and hybrid.

To develop this point, Russo de-
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votes chapters to radio’s geogra-
phies, as he calls them: national, 
regional, and local information 
networks alternatively seen as 
sites of community and conflict; 
sound-on-disc recordings as 
an alternative distributive tech-
nology to wired networks; the 
spatial and temporal flow of spot 
advertising; and locating human 
attention in a world increasingly 
mobile and not focused on a 
single radio.

National networks were unable 
to extend their wired connec-
tion capabilities to every mar-
ket, every community, leaving 
gaps which were filled by re-
gional and local broadcasters 
more attuned to the wants and 
needs of their audiences. These 
audiences needed content and 
program producers and distribu-
tors responded with electrical 
recording technologies like 
sound-on-disc transcriptions 
of live events that avoided the 
problems, and outright prohi-
bitions, associated with using 
recordings. Whether regional or 
national, programming was in-
creasingly produced with inten-
tional content gaps that could be 
filled with spot advertisements 
and programming that focused 
on genres or content tailored to 
specific locations and identities, 
thus localizing national brands 
by giving them, seemingly, local 
presences.

Finally, changing and often dis-
tracted practices of listening to 
radio programming resulted in 
local radio stations developing 
programs based around talk and 
music, both of which could be 
location specific in their ap-
peal. As a result, rather than 
specific content that required 
listening at specific times, radio 
became more of an accompani-
ment to one’s life, an endeavor 
that could be entered and ex-
ited with little loss of meaning 

or potential for confusion. Local-
ized spot sales via station rep-
resentatives, ad hoc arrange-
ments of regional networks for 
live programs, locally assem-
bled news and music programs, 
block programming facilitated 
by disk jockeys, record and tape 
libraries, and the tension be-
tween disk jockeys and single 
owners of groups of regional ra-
dio stations all led to new forms 
of radio production and listen-
ing. These heretofore hidden 
aspects of radio’s golden years, 
often missing from consensus 
histories, function, according to 
Russo, as increasingly autono-
mous actors, all figuring in the 
fragmentation of radio produc-
tion, text, and audience in the 
1950s and the rebirth of radio 
throughout the remainder of the 
twentieth century.

Points on the Dial: Golden Age 
Radio beyond the Networks is 
not only interesting but also in-
formative. If Russo’s read on 
radio is right, history may help 
inform the nature of radio as it 
proceeds into a digital era where 
geographies of consumption 
and listening are drastically 
altered by the technologies of 
production and distribution.

Fleeing from 
Absence: Four 
Cross-Disciplinary 
Essays on Time, 
Its Nature and Its 
Interpretations
by Olga Ast and Jula Druk
Ugly Ducking Presse, 2009, 
100 pp.
ISBN: 978-933254579

Reviewed by Jack Ox, 
University of New Mexico

jackox@bway.net

What is Art/Science? Some-

times it is more ‘artful’ than ‘sci-
entific,’ and sometimes artists 
completely enter the realm of 
scientific scholarship and meth-
od, bringing to the science meth-
od elements of creative practice.

This small book, in a stylized 
seven-inch square format, is an 
artist’s book. It is artful and crea-
tively designed. When I read 
it as I read a poem, I find it to 
be a very pleasant experience. 
The drawings and photographic 
images created by Ast often in-
clude photographs taken from 
Flickr under a Creative Com-
mons license.

However, it is not a deep think-
ing experience. The sub-title, 
four cross-disciplinary essays 
on time, its nature and its inter-
pretations, promises something 
more from a philosophical and/
or a linguistic point of view.

The authors, one of whom is not 
credited on the front of the book, 
talk about the metaphor of time. 
However, they do not ever define 
metaphor. Since the early 80s 
there has been a large area of 
scholarship devoted to this very 
subject. The authors should be 
aware of this as it is the subject 
of their book, and they should 
give the definition(s) that they 
are applying to their analysis.

But is it an analysis— or is this 
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‘artistic’ musing about a very in-
teresting subject? It must be the 
second because even though 
there is a touching on different 
ways to see and approach the 
notion of ‘time’, there is little 
referencing and deep thinking 
about the issues that are talked 
about.

So, going back to my original 
question of ‘what is Art/Sci-
ence?,’ this book is art, not sci-
ence, philosophy, linguistics, 
or any kind of scholarship. It is 
charming and lovely, but does 
not deliver on the promise of 
its sub-title.

Cold War on the 
Home Front: The 
Soft Power of 
Midcentury Design
by Greg Castillo
University of Minnesota Press, 
2010, 312 pp.
ISBN: 978-0816646920

Reviewed by Lisa Graham, 
University of Texas at 
Arlington

graham@uta.edu

Cold War on the Home Front: 
the Soft Power of Midcentury 
Design is a well-written and fluid 
discussion of an often underap-
preciated area of design history: 
the role of designed objects in 
the propaganda war between 
the United States and the Com-
munist Party in the U.S.S.R. In 
this book, Castillo focuses on 
the use of “Soft Power,” or the 
coercive attraction of such in-
tangibles as ideology, beliefs, 
culture, and the perceived mor-
al authority demonstrated via 
propaganda materials and de-
signed artifacts. This fascinating 
book opens with a discussion of 

“Domesticity as a Weapon” as 
deployed in the landmark 1959 

exhibition at the American Na-
tional Exhibition in Moscow, fea-
turing the use of such ideologi-
cal munitions such as women’s 
nylons, refrigerators, clothing, 
and toys. Associate Professor 
Greg Castillo proceeds through 
the manuscript in fluently tracing 
the use of soft design across 
the decades of the Cold War, 
through a series of exhibitions 
presented across the globe fea-
turing such titles as America at 
Home, Industry and Craft Create 
New Home Furnishings in the 
USA, and People’s Capitalism. 
These exhibitions were inspired 
by the deliberately formulated 
propaganda effort sponsored 
by the United States—arguably 
the most extensive international 
peace-time propaganda effort to 
date—that intended to compare 
and contrast the rewards of the 
capitalist way of life versus the 
Spartan fruits of the communist 
way of life.

