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Exploring the Curatorial as Creative Act Part II:  
The Artist as Found System

Edith Doove
edith.doove@plymouth.ac.uk

The individual always interests me, more than 
movements which simply serve to group to-
gether young people.(Marcel Duchamp)1

The Artist and its frameworks

Without wanting to dismiss the whole of art 
history, it has a tendency to confine art and art-
ists in neat, grid-like movements. Although this 
was initially helpful in describing the history of 
art when the discipline itself first emerged, one 
can question whether today such historic labels 
as ‘expressionism’ or ‘conceptual art’, to name 
just two, really give an accurate view of real-
ity or whether they mainly serve various other 
means, such as nationalism or marketing.

The act of confining, boxing in, ‘gridding’ 
in, is typically used when we are confronted 
with something wild, ungraspable, that we 
want to contain, understand and research. As 
Grosz (2008, p. 11) indicates, this seems to 
be intrinsic to the arts: “The emergence of the 
‘frame’ is the condition of all the arts and is 
the particular contribution of architecture to 
the taming of the virtual, the territorialisation 
of the uncontrollable forces of the earth.” She 
continues: “Framing is how chaos becomes ter-
ritory. Framing is the means by which objects 
are delimited, qualities unleashed and art made 

possible.” (2008, p. 17) However porous these 
frameworks may be, what they cannot do, and 
in a way also refuse to do, is to deal with the 
overlap, the transit zone, the unpredictable 
and unknowable. The infinitesimal smallness 
of this zone recalls Duchamp’s ‘infra-mince’, a 
concept that he could only describe through 
examples or equivalences, all of which were in-
hibited by a certain friction, as in, for example, 
the marriage between breath and smoke when 
smoking, the warmth of a chair that is about to 
be left, but also just “the possible” (Duchamp, 
1999, p. 10). It is this kind of openness to pos-
sible and maybe unusual solutions that this 
paper explores. 

Although relatively recent developments in 
the world of art studies seem to take a more 
open approach, the focus stays mainly on the 
artefact, which is still framed, albeit now in 
wider contexts. This becomes especially prob-
lematic when discussing the artist, the one that 
makes art, the producer, who is inadvertently 
put into boxes where she does not necessarily 
belong. In order to overcome this problem, 
this paper looks at the possibility of seeing art-
ists as ‘found systems’, taking the island as a 
metaphor, connecting it to the role islands play 
in the work of Benoît Mandelbrot, how this 
can be connected with art and ‘pataphysics’ (a 

Abstract

This paper is intended as a thought experiment around the idea of the artist as found system, 
open-ended and in constant becoming, as an alternative and more flexible solution for the usual 
art historic conceptualizing of artists. Inspired by Daumal’s Mount Analogue and the island of 
Mandelbrot it makes use of a pataphysical, pragmatist approach, exploring the realm between 
fiction and reality, and tries to apply Duchamp’s infra-mince in order to develop a system(atic) 
thinking about the artist(ic).
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science of imaginary solutions in which every-
thing is equivalent), and finally how out of all 
this we can distil the idea of the found system 
as a way to deal with the artist(ic). This could 
potentially contribute to the field of art stud-
ies, especially where it fails, for the time being, 
to address the issue of the individual, contem-
porary and lesser-known artist.

A way of approaching this issue is through cy-
bernetics, the study of systems, that emerged 
in the 1940s in the work of Norbert Wiener, 
amongst others. Much scholarly work has al-
ready been done on the connection between 
so-called ‘second-order’ cybernetics and art, 
especially in the 1960s. Such work, however, 
has tended to comprise a history of cybernetic 
art, focusing on objects and installations made 
from a cybernetic point of view (Shanken, 
2002, pp. 255-277). Although there is much in 
this approach that moves the focus away from 
the object and towards process, the emphasis 
is still largely on the art produced and less on 
the artist herself. In looking at the possibility of 
the artist as a found system, Stafford Beer’s no-
tion of an “exceedingly complex system” that is 
“not fully knowable or adequately predictable” 
seems to be of better use (cited in Pickering, 
2010, pp. 222-223). According to Beer, these 
systems can only have probabilistic forms. As 
examples he gives the economy, the brain and 
the company, a combination of which seems 
to fit the concept of the artist excellently. Con-
necting systems theory with art history is in 
itself not new. For instance, Halsall (2008), in-
fluenced by the work of Luhmann (2000), has 
extensively explored this connection. Halsall 
also makes use of the concept of the complex 
system in order to make a connection to the art 
world. As in the world of art studies, however, 
there is no room for the artist, only for the art-
work, with the focus on its merits as a means of 
communication.1

