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Jens Hauser
Who's Afraid of the In-Between?//2008

The specific materialities of communication matter - they matter in art, and they
matter even more in the current state of a still developing post-digital paradigm
for which Roy Ascott has coined the intriguing term moist media, ‘comprising
bits, atoms, neurons, and genes in every kind of combination’ and in which ‘the
dry world of virtuality and the wet world of biology’ merge to become a substrate
of art.! Since we cannot expect such techno-holistic views of how matter will
then be in-formed to unfold ‘naturally’, nor cultural notions or concrete physical
realities to warmheartedly collapse into each other, it is first and foremost the
mediating membranes that warrant our consideration - membranes conceived
as active rather than passive, membranes that do not merely separate insides
from outsides nor are simply crossed or transgressed, but instead are negotiated.
sk-interfaces attempts to make these membranes tangible in a twofold yet
mutually informing approach through art and cultural theory which provides a
locus both for phenomenological experience and embodied thought. Put
succinctly, art came first and cultural theory followed, unless it was already
taken up in the artistic position itself. In contrast to the trend in academic
publications to use art primarily as a mere placeholder or litmus paper,
illustrating otherwise self-sufficient arguments from preexisting heuristic
frameworks with the most ‘meaningful’ examples, the artworks and performances
in sk-interfaces, reflecting a wide variety of forms both with respect to discourse
and technique, should first be considered independently. A five-year empirical
mof why and how artists have recently developed an interest in the material
qﬂd functionalities inherent in the notion of ‘skin as a physiologically
[ revealed common patterns of motivations. What these
1ality within which major shape-shifting transformations
ity, openness and disorientating indeterminacy of these
ntological crises and epistemological doubts relating
dentities are given material form: from trans-border,
s and mixed ethnicity to the fascination of growth, self-
and healing, to matters of the living and non-living,
s, stem cell research and tissue culture. |...]
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theory butincudes such various ‘media’ as clothing.housing,wcapons,aeroplanes
and so on. Coupled with his theory of inclusion, that media per se always already
contain other media (the infamous ‘the medium is the message’), McLuhan's
theorycanbeex(endedtobiomediaaswell,whichintheageofxenotransplantation
and transgenics may no longer be considered from a strictly anthropocentric
point of view.

With what or whom do we need to interface today and how, beyond the
established protocols? Louise Poissant brings the issue to a head when she writes
that, in new media art, ‘the raw material, one must say, is algorithmic and
E abstract and at the same time composed of communicational flux made of

sensations, emotions, ideas, and exchanges'? [e:%]

2 A central characteristic of contemporary media art has long been its affinity
£ for interactive displays and the inherently processual nature of the exchange
‘ between artist and participant, in order to clearly distinguish themselves from
‘dead object and material art’, where processes merely culminate in the end
product of the completed work. Media art’s emphasis on the processual implies
progression on the scale of time, and movement, whatever the form, set in
motion by cognitively initiated, binary logical processes, hence conceived as
active. By contrast, material properties are considered passive and would fall
outside the realm of interfaces. But are there not, then, points of interconnection
between two entities when parameters are ‘programmed’ not electronically but
chemically, mechanically or biologically? Emulsions and dispersions can also be
understood as interfaces. When water and oil are mixed, they tend to separate
and at equilibrium become two distinct strata with an oil-water interface in
between - processes such as those employed by Zbigniew Oksiuta in his Isopycnic
Systems? in order to create empirico-material forms of such complexity that no
computer simulation could calculate the parameters in their entirety. Even the
f Narcissus's lake may be regarded as an interface of water and air.
artists such as Yann Marussich encroach upon these spaces in-
nix, Marussich creates a controlled biochemical situation that

ntly motionless choreography of methylene blue, using
ly calculated timing, which then seeps out of body
¢ ‘the motionless body a monochrome vibration
relationship between outward immobility and
ide the body ahead of the visible movement.
the body’* Marussich, who actually comes
plays here with the topos of an activity
king of ‘motionless sculpture’ and the
- interests him is less the expression of
ion of cognitive processes than the notion
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of presence: ‘Presence and the bubbling mobility of the inner body which are
complementary to the image of the motionless body [...] Art is no longer a
representation but a continuous inner state presented before third parties’ |...]

