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Art and Material
Michael Kargl

If you look up the description of Vincent van Gogh’s Self-Portrait (1889) you will find that the 
artistic materials of the painting are oil and canvas.1 Upon closer examination it becomes 
obvious that the canvas was mounted onto something. Traditionally, wooden frames were used 
for this purpose, so we can assume that it was also the case with this painting. As canvases 
rarely adhere to a frame by themselves, something is needed to fix the canvas in place (nails, 
staples, etc.) Similarly, the painting then needs to be fixed into a frame. So what actually is the 
material of the artist? Let’s suppose that the frame was only added later, and its shape and 
color were not part of the concept from the beginning. Then there is still the painting itself, 
which consists of far more elements than just oil and canvas. In order to prepare oil for artistic 
applications it has to be mixed with finely ground pigment, perhaps a bit solvent is added to 
change the viscosity. A preliminary list of the artistic materials would then read as follows: oil, 
canvas, pigment, solvent, wood, nails.

What seems like bean counting here refers to a fundamental question, which is not only 
relevant for art historians but also for artists: What are the materials of art? In the example 
above the materials were named after the fact: oil and canvas (wood, nails, pigment, solvent). 
With other artworks the list can be quite different: Michelangelo’s Dying Slave consists of 
marble; Valie Export’s action Tap and Touch Cinema consisted of a body, box, curtain, visitors, 
movement, and so on. If one tried to compile a list of artistic materials, it would likely be an 
impossible and incredibly boring endeavor. 

Asking the artists makes the matter even more complex: The number of materials used in their 
work process is incomparably higher than the materials in the finished works. Many things are 
not defined from the outset, there is much experimenting, models and prototypes are crafted, 
rough sketches drawn, research conducted. All of these involve materials that artists deal with 
on a daily basis and should, consequently, be integrated into our list above.
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The main difference to the aforementioned materials, however, is that they are not defined after 
the fact, rather they represent a potential for the artists—a potential that refers to a possible 
future work, materials with which they will make something.

We should not forget that the employed materials also continuously change: Changes in 
technologies, new processing methods or aesthetic trends always generate new materials 
while others become obsolete (for example, hardly anyone draws with red chalk anymore).

So which materials are those of the artists? Those that constitute the finished work or those 
that were used beforehand in the production process and refer to a future work? However 
we decide, we will not succeed in drawing up a list that clarifies, once and for all, the question 
of artistic materials. We can only come up with excerpts, describe fragments of a material 
cosmos.

Material per se

Perhaps we have to find another point of departure. As artistic materials cannot be 
listed conclusively, we can try to define material as such and then elaborate the special 
characteristics of artistic material. A widely-cited thinker in this context is Aristotle. Simply put, 
he breaks things up into matter and form. Following his concept of matter, however, we learn 
that it is not suitable for our purposes. Namely, his analysis quickly reveals a problem: “Matter 
can itself be divided into matter and form: for instance, bricks are made of clay, shaped into 
cuboid blocks. Again, clay has its own matter—mud, say—and so on. Eventually, if one pursues 
this hierarchy of matter far enough downwards, Aristotle believes that one will reach the four 
elements, earth, air, fire and water.”2

Contemporary thought arrives at similar results. Informed by findings in the natural sciences, 
the chain does not end at the four elements anymore but at particles and waves charged with 
energy. Such a concept of material does not help us much either in the context of art—material 
particles do not differ from each other, regardless whether they are in a spaceship or in Van 
Gogh’s self portrait. 
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The Making of Things – Proximity

Let us go back to the beginning and ask the initial question again: What is material? Tim Ingold 
provides a very general and broad understanding: “I mean by materials the stuff that things are 
made of.”3