Beautifully crafted by Castillo, 
this book skillfully covers the 
ideological tension between 
capitalism and communism as 
evidenced by propaganda and 
designed objects during the 
Cold War era. Castillo’s lively 
narrative and the carefully se-
lected photographs and illustra-
tions should engage the most 
discerning scholars of design 
and political science and, yet, 

is readable enough to appeal 
to advanced undergraduate and 
graduate students in architec-
ture, graphic design, and indus-
trial design programs.

This book was a true pleasure 
to read, combining fascinating 
historical facts with keen insight 
into the subversive ideological 
influence of design on culture 
and values.

Inside the Death 
Drive: Excess and 
Apocalypse in 
the World of the 
Chapman Brothers 
(Tate Liverpool 
Critical Forum, Vol. 
11)
by Jonathan Harris (ed.)
Liverpool University Press, 
2010, 240 pp.
ISBN: 978-1846311925

Reviewed by Rob Harle

harle@dodo.com.au

This book is challenging, at 
times irritating, and not for the 
faint hearted. Further, it is not 
really suited to the general in-
terest art reader. The essays 
are mostly based in postmodern 
critical theory and as such are 
deeply intellectual, convoluted, 
and at times both obscure and 
pure fictional fabrication. Any-
one who still has doubts that 
history has nothing to do with 

“facts” but is “writ large” by crit-
ics, the media, and correspond-
ents will have those doubts re-
moved after reading this book. 
The Chapman brothers’ actual 
artwork is only incidental to the 
stories woven around their work 
by the book’s contributors. The 
discussions could have just as 
easily been about excrement, 
snails, and maggots. Yes, these 
do all feature in the Chapman’s 
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works.

Inside The Death Drive has nine 
chapters together with colour 
and black & white illustrations. 
I found many of the detailed 
colour images too small to see 
properly. This is most annoying 
as fine detail, such as thousands 
of tin soldiers, are features of 
the Chapman’s work. The book 
was edited by Jonathan Harris, 
Professor of Art History at the 
University of Liverpool. I very 
much enjoyed his introductory 
essay (Chapter 1), The Future 
Remains Excluded: Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle, “Slow-
Motion Fascism’ and the Chap-
man Brothers (and Sisters). For 
me this essay nails the Chap-
man’s work accurately (well, as 
accurately as possible) and in-
troduces the approaches of the 
following contributors. Chapter 
Eight Inside the Death Drive 
is an extensive conversation/
interview between Harris and 
Jake Chapman. This discussion 
reveals far more about what 
the Chapman’s work is really 
on about than the other essays 
combined.

As Harris mentions in his in-
troduction, the book is divided 
into three types of commentary. 

“The first, three contributors 
[Baker, Adams and Lotringer] 
write relatively conventionally 
about the Chapman’s work”. 

“The book’s second movement 
consists of an extensive inter-
view I carried with Jake Chap-
man in September 2008 at the 
brothers’ new studio in the east 
end of London”. “The third move-
ment of the book attempts to go 
determinedly beyond this ‘world 
of the Chapman brothers’, both 
historically and in contemporary 
art terms, examining other art-
ists and artworks that have en-
tered into some kind of deathly 
embrace with violence and viola-
tion in the modern world” (p. 20).

It is not my purpose here to 
offer a detailed critique of the 
Chapman’s artwork. For those 
who may not be familiar with 
their work the following may 
help. “Brothers Jake and Di-
nos Chapman enrage some 
with their art and reduce oth-
ers to hysterics, but no one is 
neutral [Really?] about two of 
Britain’s most outstanding artis-
tic provocateurs ” (cover note). 
The Brothers’ work consists of 
graphic, sculptural, and instal-
lation pieces, often with titles 
(and overlaid text) consisting 
of expletives and profanity. As 
some of the contributors sug-
gest the Chapmans do not just 
create work to shock viewers; 
they are much deeper than that. 
Maybe? However, calling these 
two “outstanding provocateurs” 
would seem to contradict this. It 
is my contention that the Chap-
man’s work would only shock 
or enrage those who have led 
a very sheltered existence in-
deed, living under a bushel, as it 
were. For those of us who have 
had real life experiences of the 
most horrendous kind — chil-
dren or siblings dying of hideous 
cancers at a young age, friends 
being torn to pieces in motor ve-
hicle accidents, being a refugee 
fleeing the death regimes’ of in-
sane political leaders (including 
holocaust survivors) or having a 
severe debilitating illness — the 
Chapman’s work on the shock-
horror level is simply a big yawn!

This book is the result of the 
ongoing relationship between 
the Tate Liverpool and the Uni-
versity of Liverpool in their Tate 
Liverpool Critical Forums series. 
It will no doubt be of interest to 
fans of the Chapman Brothers. 
Also to students studying critical 
theory, art history or perhaps 
psychoanalytical theory. It will 
thrill those who wish, “… to fo-
cus attention on the dynamic 
construction of art histories as 

stimulated by the act of exposi-
tion” (cover) [my italics].

War and Love in 
Kabul
by Helga Reidemeister
Icarus Films, 2009
DVD, 86 min.
Distributor’s website: http://
icarusfilms.com

Reviewed by Jonathan Zilberg, 
University of Plymouth

jonathanzilberg@gmail.com

War and Love in Kabul is a 
Romeo and Juliet Afghani dra-
ma, an oxymoron and most like-
ly a prelude to disaster. Shaima 
and her fated love Hossein are 
up against Islamic law and tra-
ditional tribal economics. What 
chance do they have? The facts 
that either of them are alive and 
that both families and communi-
ties tolerated the intrusion of this 
film into their awkward lives are 
remarkable.