Reverse Othering

Since the vector of change is shifting from the use of networks to bridge distances
to microscopic modelling at the cell level, and from presence as a temporal
dimension to presence as a spatial dimension of proximity, it is no surprise that
artists have turned to the use of skin cells. For one thing, in comparison to other
cells they reproduce and renew themselves faster; and for another, they are
suited for use per se as biological metaphors for ‘trans’, as in trans-racial, trans-
species, trans-gender. The duo Art Orienté objet, in Artists Skin Cultures, cultivated
the epidermal cells of both artists together, then grafted this layer of epidermis
onto pig derma, before finally tattooing it with motifs of endangered species.
Their trans-species totems are ultimately and ideally supposed to be grafted
onto compliant art collectors themselves, who can then make the art bodies part
of their own, and not necessarily merely in a symbolic sense. |...]

The Australian Tissue Culture & Art Project (Oron Catts and lonat Zurr) has
specialized for a decade in cell and tissue culture and exhibits miniature
sculptures that the collective itself describes as ‘semi-living. These are
characterized by the fact that they are put on display in bioreactors and incubators
as artistic growth processes. On the other hand, these fragmentary satellite
bodies occupy an ontological grey zone. The collective’s doll-size cell sculptures
in Victimless Leather grow from human, mouse and pig cells cultivated together
into the utopic vision of leather produced without victimizing animals,> whereby
the characteristic of leather as a dead surface here, in the age of xeno-

transplantation becomes a trans-species interface. What in psychoanalysis is
| to as the protective and defining surface which constitutes the human
ﬁbmwch as Didier Anzieu has described it in the paradigm of skin-ego, is
nto its opposite: progressive permeability.
- examples of biofacts which are created for the sake of art, we are
els of something that does not yet have a body but could have
tion of growth that makes up the central thematic of Nicole C.
of biofacts - growth, which as a process suggests a self-
directed growth ensures from the beginning that technical
isely this materiality to expose the ‘trick of living material
‘material, although it is considered technology and is
f se’. But the vegetal and the notion of growth
of nature, which, on the one hand, stands in
and instrumental; yet it is precisely this sense of
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the ‘vegetal, which has always accompanied machine discourse’’” Here, the
example of tissue engineering is interesting insofar as it does not represent a
revolutionary new technology but rather an older technology that, in McLuhan's
sense, is capable of generating and pointing to new media and of referencing
their repercussions. After all, it can be argued in the face of the convergence
today of biomedia as information transmitters, nanotechnology, synthetic
biology, DNA chips and DNA sequencing that we are dealing with a certain
virtualization of biology; vet ‘the matching with wetware, that is, with the
biological system for monitoring the function, remains necessary’.*

Naturally, the form of the cellular sculpture in Victimless Leather is
recognizable as a ‘leather jacket'; the image that people have even of body
fragments conceptually holds the body together, to a degree as an imprint —
however, not as negative but as positive. But the peculiar thing about biomedia,
in this case, is that in the contemplation of cellular mixes signifier and signified
- image body and body image overlap. The medium as ‘body of the image’ is
itself materially identical to the body of the viewer; it is not merely a reference
to it, nor does it ‘stand for’ something, so that this relationship is less metaphoric
than metonymic. Herein lies a common characteristic of the biomedia used in
art: they refer synecdochally to a whole and constitute a material part of this
whole ‘represented’ by the fragment, so that we may speak both of epistemological
metaphors and of ontological metonyms. The hybrid as a result may be seen more
easily than the becoming of a biofact may be grasped. [...]