So Ingold does not ask what things consist of. If we take this approach seriously we have to 
slightly revise our abovementioned concept of material. The material description of a given 
artwork then does not suffice with the listing of oil, canvas, pigment, solvent, wood, etc.—
also the making has to be included. Put concretely, the material I am currently using while 
I sit and write at my computer now would be next to impossible to grasp: It starts with the 
computer I am writing on, the heating that gives me warmth in winter and allows me to think 
and write smoothly, then there are the thoughts that emerge during writing, my social and 
economic status that enables me to ponder this topic, and surely does not end with the light 
that helps me to recognize the keyboard. Beyond just this immediate point in time, I must 
also acknowledge things from the past as material, things without which I could not work on 
precisely this text and thus are inherently in use: Texts I have read, my biography hitherto, the 
invention of electricity, the design of the text processing program, and much, much more. All 
of this is contained as material in the text before you. What is interesting here is that this text 
would be completely different if the circumstances were not exactly as they are. All of these 
conditions—hence materials—must find the right constellation (in terms of time, place, intensity, 
etc.) in order to enable me to write in this moment.4 In this light, material not only consists of 
matter but also of relations, a vast array of connections and relationships, which manifest in 
one moment only to fall apart again and establish new connections. Material is then something 
processual that even interacts with us. 

Material and Time

Let’s perhaps dwell a bit longer on this temporal process of making with regard to material. In 
the case of Van Gogh’s self portrait it is a description of materials made after the completion of 
the work. The talks with artists reveal a potential of material, a projection of a work pointing to a 
possible future. But if we try to extrapolate the material from these descriptions in the present 
we are confronted with a gap. This seems logical: During the work process the material is used, 
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but not called as such. This abstract naming can only be done with difficulty and distraction 
parallel to the actual work with the material.

As a result, this presence of the material is often simply ignored, which the notion of material 
advocated by art historians also illustrates: Material is that which is intended to be used in 
an artwork. “In general, material, unlike matter, refers only to natural and artificial substances 
intended for further treatment.”5

Put pointedly, this implies that artworks do not evolve in the making rather follow a predefined 
concept that already stipulates the material. Perhaps this might be the case in the classical art 
canon, but it certainly no longer applies, latest since the advent of the collage and assemblage 
in the art world at the beginning of the twentieth century.

So it seems that material never exists in the present. Maybe this has to do with the fact that 
material as such is simply not perceived in the moment as something independent, something 
separate from the body working with it.6 But precisely this blind spot, this existence of material 
in a nascent present is central to the becoming of material.7

Materializing

Hence, I would propose to understand material as something that emerges through usage. 
Usage is an act that frees the material from its passive existence in human perception, from the 
mere being-object.

Perhaps I should be more specific at this point: Objects are separate from us. They exist on 
their own and have, as long as they are perceived as such, no connection with us. They are 
independent. Things are a different situation. They create connections. When I look at a 
thing, examine it, put it in a specific place, assign a meaning to it, then a connection emerges 
between me and the thing, between the thing and a reference system, a place, and so forth. 
Things are thus knots of relations and relationships—in Germanic it was not for nothing that 
“thing” was the term for a gathering place: “ the thing has the character not of an externally 
bounded entity, set over and against the observer, but of a knot whose constituent life-lines, far 
from being contained within it, continually trail beyond, only to mingle with other lines in other 
knots”.8
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In my interpretation material now resides between thing and object. It is neither independent 
like the object, nor is it an already tied knot of relationships like the thing. Material is in flux, 
connections and potentials still have to be explored through usage. Material has to be used.

 0  Relations

 |---|///////////////////////////////|---->

 Object Material Thing

However, using something also means acknowledging specific qualities of the material and 
thus its capacity to act, which always correlates with other components of the action (e.g. the 
acting subject). What does this mean? A classic example would be, for instance, to ask what 
kind of material is suited for a sculpture. Simply put, one could say that only wood or stone were 
usually considered for such a purpose in the past. The decision which material it would be in 
the end was determined by its capacity to act: Although stone was more expensive and harder 
to work with, its capacity to resist the enduring ravages of time and weather often gave it the 
advantage. But this could only happen in connection with the acting subject—the decision-
maker who was aware of this capacity.