Set against the backdrop of a 
ruined world in which daughters 
are considered currency, and 
honor killing a cultural norm, the 
film provides an intimate insight 
into Afghan society. As an unre-
quited love story in an unlikely 
context, it comes across as in-
tensely anachronistic. Simply 
put, romantic love and personal 
happiness are not options for 
women in Afghanistan though 
the pursuit of romance was not 
unknown there prior to the Sovi-
et invasion. An excellent film for 
introductory college courses in 
history and gender studies, law 
and politics, the film will however 
be especially useful for anthro-
pology classes. As a prelude 
to any introductory lecture on 
cultural relativism, this film will 
bring the enlightenment based 
issues of liberty, never mind the 
Victorian notion of romantic love 
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into irresolvable tension with the 
reality of life for women in such 
societies.

The film is awkwardly intrusive. 
The camera and interviewers 
seem barely welcome. Pre-
senting a story of forbidden 
love between two childhood 
friends from different ethnic 
backgrounds, it is above all an 
account of the life of a most ex-
traordinarily stubborn and will-
ful young woman, Shaima. She 
refuses to submit to tradition. 
She defies her family and soci-
ety and prefers to die should her 
demands not be met. Indeed, 
one wonders at what point, pro-
voked by what opportunity, she 
and her crippled love, will meet 
their deaths.

In the meantime, in limbo, 
they and their families simmer. 
Strangely, as unexpected as it 
might be, while one cannot help 
be stirred to natural compassion 
for the couple, one also comes 
to realize how problematic their 
recalcitrance is for their families. 
Herein it is a poignant fact that 
the reason for the problem in 
the first place is Shaima’s fam-
ily’s fall into relative poverty from 
their former affluence. Circum-
stances have pushed them and 
their daughter into a situation far 
from the kind of lives they may 
have aspired to in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s. At this point, for 
them and Afghanis across the 
board, survival is the name of 
the game, not principles and 
certainly not romantic love.

The film’s most obvious mes-
sage is that women everywhere 
should be able to marry for love 
rather than being sold as chat-
tel to old men or given away as 
compensation for murder in 
order to prevent a blood feud. 
However the film provides ma-
terial for considering a much 
more serious set of questions 

in the realm of Islamic jurispru-
dence. In fact, the case presents 
a fascinating case study. As a 
teenager, Shaima was sold to 
a much older man, a perfectly 
normal fate she repeatedly and 
bitterly resisted. In time, after 
the consummation of the mar-
riage and the birth of a child, the 
husband failed to pay the dowry. 
As a consequence her father 
brought her and her child home. 
We know from the film that she 
attempted suicide to prevent be-
ing returned to the husband but 
we do not know anything about 
the older man or his household 
and her life there though we can 
assume that it would most likely 
have been grim. We do not know 
whether the young bride had 
been so difficult to control de-
spite harsh punishments accept-
ed as the norm that this might 
have been the reason why the 
husband had not paid the dowry. 
For all we know, it was a mat-
ter of an incomplete payment 
of dowry until the wife could be 
brought under control or simply 
a refusal to pay because of the 
problems at hand. It also could 
have been related to the eco-
nomic and political crisis. These 
type of issues are not explored. 
Instead we simply have a wish-
ful romantic love story in a place 
where such love has no name.

The film centers on Shaima’s 
desire for a divorce so that she 
can marry Hossein. Though it 
is a case of hopelessly tragic 
wishful thinking on their part, the 
situation does present an oppor-
tunity for exploring more deeply 
anthropologically informed is-
sues. The marriage ceremony 
was conducted and the mar-
riage consummated, her child 
at this point being five years old. 
What we need to know is wheth-
er she actually has any grounds 
for divorce according to Islamic 
law and local tradition. Does a 
woman even have the right to 

seek divorce in Afghanistan? 
Are there any legal precedents? 
If the entire dowry or merely part 
of it was unpaid what does tribal, 
in this case inter-tribal law and 
Islamic jurisprudence stipu-
late? If the husband had beaten, 
starved, raped and locked her 
up for her recalcitrance, would 
that change the situation in any 
way? And in any event did he 
not have the right to do so ac-
cording to local norms? What 
rights if any does a women have 
in Afghanistan either de jure or 
de facto? Does Shaima not pre-
sume far, far too much? Does 
she not technically deserve a 
death sentence in refusing to 
accept tradition? While the film 
alludes to or refers to these is-
sues, it could have gone much 
further and thus have made a 
much more serious contribution 
to our knowledge of life and law 
in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, 
it certainly presents an excel-
lent context and opportunity for 
doing so.

Anthropologically speaking, it 
would be interesting to know 
what rights her husband as op-
posed to her father technically 
has over her and her child in 
terms of Islamic law and local 
tradition considering that the 
dowry had not been paid and 
thus the marriage technically 
not a marriage. Could the hus-
band not have sold off the child 
in advance to pay Shaima’s fa-
ther the dowry had he wanted 
to keep this latest and youngest 
wife? In any event, who does the 
girl child technically belong to, 
the grandfather or the husband? 
Might it also have been an issue 
of who would have ownership 
rights over her for in a society 
where girls are currency con-
sidering that the child will be a 
useful commodity even before 
the age of eight. Is this even an 
issue to consider or is this being 
cynical in the extreme?
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In any event, these are the type 
of brute realities that we need 
to know about. Is it normal for a 
father to take back a daughter, 
and another man’s child, if the 
husband is unable to pay the 
dowry? Is the payment of dowry 
sometimes delayed and under 
what terms? Surely a father can 
only regain “his property” if un-
equal power relations exist in 
his favor. And is not the daugh-
ter in this case technically the 
husband’s property? Is it not 
actually also a matter of Islamic 
law that the mother has no pro-
priety rights regarding the child? 
Such questions lead us to ask 
the heartless questions: What 
are the father’s real motivations? 
What is the husband’s position? 
What do we not know? We do 
know what the mothers think, 
that the daughter should bow 
to tradition and accept her fate.