Computer culture had promoted ‘the shift of paradigms from defining life as
'substance, material hardware or mechanisms to conceiving life as code, language,
naterial software, dynamical system’? Since then, new media art has re-
itself. The former fascination with the ‘code of life’ is receding and
for practices involving wetwork. There has also been a shift from a
 on genetics to culturing cells when it comes to artistic practice.®
| to theoreticians of science such as Evelyn Fox Keller. In
Beneath the Skin'}" Fox Keller complains of the still strongly
‘much of molecular biological research, which is only slowly
s that not the gene but the entire cell must be put into focus
biology. While the gene may be the locus of heredity,
es remain stable only as long as the machinery in the
bility persists. Hence, according to Fox Keller, we
interaction within the cell and not the gene; for
ch of the traffic between inside and out, whereby
ve agent. Yet the focus on genetics reopens ‘a far
concerning the relations between form and
ed as active and matter as passive. This old
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debate now appears conceptually in art in the light of genes as ‘active agents’ and
of the cellular and extra-cellular environment as ‘passive material’, as a substrate
formed by an originally inscribed genetic code. Still, as Fox Keller reminds us, talk
of a ‘genetic program’ is misleading and teleological, as if there were somehow a
purpose or perhaps even a theological signpost behind it all. [...]

‘Bio Artists’ and bioscientists share a core experience: waiting for growth. It takes
a relatively long time for cells and tissues to grow sufficiently that they can be
used as media and means. The phenomenon of growth, in its slowness, mediates
between subject and object because it makes present the time both share with one
another synchronously.”

And it is not yet clear whether visitors will encounter enlightenment, and how
much, nor whether or not it will be at all visible to them. No plug-and-play here.
We'll wait and see if everything will go, grow and glow to plan.

1 [footnote 2 in source] Roy Ascott, ‘Technoetic Territories’, in Ric Allsopp and Scott Delahunta, eds,
Performance Research: Digital Resources, vol. 11, no. 4 (2006) 39-40.
2 [29]Louise Poissant, ‘The Passage from Material to Interface’, in Oliver Grau, ed., MediaArtHistories
: &Cambridge. Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2007) 244.
?g%jn Marussich, ‘Immobile, Bleu ... Remix!", in Jens Hauser, ed., SK-Interfaces. Exploring
2 Creating Membranes in Art, Technology and Society (Liverpool: Liverpool University
) 128

out in her essay ‘In the Face of the Victim: Confronting the Other in the Tissue
t ject’, in SK-Interfaces, op. cit., 76.
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13 [55] See La Mettrie: Machine Man and Other Writings, ed. Ann Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1996) 56.

Jens Hauser, extracts from ‘Who's Afraid of the In-Between?’, in Hauser, ed., sk-interfaces: Exploring
Borders - Creating Membranes in Art, Technology and Society (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,

2008) 6-7, 11-13, 15-17.

Kristine Marx
The Materiality of Impermanence//2008

A shiny pink plastic strip streams through masses of machinery at its birthplace
in Chalon-sur-Saone, France. This celluloid is the protagonist of Tacita Dean’s
44-minute film Kodak (2006). [....] Like her earlier films, Kodak addresses themes
of obsolescence, nostalgia and longing.

Dean records a Kodak manufacturing plant, the material’s point of origin, to
make a work about the death of film. The factory was the last in Europe to
produce black and white standard 16mm film stock, the artist’s medium of
choice. When Dean contacted them to make her film the factory was preparing
to close its operations. The black and white takes interspersed in Kodak were
shot on some of the last few rolls of stock. These bits document the final images
of the film’s own making, underscoring the reflexivity of her project. There are
many films about filmmaking, but usually from the perspective of film as a
ive artifice — its direction, acting and storytelling. Kodak is about the physical
Im - its materiality and its impermanence. It shows the production
it is overtaken by digital technologies. Meditative and melancholic,
loss. [...]
the superiority of film over video by exploiting its potential in
[ capacity to imitate real life, with a greater depth of field
re light more accurately than digital recording. Video
glack the way that film can, which is emphasized in
y, bathed in Caravaggio light and shadow, possesses
image. Its hues — deep reds, rich blacks, blue-violets
ster strip - soften the machinery’s geometry.
g through the apparatus contrast to wider
n's reflective surface glistens with newness.

the image to colour, light and movement. AS