On the importance of islands as found systems
Although the connection between artists, 

islands and found systems might seem far-
fetched, it is well worth starting this investi-
gation with an exploration of the latter two. 
Quite early on in the development of his 
fractal landscapes, Mandelbrot makes the 
somewhat surprising connection between 
these (and their mountainous landscapes) and 
the science-fiction world of H.G. Wells’s The 
Island of Dr. Moreau (1896: 2012), thus al-
luding to a connection between the fictitious 
and the real. As Samuel (2012, p. 24) points 
out, “(t)he fictional Dr. Moreau had tried to 
create a new world with man-animal hybrids, 
and it was for similar purposes that Dr. Man-
delbrot was using those mathematical hybrids 
from the nineteenth century”.2 With the help 
of his fractals, Mandelbrot was indeed capable 
of creating completely plausible islands, just as 
‘monstrous’ as the nineteenth century math-
ematician and philosopher of science Jules 
Henri Poincaré had indicated the new math-
ematical functions to be (Samuel, 2012, p. 24). 
This was mainly due to the fact that an island 
is, so to speak, a fairly simple system, as is de-
scribed below. 

Daumal (1952: 2010, p. 32), in his pataphysi-
cal, unfinished novel Mount Analogue, an ac-
count of a voyage to an imaginary island, says: 
“For a mountain to play the role of Mount 
Analogue, its summit must be inaccessible, but 
its base accessible to human beings as nature 
made them. It must be unique and it must ex-
ist geographically. The gateway to the invisible 
must be visible.” In Wells’s book, the island is 
clearly host to the invisible, or the preferably 
not-to-be-seen, the monstrous. And possibly 
that was also one of the factors that Mandel-
brot alluded to as his fractals were/are both vis-
ible and invisible. 

As with many islands that harbour some un-
fathomable secret, Wells’s island, just like 
Daumal’s, is situated somewhere in the Pacific. 
Thus, although it is fictitious, it exists geo-
graphically. 
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The island, which was of irregular outline and 
lay low upon the wide sea, had a total area, I 
suppose, of seven or eight square miles. It was 
volcanic in origin, and was now fringed on 
three sides by coral reefs. Some fumaroles to 
the northward, and a hot spring, were the only 
vestiges of the forces that had long since origi-
nated it. Now and then a faint quiver of earth-
quake would be sensible, and sometimes the 
ascent of the spire of smoke would be rendered 
tumultuous by gusts of steam. But that was all 
(Wells, 1896: 2012, p. 80).3

As for Daumal’s island, this seems to have en-
tered reality from the fictional and back again, 
with the recent find and subsequent ‘undis-
covery’ of the so-called ‘Google’s Phantom 
Island’, a non-existent island that somehow 
slipped into Google maps, images of which 
have more than a close resemblance to some 
of Mandelbrot’s constructions. Slipping from 
the analogue into the digital, so to speak. The 
origins of this Phantom Island are said to lie 
in the nineteenth century. According to Shaun 
Higgins, librarian at the Auckland Museum, 
who has looked into the matter, Sandy Island 
was discovered by a whaler called the Velocity 
in 1876, and shows up in an admiralty chart 
dated 1908.4 Following Daumal’s instructions 
in Mount Analogue on how to find the island 
in his book, and viewing it ironically, missing 
Sandy Island might simply have been due to 
failing to approach it from the right angle.5 