For all we know, the husband 
may have demanded that the 
father take his daughter back. 
Again, perhaps he simply re-
fused to pay the dowry. If it was 
simply a matter of lack of money, 
what legal recourse would the 
father have had according to 
tradition if the husband could 
not pay the dowry? Certainly the 
father now has damaged goods 
on his hands and no acceptable 
solution at hand. What then are 
his options for renumeration? 
And most important of all, has 
there been any single instance 
of a woman divorcing her hus-
band in Afghanistan and how 
can she or her husband even 
get divorced if the dowry was 
not paid as technically the mar-

riage is therefore not complete. 
What are the laws? And finally, 
why wouldn’t the man divorce 
her if he wasn’t prepared to pay 
the dowry?

Fortunately we have the report 
Family Structures and Family 
Law in Afghanistan: A Report of 
the Fact Finding Mission to Af-
ghanistan, January-March 2005 
prepared by the Max Plank Insti-
tute for Foreign Private Law and 
Private International Law as well 
as the relevant marriage laws 
posted alongside the report (see 
http://www.mpipriv.de/ww/en/
pub/research/research_work/
foreign_law_comparative_law/
islamic_legal_system/family_
law_in_afghanistan.cfm). There 
we find the unfortunate answers. 
Though very rare exceptions do 
exist, and usually only for the 
educated upper class the report 
confirms that “there is no such 
thing as a divorce for women 
(there is not even a proper term 
for it)” as well as the fact that 

“[T]o give a sharia divorce is the 
right of a husband.” The report 
further confirms that divorce is 
essentially unheard of because 
of this and no less because of 
the social and economic conse-
quences a divorce would have 
for the woman. Alongside the 
stark evidence of problems 
women face in this regard, the 
report also provides statistics 
about marriage. For instance, 
15% of girls in rural areas are 
married between the age of 8 
and 10. And despite the Koranic 
injunction that intercourse with 
minors should be delayed until 
the age of puberty, in traditional 
tribal context this is not an is-
sue and even if it were it would 
never be brought to a jirga (infor-
mal, that is non-state traditional 
court) or formal court, and in 
most instances neither would 
murder or rape. What we are 
left with is a very stark disjunc-
tion between the modern legal 

codes adopted only in 1976 and 
the reality of the application of 
those laws never mind the com-
plete rejection of these laws by 
both the Taliban and society at 
large, excluding perhaps the 
women and girls themselves.

To return to the film and what 
we do know. No-one in either 
Shaima or Hossein’s family sup-
ports the couple. They are all 
dead set against the romance. 
As for Hossein, crippled as he 
is, he cannot earn a living, has 
no capital and cannot look af-
ter himself. And returning to the 
above-mentioned legal issues. 
Even if he had the means he 
could not possibly marry an-
other man’s wife whether or 
not the man had failed to pay 
the dowry. For both, the legal 
consequences of any culmina-
tion of their desires to be married 
are certainly death. There is no 
ambiguity in that. It is tradition, 
both a matter of honor and tribal 
law in a state that only tempo-
rarily exists as it is because of 
American security concerns.

Finally, at some point, Shaima’s 
husband or his family might ei-
ther try to reclaim or kill her, if 
in fact it matters at all to him, or 
she or Hossein might become 
the victim of an honor killing 
by their own families. In the 
meantime, Shaima insists on 
visiting a house in which she 
is unwelcome and attempts to 
take care of Hossein as she can 
under the circumstances barely 
tolerable for everyone involved. 
Refusing to accept their mutual 
love and refusal to accept their 
fates, both sets of parents are 
in a bind. On one hand, they 
are heading for a blood feud. 
On the other hand, the young 
lovers both threaten suicide. 
It seems to be just a matter of 
time before the natural order of 
events takes its course one way 
or another unless…
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Call Me Us
by Tristan Honsinger and 
Massimo Simonini
i dischi di angelica, 2009
ReR MEGACORP, CD
Distributor’s website: http://
www.megacorp.com

Reviewed by Jonathan L. 
Zilberg, University of Plymouth

jonathanzilberg@gmail.com

Warning. This CD is not for easy 
listening. In fact, Call Me Us will 
be of no interest to you whatso-
ever unless you are specifically 
interested in new music or being 
subjected to it as a part of your 
musical training. It begins with 
pleasant classical ornamenta-
tion interspersed with banter in 
Italian and English. Massimo 
Simonini and Tristan Hons-
inger, playing the cello and … 
and bits and pieces from CD’s 
and records. Here is an exam-
ple of the type of the opening 
banter which sets the tone for 
the whole performance. “Do 
you like classical noise?” The 
reply is “I like classical noise 
sometimes as well as classics 

… cla, a, aaaaaa … .”Apparently, 
if he “had no choice,” Tristan 
Honsinger “would burn his head 
and listen with his feet” … if he 

“had a choice.” In short, the first 
part CD is in part both sonorous 
and dissonant and often amus-
ing. As regards the reference to 
classical music, it is important 
to keep in mind perhaps that 
we are not supposed to “like” it 
in the “classical” sense of ap-
preciation. [1] Instead, we are 
supposed to appreciate it for 
its creativity and as an art hap-
pening. No doubt, as a film, this 
would be much more interesting 
to watch than to listen to.