As mentioned above, usage is also intertwined with a temporal component: In keeping with 
the proposed interpretation, when the time for usage has not arrived yet or is already past we 
cannot speak of material anymore. It becomes matter, a thought, thing, work, etc.—a completely 
differentiated something, which can be precisely defined because—in human perception—it is 
in a state of rest, of being-finished, or, before usage, of being-not-yet-material.

The Self

The only fixed constant in this continuous stream is the perspective upon these processes, 
which is always anchored in the position of the “self”. The self is a crutch that supports our 
perception, a construction in permanent transformation but not perceived as such.9
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We see ourselves rather as a unity, a constant being with a certain stability. The continuous 
change of our world and therewith ourselves is widely ignored through mechanisms of 
exclusion and biases in perception. We are “here”, stable, and (almost) immutable, while 
everything changes out there. But exactly this ignorance, this demarcation between us and 
the world enables us to think of something like “material” in the first place. Material emerges in 
the moment when the “self” conceives itself as something separate, when a break is made and 
suddenly there is an opposite, an “other”. Even when—following the definition of “emergence 
through usage”—the self is itself also material and thereby cannot be differentiated, the illusion 
of an outside position is needed, at least for a moment, to make usage and therewith material 
as such recognizable.10

Instability

Another consequence of this definition of material is the conclusion that material is always 
something unstable. It only exists through usage, only in a transformation and exchange 
between material components, which must always assume a specific relationship with one 
another. As the earlier description of the creation of this text illustrates, it only takes but one 
slight variation of a component for the process to arrive at a completely different result. (If my 
parents had not invested in my education in the past you would not read this text today.) The 
only stable point when working with material is the becoming-aware of the “self”. It serves as 
a hinge between the states of the fluid being-material and the fixed being-object or being-
thing. As a stable threshold, it must be constantly crossed in both directions—the separation 
of the self and the stream of the subject-less material world—in order to bring the material into 
being or make it disappear out of sight. Various forms of instability in the process of becoming 
material then condense into one point, only to move away from each other again in their 
inherent restlessness. All this is material.
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not-self. In this inquiry we clearly have no fixed point, and are revolving endlessly in a circle, unless intuition, in 
itself and as such, is first stabilized. Only then can we determine how both self and not-self are related to it.” 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Science of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 206.

10 “Intuition as such is to be stabilized, so that we can conceive it as one and the same. But intuition as such is in 
no way stable, consisting, rather, in a wavering of the imagination between conflicting directions. That it should 
be stabilized, is to say that imagination should waver no longer, with the result that intuition would be utterly 
abolished and destroyed. Yet this must not happen; so that in intuition there must at least remain the product 
of this state, a trace of the opposed directions, consisting of neither but containing something of both.” Ibid., 
206–207.
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#2016-01 (nefertiti)
plastic filament, wooden socle, 60 × 60 × 150 cm (2016)

#2016-06
paper, mattress, rubber band, dimensions unknown (2016)
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#2016-07 (light)
fluorescent tube, glass, 40 × 85 × 40 cm (2016)

#2016-08 (bundle)
mixed media, 200 × 70 × 70 cm (2016)
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#2016-08 (bundle)
mixed media, 200 × 70 × 70 cm (2016)

#2016-09
blackboard, chalk, glass, metal sawhorses, 115 × 80 × 79 cm (2016)

#2016-10 (corner)
adhesive tape, variable dimensions (2016)
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#2016-12
metal sawhorses, steel, 200 × 80 × 300 cm (2016)

#2016-14
mixed media, variable dimensions (2016)
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#2016-15
mixed media, variable dimensions (2016)

#2016-16
mixed media, variable dimensions (2016)
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#2016-18
wood, paint, fluorescent tube, 180 × 175 cm (2016)

#2016-19 (sound)
mixed media, variable dimensions (2016)
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#2016-20
mixed media, variable dimensions (2016)

#2016-21
cardboard, china ink, chalk, fluorescent tube, 120 × 20 × 40 cm 

(2016)
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#2016-22
performance, variable dimensions (2016)
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#2016-25
performance, variable dimensions (2016)