Interestingly, it was around this time that Al-
fred Jarry, the father of pataphysics, “the sci-
ence of imaginary solutions” (1911: 1996, p. 
22), also conceived a special interest in both 
Wells and islands. As Brotchie (2011, p. 229) 
declares in his biography of the surrealist au-
thor, in Jarry’s Exploits and Opinions of Dr. 
Faustroll, Pataphysician (1911: 1996), the 
succession of islands that are navigated by 
Faustroll, Bosse-de-Nage and Panmuphle “rep-
resent the imaginary worlds created by artists 

and writers associated with the Symbolists and 
hence with Jarry’s life in Paris”, and among 
“(t)hese miraculous lands, to be found amid 
the streets of the capital” was, for instance, the 
Isle of Bara, a reference to the Rue Bara, the ad-
dress of Jarry’s friend Gaston Danville in Paris 
(Brotchie, 2011, p. 227). Faustroll’s collection 
of books, not surprisingly, contained The Od-
yssey and Jules Verne’s Voyage to the Centre of 
the Earth (the entrance to which is famously 
located on Iceland). Amongst the “miraculous 
lands” that the Faustroll expedition visits are 
various islands: the Amorphous Isle, the Fra-
grant Isle, the Isle of Ptyx, the Isle of Her, 
the Isle of Cyril and the Ringing Isle. At the 
beginning of the voyage, Faustroll indicates, 
although maybe not very favourably for the 
general proposition of this paper, that…

… this dead body is not only an island but 
a man …. Only his brain – and the anterior 
motor centers of the medulla – are dead. And 
because of this inertia he is, on our navigatory 
route, not a man but an island, and this is 
why … I find him mentioned on my fluvial 
map as Isle of Cack (Jarry, 1911: 1996, p. 33).

Analogy and the act of translation

While this analysis of real and fictitious is-
lands, with its initial indication of an analogy 
between island and man, might appear to be 
failing to address the discussion of the artist 
as a found system, it is exactly the concept of 
‘analogy’ that was both fundamental for Man-
delbrot’s thinking (Samuel, 2012, p. 34) and 
Jarry’s pataphysics. Jarry’s analogous, tongue-
in-cheek thinking and writing was influential 
for Duchamp’s development of, amongst other 
things, his concept of the ‘infra-mince’.

Analogy can, in a certain way, be seen as a 
form of translation, and in this context it is 
remarkable how much attention Jarry pays to 
the subject of the translation of texts. Of the 
twenty-seven ‘equivalent’ books in Faustroll’s 
possession there is a volume of Baudelaire’s 
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translations of Poe, as well as “[a]n odd vol-
ume of The Thousand and One Nights, in the 
Galland translation” (Jarry, 1911: 1996, pp. 
10-11). Later, Faustroll conjures an element 
of each of these equivalents in the third di-
mension, including “[f ]rom Baudelaire, E.A. 
Poe’s Silence, taking care to retranslate Baude-
laire’s translation into Greek” (1911: 1996, p. 
17). Jarry translated several texts himself and 
was well acquainted with Henry-D. Davray, 
the translator of several of Wells’s books into 
French, such as The Time Machine – a book 
that was particularly influential for Jarry. It led 
him to …

…the idea of writing a paper which would ex-
plore the physics of such a machine, and show 
that it was theoretically possible. Or at least, 
he had the idea of writing a text that appeared 
to do this, since there is no reason to believe 
that Jarry saw his [essay], ‘Commentary and 
Instructions for the Practical Construction of 
the Time Machine’, as anything but a work 
of fiction, albeit one disguised as a scientific 
paper (Brotchie, 2011, p. 240). 

In the realm of pataphysics, it makes sense that 
there is no real distinction between fiction and 
reality.6 By thus connecting the concepts of 
analogy, translation and pataphysical equiva-
lence, we can continue our journey.