Massimo Simonini and Tris-
tan Honsinger are established 
iconic figures in new European 

music. [2] But it is Honsinger’s 
interest in the child that this CD 
best speaks to. [3] There Erik 
van de Berg, a Dutch journalist 
describes the composer in this 
way. “Honsinger is someone 
who hasn’t lost his childhood 
fantasy entirely. His composi-
tions are like a child’s drawing, 
or even more like a story from 
Winnie The Pooh: awkward 
and touchingly simple, yet full 
of deeper meanings for those 
who want to see them.” Adding 
to this insight in that same wiki, 
Honsinger himself provides the 
following lengthy explanation 
about his work. As he relates:

Simple things fascinate me, 
simple stories and simple char-
acters. It’s not that I write for 
children in particular, but I think 
they would understand it very 
well. I usually get the best reac-
tions from an audience with a 
good mix of children and adults. 
I don’t like to play for one par-
ticular age group. It is almost a 
necessity for me to compose in 
the form of stories and texts. It 
gives me ideas and it does help 
the musicians in their improvisa-
tion if they can think: this story 
is about a little man who takes a 
walk and experiences this, that 
and the other. It also helps the 
audience, it gives them some-
thing to hold on to.

Judging from the laughter and 
the clapping, from the obvious 
pleasure one can hear coming 
from the audience during the 
performances on Call Me US it 
must have been a highly enter-
taining musical event. To con-
clude by plundering new music 
like a quote from modisti.com, 
it is sparing, seemingly intel-
ligent, definitely skillful, very 
much spontaneous, certainly 
ambiguous as to its degree of 
control versus improvisation. It 
is also no doubt eccentric, confi-
dent and extremely musical. As 

a masterpiece of plunder and 
manipulation, it is most cer-
tainly a masterfully humorous 
one-off. [4]
Notes
[1] For examples which 
demonstrate that new music does 
not all conform to the outsider’s 
stereotype that it is nonsensical 
noise not worth listening to one 
might mention the aesthetically 
accessible “minimalist” new 
music by Nico Mulhy (see http://
nicomuhly.com/), Arvo Part, 
Georgy Ligeti and Gesualdo 
in the 17th century which still 
sounds wholly contemporary. 
This discussion is outside of the 
discussion that all innovative 
classical music was new music in 
its time, see Zilberg 2009, www.
leonardo.info/reviews/feb2009/
zilberg_philosophy.html. Naturally 
it goes without saying that new 
music people who prefer the 
practiced dissonance of Call Me 
Us would find such music too 
boring to take seriously.

[2] For a list and discussion of 
Massimo Simoni’s performance 
history, see http://highzero.
org/2007_site/performers/index.
html.

[3] See http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Tristan_Honsinger

[4] The advertisement for the CD 
reads: “Cellist Honsinger and 
pre-existing media manipulist 
Simonini with a piece that falls 
between radio art, music theatre 
and… and what? A highly 
unusual performance in 10 
parts that deploys its materials 
sparingly and intelligently and, 
through a combination of skill, 
spontaneity and ambiguity, 
arrives at something seemingly 
too controlled and precise to be 
improvised, but too complex and 
wilful to have been composed. 
In a world of its own; this is 
confident, eccentric, and highly 
musical. Simonini’s choice, 
use and development of both 
plundered sources and real time 
manipulation is masterful. A 
one-off.” See http://modisti.com/
releases/?p=5240

Words, by Bob 
Brown
by Craig Saper (ed.)
Rice University Press, 2009, 
44 pp.
ISBN: 978-0892630272

Reviewed by Jan Baetens, 
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A companion volume to his ars 
poetica manifesto The Readies 
(see my review in the July post-
ings of Leonardo), Words is one 
of the most amazing books in-
vented, written, composed, and 
published by one of the most 
amazing authors of the whole 
20th Century. Bob Brown (1886-
1959) may be best known today 
as the ultimate representative 
of avant-garde poetry that has 
been burgeoning in the environ-
ment of the small press move-
ment in the 1920s and 30s, but 
to stress his contribution to the 
hands-on exploration of liter-
ary techniques, ideas, and uni-
verses that are still far from be-
ing acknowledged today, would 
miss the point. Rather than be-
ing just a ‘minor’ experimentalist 
(minor in the sense of hardly 
recognized by mainstream liter-
ary historians), Brown is in the 
very first place an author who 
anticipated a number of land-
mark shifts that his own times 
could only dream of, such as the 
complete dissolution of genres, 
themes, and sociological levels 
and distinctions as well as the 
dizzying exploration of textual 
materialism (in the later tradition 
of the literary text as a ‘writing 
machine’, to follow the termi-
nology coined by N. Katherine 
Hayles in her eponymous 2002 
book).

If the encounter of ‘high’ and 
‘low’ has become a common-
place of postmodern literature 
and culture in general, and if in 
the light of the blurring of their 
boundaries it is now possible 
to make now readings of the 
allegedly elitist High-Modernism 
(1910-1940) and its ambivalent 
reluctance to mass culture, no 
author probably went as far as 
Bob Brown in the joyful combi-
nation of the popular and the 

sophisticated, the commercial 
and the unreadable, the utilitar-
ian and the useless. Having a 
(well filled) day-time job in the 
magazine publication business, 
and having covered enough 
pages to fill 10 lives of reading 
(in the beginning of his career 
he wrote among many other 
things novelizations, at the end 
he will produce a great quan-
tity of cookbooks), he was also 
extremely active as an experi-
mental poet, producing no less 
than five collections in the year 
of these Words). And in all the 
enterprises that he was under-
taking, be it commissioned work 
or self-chosen experiments, the 
very materiality of the writing 
was the driving force of his in-
spiration and creative energy. 
His poetic work helps demon-
strate it easily, but the same 
commitment to paper and ink, 
to the form of the characters and 
the dimensions of the page, to 
the relationship with genre and 
other constraints, constituted 
invariably the core of his poetics.