#2016-27
mixed media, 115 × 79 cm (2016)
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#2017-01
adhesive tape on floor, variable dimensions (2017)
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#2017-02
performance, variable dimensions (2017)
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#2017-03
performance, variable dimensions (2017)
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e 

m
ea

su
re

 
of

 a
ll 

th
in

gs
; m

an
’s

 fi
ni

tu
de

 is
 

im
pl

ic
at

ed
 in

 th
e 

ve
ry

 c
on

di
tio

ns
 

of
 p

os
si

bi
lit

y 
of

 m
ea

su
ra

bi
lit

y 
an

d 
de

te
rm

in
ab

ili
ty

.22

#2017-05
blackboard, chalk, 120 × 200 cm (2017)

#2017-07
cardboard, china ink, chalk, 90 × 120 cm (2017)



22

Fi
tti

ng
 in

W
he

n 
I w

al
k 

th
ro

ug
h 

a 
fie

ld
 a

nd
 m

y 
at

te
nt

io
n 

is
 su

dd
en

ly
 d

ra
w

n 
to

 a
 fe

w
 st

on
es

 ly
in

g 
ne

xt
 to

 
ea

ch
 o

th
er

 w
ith

 a
 sm

al
l p

la
nt

 g
ro

w
in

g 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

em
, a

nd
 I 

lik
e 

w
ha

t I
 se

e,
 w

ha
t i

s t
ha

t l
ik

in
g?

 
C

le
ar

ly
 th

e 
st

on
es

 a
re

 ly
in

g 
th

er
e 

in
 a

 c
er

ta
in

 
co

rr
es

po
nd

en
ce

, i
f n

ot
 a

cc
or

da
nc

e,
 b

ec
au

se
 

th
e 

w
in

d 
an

d 
w

at
er

 h
av

e 
m

ov
ed

 th
em

, r
ol

le
d 

th
em

 o
ve

r t
he

 g
ro

un
d 

an
d 

m
ad

e 
th

em
 fi

nd
 

an
 im

pr
es

si
on

, c
re

at
e 

a 
lit

tle
 g

ro
up

, a
 li

ttl
e 

ne
st

 w
he

re
 a

 p
la

nt
 c

ou
ld

 st
ar

t g
ro

w
in

g 
an

d 
be

 
pr

ot
ec

te
d—

bu
t w

he
re

 d
oe

s m
y 

lik
in

g 
fit

 in
? 

Is
 it

 m
er

el
y 

in
 m

e,
 su

bj
ec

tiv
el

y 
en

jo
yi

ng
 th

e 
si

gh
t, 

or
 is

 it
 so

m
et

hi
ng

 o
bj

ec
tiv

e,
 a

n 
ex

te
nd

ed
 

co
rr

es
po

nd
en

ce
? 

I a
m

 w
ith

 th
e 

st
on

es
 a

nd
 p

la
nt

 
im

m
ed

ia
te

ly
, fi

tti
ng

 in
 w

ith
 th

em
.23

#2017-11
mixed media, variable dimensions (2017)
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Fo
llo

w
[…

] D
el

eu
ze

 a
nd

 G
ua

tta
ri,

 w
ho

 
in

si
st

 th
at

 w
he

ne
ve

r w
e 

en
co

un
te

r 
m

at
te

r, 
“i

t i
s m

at
te

r i
n 

m
ov

em
en

t, 
in

 fl
ux

, i
n 

va
ria

tio
n”

. A
nd

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
e,

 th
ey

 g
o 

on
 to

 a
ss

er
t, 

is
 th

at
 “

th
is

 m
at

te
r-fl

ow
 c

an
 o

nl
y 

be
 fo

llo
w

ed
” 

(D
el

eu
ze

 &
 G

ua
tta

ri 
20

04
: 4

51
). 