Deleuze (2004, p. 9) begins his text ‘Desert 
Islands’ with the statement “Geographers say 
there are two kinds of islands. This is valuable 
information for the imagination because it 
confirms what the imagination already knew. 
Nor is it the only case where science makes my-
thology more concrete, and mythology makes 
science more vivid.”  Thus, it is an example of 
where fiction and reality meet, and where pos-
sibly the core to found systems lies. The kind 
of island referred to above is what Deleuze, 
or geographers in general, define as ‘oceanic’: 
“Oceanic islands are originary, essential is-
lands” (Deleuze, 2004, p. 9), in contrast to 
continental islands that are accidental, derived. 

Both can be deserted, however. Further on in 
this text, Deleuze states: 

To that question so dear to the old explorers 
– “which creatures live on deserted islands?” 
– one could only answer: human beings live 
there already, but uncommon humans, they 
are absolutely separate, absolute creators, in 
short, an Idea of humanity, a prototype, a 
man who would almost be a god, a woman 
who would be a goddess, a great Amnesiac, 
a pure Artist, a consciousness of Earth and 
Ocean, an enormous hurricane, a beautiful 
witch, a statue from the Easter Islands. There 
you have a human being who precedes itself. 
Such a creature on a deserted island would 
be the deserted island itself, insofar as it ima-
gines and reflects itself in its first movement.
(Deleuze, 2004, p. 11).7 

But this “unity of the deserted island and its 
inhabitant is … not actual, only imaginary …. 
This is to state once again that the essence of 
the deserted island is imaginary and not actual, 
mythological and not geographical” (2004, 
pp.11-12). Let us nevertheless take this fiction 
seriously, or as Deleuze indicates, “get back to 
the movement of the imagination that makes 
the deserted island a model, a prototype of the 
collective soul” (2004, p. 13). Whether the is-
land is deserted or inhabited, as in the case of 
Faustroll’s exploits, is of lesser importance.

The artist as a found system

The above introduction to the island as a found 
system, that is to say, as a system of matter and 
immateriality, between fiction and reality, or 
between mythology and science, a seemingly 
simple but, at the same time, exceedingly com-
plex system that is unpredictable and secretive, 
can now be used to explore its possible use 
when studying artists. In order to do so, it is 
important to return to Mandelbrot. Although 
Mandelbrot never considered his scientific im-
ages, hand-drawn or computer-printed, to be 
art, there is a constant underlying interest in 
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bridging the gap between his science and art. 
He does this through his reference to Wells, 
by signing some of his drawings and prints, 
but even more explicitly through his article 
‘Scalebound or scaling shapes: a useful distinc-
tion in the visual arts and the natural sciences’, 
published in Leonardo in 1981, and to which 
Samuel (2012) dedicates a whole chapter. In 
this article there is an attempt to apply his 
fractal sets to visual arts, indicated by author 
Juliet Koss as a possible “rough sketch for fu-
ture analysis” (cited in Samuel, 2012, p. 153). 
Mandelbrot uses his idea of scalebound or scal-
ing shapes for a discussion on architecture, but 
indicates it could have wider application. By 
using the metaphor of the island in Deleuze’s 
sense, as a model, we are be able to identify the 
artist with an island, and via Mandelbrot’s frac-
tals, with a found system that operates inde-
pendently of the dimension we are looking at. 
The notion of the found system can therefore 
be of use for any artist whether well-known or 
emerging.8 

Belgian artist Peter Beyls is an interesting test 
case, as his work closely relates to that of Man-
delbrot. In principle any artist, or in any case, 
following Deleuze’s definition, “any separate, 
absolute creator”, could be seen as a found 
system. Beyls, however, a pioneer in computer 
art who, unlike Mandelbrot, has always indi-
cated that he considers his computer or plot-
ter drawings as art, talks about his excitement 
when visualising found systems.9 But whereas 
Mandelbrot would not even touch a computer, 
Beyls constantly (re)programmes himself, lead-
ing to a seemingly endless repository of found 
systems. In contrast to the visualisations of 
Mandelbrot, that are often predictable, direct 
mappings of his algorithms, Beyls aims for an 
emergent and unpredictable complexity which 
links back to Beer’s notion of unknowability.10 
Beyls (2013) points out: 

A fractal is a simple mathematical formula, 
a recursive expression that generates predict-
able results. It’s a closed formula and not a 

system and therefore can’t generate a non-an-
ticipatable complexity. A confrontation can’t 
take place, as there are no dynamic affinities 
between a critical mass of interacting compo-
nents. A fractal therefore is the antithesis of 
the idea of cybernetics (Beyls, 2013).11

 The fractal is itself, however, the result of 
thinking of, and in, an exceedingly complex, 
unpredictable system, whereas this paper’s pro-
posal mainly concentrates on its recurrence as 
islands and thus only on its visual aspect at dif-
ferent levels of perception.