Words has been produced (for 
it is no longer possible to use 
here traditional words such as 
‘to write’, ‘to transcribe’, ‘to com-
pose’ etc.) in collaboration (and 
here as well the word ‘collabo-
ration’ exceeds by far the usual 
partnership between printer and 
author) with Nancy Cunard’s 

Hours Press, at the intersec-
tion of various lineages that 
came together in the small press 
movement: first, the materiality 
of the text; second, the avant-
garde tradition of art as stunt; 
third, the inquiry into the limits 
of reading (already initiated by 
the invention of the ‘readies’ as 
a quick-reading device aiming 
to compete with the speed of 
modern life and never art forms 
such as the cinema). Words is, 
simply put, a large format book 
(more or less an A4-format) 
containing two sets of poems. 
These sets, however, are not 
just two series of poems, like 
in a diptych, or a set of poems 
and their comments, marginal, 
translinear, or whatsoever. They 
are set in two different font-siz-
es, the first series in point 16, 
the other one in an astonishing 
point 3 (!) – a construction that 
makes them unreadable by one 
and the same reader or, more 
precisely, in one and the same 
reading. The first series is utterly 
readable and the latter almost 
unreadable, unless the reader 
uses a magnifying glass –and 
even in that case some letters or 
words may remain unreadable, 
as became clear in the joyful 
and painstaking efforts to fab-
ricate a modern equivalent of 
the original text, the ‘traditional’ 
technique of photocopying be-
ing insufficient to offer a new 
double of the original.

Words is often very funny, yet it 
is not a play. One can read it as a 
satirically distorted mirror of the 
literary climate of the decade or 
as a portrait of a certain avant-
garde group (the Americans in 
exile). Brown is a great writer, 
funny, nasty, capable of shift-
ing from one style to another in 
the same verse, always sharp 
and nervous, a literary master 
in one word. But he is also al-
ways very serious. The idea of 
proposing an ‘unreadable’ text 
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has strictly nothing to do with a 
literary joke. It is part of a policy, 
of an economy of writing and 
writing that demonstrates the 
poorness of our traditional de-
vices and habits as well as the 
ways to overcome them, for in-
stance by using a machine (here 
a magnifying glass, elsewhere 
a microfilm reader, and so on). 
In that sense, it is of course 
not a coincidence that the Bob 
Brown’s work is being rediscov-
ered now, at a moment of such 
intense changes in reading and 
writing. And as the (excellent) 
editor of this volume repeatedly 
argues: Brown’s work should not 
be read as an example of literary 
archaeology, but as an incentive 
to make a different use of what 
machines can help us do today.

Out Of Our Heads: 
Why You Are Not 
Your Brain, and 
Other Lessons 
from the Biology of 
Consciousness
by Alva Noë
Hill and Wang, 2010, 232 pp.
ISBN: 978-0809074655

Reviewed by John Vines, 
University of Newcastle

john.c.vines@googlemail.com

Whilst the study of human con-
sciousness has been a feature 
of the arts and humanities for 
centuries, the hard(er) sciences 
have been notably slow in treat-
ing this area of research with the 
seriousness it deserves. This 
has altered somewhat over the 
past few decades with advances 
in various neuroscientific tech-
nologies and, subsequently, 
methods, with a growing opinion 
in neuroscience that scientists 
are able to explore conscious-
ness and human experience 
through observing how the brain 

functions. In ‘Out of Our Heads’ 
Alva Noë asks whether the as-
sumptions that form the starting 
point of the majority scientific 
studies of consciousness – that 
it is ‘something that happens 
somewhere and sometime in the 
human brain’ (p. 4) – inherently 
constrains this area of research.

Noë defines consciousness 
from a biological perspective, 
arguing it provides a ‘rigorous 
empirical alternative to mecha-
nistic detachment on the one 
hand and mere personal inti-
macy on the other’ (pp. 25-26). 
Typically, he argues, science 
has attempted to look at how 
others think through observing 
external behavior or measuring 
internal neural states, generat-
ing a scientific paradigm of the 
mind that must take a detached 
perspective. By starting from 
a non-mechanized biological 
perspective, however, Noë uses 
the example of how a simple 
bacterium may be considered 
as having a mind as a result of 
it having a ‘life’. The bacteria, 
although primitive, is engaged 
with and geared into its world 
around it in an attempt to fulfill its 
appetite for certain types of sug-
ars. It may be difficult for some 
to relate human consciousness 
to the example of bacteria, but 
Noë’s point is that conscious-
ness can be understood not 
purely through some kind of 
internal state or its representa-
tion in external behavior of an 
organism, but rather through 
the ongoing and dynamic inter-
action between a particular or-
ganism and its environment. In 
stating this he does not deny the 
importance of the brain as a part 
of this system, but rather than 
being considered as the centre 
of human consciousness its role 
is more in line with ‘enabling an 
exchange between the person 
or animal and the world’ (p. 67).

The book comprises of eight 
short chapters that each takes 
a topic relating the move from 
brain-centric to world involving 
systems of consciousness, with 
an epilogue and a short section 
of notes near the end. The fourth 
section of the book appears to 
be of particular note, as it is here 
that Noë discusses evidence of 
how human activity both shapes 
and is shaped by the dynamic 
exchanges between a unified 
mind, body and world. The 
conclusion stemming from this 
chapter is that ‘in an important 
sense, we are not separate from 
the world, we are of it, part of 
it’. (p. 95) This duly leads into a 
chapter on ‘habits’, which Noë 
determines as part of the world-
ly nature of consciousness in 
that along with skills they can 
be ‘triggered by environmental 
conditions and they vanish in 
the absence of the appropriate 
environmental setting’ (p. 97).

Taking Noë’s argument, the in-
tellectualization of conscious 
experience – that humans are 
thinking things that rationally 
digest information – must be re-
placed with understanding that 
we experience and perceive 
the world through the senso-
ry and motor skills the human 
body provides - skills that have 
evolved in reciprocity with the 
world they interact with. It is 
the habitual nature of human 
kind that have formed these 
skills over millennia, and Noë 
provides evidence that human 
beings are today still creatures 
of habits in an extended world 
of thought that goes beyond the 
skull. He touches on notions of 
novices and experts, comparing 
the techniques used by a player 
learning the game to that of a 
player who had mastered the 
sport through habitual practice. 
The novice requires a high level 
of focus upon the mechanics of 
hitting a baseball; the attention 
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of the player is on their body, the 
ball and hitting thereof. The op-
posite is presented by the expert 
player, whom if concentrating 
on the mechanics of the task 
shows deterioration in perform-
ance. Rather, ‘the expert turns 
his attention elsewhere-for ex-
ample, to tactics, or to figuring 
out what sort of pitch is likely 
to be thrown next.’ (p. 100) A 
similar argument is presented 
to people learning second lan-
guages. Noë highlights how the 
forming of habits and, thus, ex-
pert skills, furnishes beings with 
a heightened ability to partake in 
the wider context of an activity 
in an automatic manner. When 
we deliberate, plan and mediate 
the flow of a given situation is 
disengaged. If the environmen-
tal situation changes, again the 
flow of the activity is broken.

In ‘Out of Our Heads’, Noë has 
moved towards broadening the 
audience of his particular per-
spective on the philosophy of 
perception, and at many times 
the book reads as a journalistic 
piece rather than scholarship. 
Noë’s argument is rather pro-
found, yet in moving towards 
a more simplistic prose, an in-
formed reader of ‘Out of Our 
Heads’ may react with a ‘so 
what?’ Although I am sympa-
thetic to Noë’s argument, there 
are moments where I wonder 
what he is trying to bring to the 
table that differs in the slight-
est from what Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, Francisco Varela, James 
Gibson, Jakob von Uexküll and 
a whole host of other thinkers 
have said before. To claim this, 
however, does injustice to the 
manner in which Noë synthesiz-
es, examines and reanalyses a 
huge amount of scientific experi-
mentation literature. Importantly, 
in making this book more open 
Noë still continuously relates 
his claims back to the empirical 
studies they are inferred from, 

never moving too far from the 
evidential base.

‘Out of Our Heads’ differs hugely 
in writing style comparison to 
Noë’s previous work, such as 
Action in Perception, [1] which 
can be hard work for anyone 
not entirely familiar with cogni-
tive science, phenomenology 
and visual perception. For this 
reviewer, there is no doubt that 
Noë has provided an account 
for consciousness that adds 
to the growing discussion of 
understanding human beings 
as embodied and situated or-
ganisms. Only touched on very 
briefly in this book, Noë’s model 
of consciousness is greatly in-
fluenced by the work of Fran-
cisco Varela and Evan Thomp-
son, and as such will provide 
easy and valuable reading to 
anyone interested in the study 
of consciousness, and must be 
read by anyone working with the 
aforementioned authors work. 
Artists and creative practition-
ers interested in Noë’s research 
on visual perception and con-
sciousness may also find his in-
vestigations into the relationship 
between art and science and 
the role certain artworks have 
in the examination of perceptual 
consciousness as particularly 
useful further reading [2].

References
[1] A. Noë, Action in Perception 
(Cambridge, The MIT Press, 
2004)

[2] A. Noë, Art as Enaction (http://
www.interdisciplines.org/artcog/
papers/8)

Curating 
Consciousness: 
Mysticism and the 
Modern Museum
by Marcia Brennan
The MIT Press, 2010, 304 pp.
ISBN: 978-0262013789

Reviewed by George Shortess

george.shortess@lehigh.edu

I am an artist, and not a cura-
tor, but an artist with a long-
standing interest in the place 
of consciousness, mysticism 
and related non-physical proc-
esses in the visual arts. My own 
art has been much influenced by 
these ideas. These comments 
then are from one artist’s point 
of view.

Because of the general nature 
of the title, I was a bit disap-
pointed that the book focused 
so heavily on one curator/critic, 
John Sweeny. However, his 
work is certainly central to any 
discussion of mysticism in the 
modern museum, as the au-
thor very carefully develops. It 
is, therefore, a necessary part 
of any understanding Western 
20th Century art. It would appear 
that a book that would discuss a 
variety of curatorial approaches 
to the same artists is another 
enterprise.

With the focus on Sweeney, the 
author not only clearly presents 
his underlying assumptions and 
the ways his approach plays out 
as he curates exhibitions by vari-
ous artists but she also includes 
the museum culture in which 
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these took place and with which 
they often clashed.

Chapter 1 is a general introduc-
tion to John Sweeny, his ideas 
and career. Chapter 2 describes 
his writings, teachings, curato-
rial activities and collaborations 
with Alfred Barr that provided 
the basis for his curatorial ap-
proach. The remaining chap-
ters deal in great detail with the 
approach Sweeney took when 
exhibiting particular artists as 
director of the Houston Museum 
of Fine Arts. While the book is 
well researched and footnoted 
as a scholarly text should be, 
it is written in a way that is ac-
cessible for the informed non- 
specialist.

One of the central themes of 
the book and of Sweeny’s work 
is the concept of coincidientia 
opposiorum, the unification of 
opposites, “the saying the un-
sayable.” The author develops 
this very difficult theme clearly 
as it is involved in Sweeney’s 
curatorial practice. She ap-
proaches it in a number of dif-
ferent ways, which provides a 
framework for appreciating the 
subtleties involved. Likewise the 
concepts of mysticism and the 
spiritual in the visual arts are 
clearly and amply discussed as 
Sweeny developed these ideas 
both theoretically and in his cu-
ratorial work. There are many 
quotes from Sweeney, but they 
are interwoven in ways to pro-
vide the essence and context of 
the concepts involved.

As an artist, the book helped 
me a great deal. I would cer-
tainly recommend the book to 
anyone interested in gaining a 
more thorough understanding of 
20th Century Western art.