Conclusion 

Navigating the various islands discussed above, 
whether in the physical or fictional world, in-
habited, deserted or somewhere in-between, 
makes clear that a true understanding of their 
potentiality demands an individual approach. 
This is where they come in useful when try-
ing to develop an analogy with the artist as a 
found system. From a distance, either islands 
or artists seem easily identifiable and classifi-
able, being a formation of land in the middle 
of a sea or ocean on the one hand, and a crea-
tive being on the other. A lot of information 
gets lost, however, when using only this form 
of categorisation. The close-up obviously pro-
vides different information. The visibility of 
the fractal islands and their connection to the 
so-called ‘continent’ caused Mandelbrot con-
siderable problems during the development of 
his fractal system as they initially evaded the 
computer: “[I]t was technically impossible to 
draw the connecting lines, or filaments, with 
the existing graphic programs” (Samuel, 2012, 
p. 40). The moment this technical problem was 
overcome, however, it was clear there is a con-
nection. Islands may seem to be isolated but 
are, as in Mandelbrot’s case, always somehow 
connected to larger structures. In this context, 
Duchamp’s ‘infra-mince’ can be seen as an in-
dication of the dynamics between fiction and 
reality, between island and mainland, between 
science and art, a theatrical green room or 
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waiting room for things to happen, to come 
into being, and possibly the core connection 
between art, science and found systems. Pro-
posing the concept of the artist as a found sys-
tem is therefore not intended to overthrow the 
whole of (world) art history, but rather to make 
it richer by pointing at this dynamics between 
the individual and the larger whole.

Although the connection between Mandelbrot 
and pataphysics is certainly not new and has 
been explored already, in some ways, by Ba-
udrillard, it opens the possibility to truly apply 
his fractal system to the arts, albeit in another 
way than he had foreseen. It could possibly 
lead to the development of a cybernetic art his-
tory (as opposed to an art history of cybernet-
ics) that would allow for a more flexible and 
adventurous approach to the artistic. For the 
moment, it seems that the method of excessive 
interviewing of artists by the curator Hans-Ul-
rich Obrist is the practical solution – as artist 
Timo Sehgal states, “his most important con-
tribution, in my view, lies in the fact that he 
is … searching for modalities that go beyond 
objecthood” (Obrist and Lamm, 2011, p. 11). 
Obrist’s ‘interview project’, published in the 
Conversation Series, is inspired by two long 
interviews between Pierre Cabanne and Mar-
cel Duchamp, and David Sylvester and Francis 
Bacon. Obrist does not only interview artists, 
but also architects and philosophers.12 Doug 
Aitken’s recent project ‘The Source’ for the 
2012 Liverpool Biennial, a quest for the source 
of creativity in the shape of a video installation 
consisting of a series of filmed conversations 
with artists, architects, musicians and actors, 
works along similar lines.13 Both projects, with 
their specific focus on the creative individual, 
could be seen as illustrations of the idea of the 
artist as a found system, and represent a more 
interactive way of looking at art history.
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Notes

1 Franklin, P. (2012) ‘Between Art and Life, Art as Life’. In: Basualdo, C. and Battle, E. eds. (2012) Dancing 
around the Bride: Cage, Cunningham, Johns, Rauschenberg, and Duchamp. 1st ed. Philadelphia: Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, Yale University Press, p.1.