The England’s 
Dreaming Tapes
by Jon Savage
University of Minnesota Press, 
2010, 752 pp.
ISBN: 978-0816672929

Reviewed by Michael R. 
(Mike) Mosher, Saginaw 
Valley State University

mosher@svsu.edu

One wonders about the raison 
d’etre of this new book, subtitled 

“the essential companion to Eng-
land’s Dreaming, the seminal 
history of Punk”. Is there really a 
dearth of primary sources on the 
Punk era, which necessitates 
a new printed book rather than 
online resource? When Savage 
approached the Punks, it was 
nearly a decade and a half af-
ter their 1976-77 moment in the 
limelight, and they’d had time to 
ponder its follies and its mean-
ing. He relied on their insights, 
but then shaped them into a 
history that reflected his own 
experience of the times and its 
tremors.

Before jumping—stage-diving—
into this book, I took John Sav-
age’s 1992 history of Punk rock 
England’s Dreaming down from 
the shelf, for a fresh look. His 
story begins with a constant-
ly conceptually-redesigned 
clothing store run by Malcolm 
McLaren. McLaren’s death in 
spring 2010 made me revisit 
Craig Bromberg’s The Wicked 
Ways of Malcolm McLaren and 
to view some interviews from 
this decade found on YouTube. 
Like P.T. Barnum, movie distrib-
utor Arthur Mayer, John Sinclair, 
or (these two especially of inter-
est to McLaren) Brian Epstein 
or Larry Parnes, the promoters 
of entertainment are often as 
interesting as the artistes them-
selves. Shopkeeper-qua-haber-

dasher-qua-ideologue McLaren, 
with energies and good ideas 
borrowed from designer Vivi-
enne Westwood and others, 
decided he needed to form a 
band out of some of the wast-
rels hanging around his shop. 
As it was then called SEX, the 
Sex Pistols were born. Following 
the Pistols saga with few diver-
sions from this center, the author 
introduces the New York Dolls 
and the Londoners’ rivalry and 
resentment of New York bands. 
Roberta Bayley, employee in 
SEX, seems to have been a 
peacemaker shuttling between 
both scenes. There was also 
the influence of amphetamines, 
and an eye to the individualistic 
Stiff Records label and roster 
of eccentric rock performers. 
McLaren did truly want the band 
to record on the established la-
bel EMI, yet the company feared 
the controversy that the band 
sparked when it cussed on bibu-
lous Bill Grundy’s show would 
cause cancellation of orders for 
the medical scanners another 
part of the corporation manu-
factured. A drumbeat of huffily 
oppositional moralizing by the 
popular press helped get the 
Sex Pistols banned from various 
small nightclubs.

In England’s Dreaming, Savage 
is a thoughtful observer. There 
is a flash of good literary criti-
cism of Patti Smith, and Sav-
age compares the Sex Pistols’ 

“Submission”—where, asked to 
write a song about S & M John 
Lydon introduced imagery of a 
submarine’s dive—to motifs of 
the oceanic, enveloping woman 
detailed in Klaus Theweleit’s 
study of proto-Nazi Freikorps 
novels Male Fantasies. Eng-
land’s Dreaming felt about twice 
as long as it should have been, 
its long comet’s tail being the 
depressing story of the disso-
lution of Sid Vicious and the 
Sex Pistols’ unhappy US tour, 
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at whose San Francisco gig the 
band unceremoniously broke 
up. Johnny Rotten sneered 
from the stage “Ever have the 
feeling you’ve been cheated?” 
Too much of the time nobody 
seemed to be having any fun, 
except guitarist Steve Jones 
and drummer Paul Cook, who 
enjoyed all the available girls 
and lager. In Savage’s way is the 
fact that the story of the Sex Pis-
tols has been scooped by two 
movies, director Julien Temple’s 

“The Great Rock n’ Roll Swindle” 
(McLaren’s version) and direc-
tor Alex Cox’s “Sid and Nancy” 
(with Sid Vicious at its center).

Reading the source interviews 
in The England’s Dreaming 
Tapes, I quickly realized what 
a good job Savage did in his 
earlier book of distilling the sali-
ent message and lesson of each 
interviewee. That a similar book 
of interviews, Please Kill Me: the 
Oral History of Punk by Legs Mc-
Neil and Gillian Welch (Penguin) 
has been a success, remain-
ing in print and boasting steady 
sales, could not have been lost 
on the planners and publishers 
of Savage’s new book. The inter-
views include only a smattering 
of Punk musicians not in the Sex 
Pistols (Sylvain Sylvain, Cap-
tain Sensible, Siouxsie Sioux, 
Howard Devoto, Pete Shelley, 
Poly Styrene and Don Letts), 

but are organized into coteries 
of shopkeepers and members 
of the Glitterbest management 
team, frequenters of the Roxy 
Club, New Yorkers, and nota-
ble Punks hailing from London 
suburbs or the north of England.

Just when one feels one might 
just as well be slogging through 
a Victorian book called Memoirs 
of Numerous English Persons 
in the Era 1875-77, a nugget of 
insight gleams and makes it all 
worthwhile. Or that intriguing-
ly raises further questions: is 
the “Pauline from Penetration” 
that Glen Matlock recalls at a 
Northallerton concert the same 
Pauline celebrated in the Sex 
Pistols’ song “Bodies”? I sup-
pose The England’s Dreaming 
Tapes, like Jon Savage’s earlier 
book, would make a good holi-
day or high school graduation 
gift for young people, musicians 
or rock fans curious about the 
era. It reminds me of a book I 
enjoyed in the 1980s that col-
lected OMNI magazine’s inter-
views with scientists. Yet this 
volume is as elephantine as 
any of the 1970s progressive 
rock compositions lasting the 
length of an album side, which 
Punk, in its speed and brevity, 
hoped to banish forever. When 
not consulting it in the produc-
tion of further Punk exegesis, 
The England’s Dreaming Tapes 
is the kind of stout book to keep 
on the shelf in a vacation home, 
or for—as the Sex Pistols sang—

“holidays in the sun.”� █
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