2 See this author’s review of Samuel’s ‘The Islands of Benoît Mandelbrot’ in Leonardo, January 2013.

3 See introduction by Kitty Zijlmans in Hallsall, 2008, p. 12: “When artworks are regarded as communica-
tions, its not their materiality which is relevant, or its maker, but the work as a communicative act respond-
ed to by new communicative utterances, positive or negative, in the form of other works or as criticism.”

4 See my review of ‘The Islands of Benoît Mandelbrot’ in Leonardo Reviews, January 2013

5 There is an intriguing comparison to be made between such diverse islands as the ones in the television 
series Lost, the animation movie The Incredibles (note the close up of the island and its resemblance to the 
images of Google’s Phantom Island) or the animated puppet series Thunderbirds, not to mention the obvious 
Robinson Crusoe version or Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. Another ‘recent’ link is the tiny tropical and 
hard to find Ascension Island in the South Atlantic – initially “a barren volcanic edifice”, a cloud forest now 
forms a damp oasis on its highest peak after some botanical experimentation by Darwin some 180 years ago. 
Its success might now be the key to the future colonisation of Mars. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-
environment-11137903

6 View http://blog.aucklandmuseum.com/2012/11/the-mystery-of-an-island-that-isnt-there/ and
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/22/sandy-island-missing-google-earth

7 ”It was on one of those days that Sogol explained to us why we had to try and approach the invisible 
continent from the west at sunset, and not from the east at sunrise. It was because at that moment, just as 
in Benjamin Franklin’s experiment of the heated chamber, a current of cold sea air must rush towards the 
overheated lower levels of the atmosphere of Mount Analogue. Thus we would be sucked toward the interior; 
whereas at dawn, from the east, we would be violently repulsed” (Daumal, 1952, p. 70).

8 Although Brotchie does not literately come to this conclusion he hints at it when stating: “The final sec-
tion, “Time as Seen from the Machine”, concludes with a new definition of duration, which Jarry then para-
phrases as “The Becoming of Memory”. This connects what is an apparently theoretical text with the notions 
of nostalgia and the erotic in Days and Nights. As ever, his writings link together when one least expects it.” 
He than comments on “(…) how most of the physics employed by Jarry/Faustroll in this “Commentary” 
is taken from the French translation of Lord Kelvin’s Popular Lectures and Addresses: the Constitution of 
Matter, published in 1893, with Jarry even quoting an English footnote to give his text extra verisimilitude. 
(…) [H]e wrote a piece of fiction employing only the non-literary means of the scientific paper” (Brotchie, 
240-241).

9 In this same volume of texts Deleuze also discusses pataphysics in the context of a book review in the text 
‘How Jarry’s Pataphysics Opened the Way to Phenomenology’.

10 In this context the notion of islands that are only visible at certain moments due to changing tides, or 
islands that play an important role in collective memory such as Atlantis or Simon & Garfunkels self-pro-
claimed “I am a rock. I am an island.” in their 1966 song ‘I am a rock’ spring to mind, connecting it back to 
Deleuzes wish to return to the (deserted) island as a model or prototype of the collective soul, see above.

11 In talks with the artist during studio visits, Ghent, Belgium, October 2012. A longer text on Beyls is 
published in the catalogue for his upcoming exhibitions at Gallery DAM, Frankfurt, May 2013 and White 
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Box, New York, autumn 2013, both as part of a research project in collaboration with LUCA School of 
Arts, Brussels.

12 Email from the artist, 9.11.2012 and 13.1.2013. hIn relation to programming Beyls states: “The physi-
cal act of programming produces a self-documenting result that is per definition an ‘in-between result’ 
on a long road of an endless number of dimensions of which the visible/perceivable ones only lie on the 
observable surface. The programmer is constantly being conditioned by his own thinking, formalised in 
software (…). The object of the thinking process is almost a side effect that speaks back to the programmer 
– a recursive process! That’s why programming also generates the illusion of power – or is it narcism. The 
program reflects indeed in the most fundamental sense the belief system that is part of the identity of the 
programmer.”

13 Email from the artist, 20.1.2013

14 http://www.artbook.com/huoconv.html

15 http://www.dougaitkenworkshop.com/work/the-source/Bibliography:
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