W
ha

t D
el

eu
ze

 a
nd

 
G

ua
tta

ri 
he

re
 c

al
l a

 “
m

at
te

r-fl
ow

”,
 I 

w
ou

ld
 c

al
l a

 m
at

er
ia

l.24

#2017-13
chalk, photographs, adhesive tape, 226 × 207 cm (2017)
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H
um

an
R

ec
en

t e
st

im
at

es
 su

gg
es

t t
ha

t 
hu

m
an

 c
el

ls
 (i

.e
., 

so
m

at
ic

 a
nd

 
ge

rm
) c

on
st

itu
te

 o
nl

y 
43

%
 o

f a
ll 

th
e 

ce
lls

 th
at

 fo
rm

 a
 h

um
an

 b
od

y 
[…

]. 
Th

e 
ot

he
r 5

7%
 o

f c
el

ls
 

ar
e 

m
ic

ro
bi

al
 (b

ac
te

ria
, v

iru
se

s, 
ar

ch
ae

a,
 m

ic
ro

eu
ka

ry
ot

es
), 

an
d 

th
er

ef
or

e,
 in

 te
rm

s o
f c

el
l 

ab
un

da
nc

e 
at

 le
as

t, 
hu

m
an

s a
re

 
ac

tu
al

ly
 m

or
e 

m
ic

ro
bi

al
 th

an
 

hu
m

an
. T

hi
s s

ta
te

m
en

t i
s a

ls
o 

tru
e 

w
he

n 
co

ns
id

er
in

g 
ra

tio
s 

of
 g

en
e 

ab
un

da
nc

e—
m

ic
ro

bi
al

 
ge

ne
s w

ith
in

 th
e 

hu
m

an
 b

od
y 

ar
e 

th
ou

gh
t t

o 
ou

tn
um

be
r h

um
an

 
ge

ne
s b

y 
be

tw
ee

n 
15

0 
an

d 
10

00
 

tim
es

 […
]. 

W
ith

 a
 m

om
en

t o
f 

re
fle

ct
io

n,
 th

is
 c

an
 le

ad
 to

 a
 

m
ed

le
y 

of
 e

xi
st

en
tia

l q
ue

st
io

ns
 

su
ch

 a
s—

w
ha

t d
oe

s i
t m

ea
n 

to
 

be
 h

um
an

?25

clouds (09-03-2017)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

clouds (2017_nd-01)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

clouds (2017_nd-02)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

clouds (2017_nd-03)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)
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H
un

te
r

To
 d

re
am

 li
ke

 a
 h

un
te

r i
s t

o 
be

co
m

e 
th

e 
cr

ea
tu

re
s y

ou
 h

un
t a

nd
 to

 se
e 

th
in

gs
 in

 
th

e 
w

ay
s t

he
y 

do
. I

t i
s t

o 
op

en
 u

p 
to

 n
ew

 
po

ss
ib

ili
tie

s o
f b

ei
ng

, n
ot

 to
 se

ek
 c

lo
su

re
.26

“T
o 

be
 a

 h
un

te
r m

ea
ns

 th
at

 o
ne

 k
no

w
s a

 
gr

ea
t d

ea
l,”

 h
e 

w
en

t o
n.

 “
It 

m
ea

ns
 th

at
 o

ne
 

ca
n 

se
e 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 in

 d
iff

er
en

t w
ay

s. 
In

 o
rd

er
 

to
 b

e 
a 

hu
nt

er
 o

ne
 m

us
t b

e 
in

 p
er

fe
ct

 b
al

an
ce

 
w

ith
 e

ve
ry

th
in

g 
el

se
, o

th
er

w
is

e 
hu

nt
in

g 
w

ou
ld

 b
ec

om
e 

a 
m

ea
ni

ng
le

ss
 c

ho
re

.”
27

 

diagram (body)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

diagram (book)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

diagram (borders)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)
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H
yl

om
or

ph
is

m
To

 c
re

at
e 

an
yt

hi
ng

, A
ris

to
tle

 re
as

on
ed

, 
yo

u 
ha

ve
 to

 b
rin

g 
to

ge
th

er
 fo

rm
 (m

or
ph

e)
 

an
d 

m
at

te
r (

hy
le

). 
In

 th
e 

su
bs

eq
ue

nt
 

hi
st

or
y 

of
 W

es
te

rn
 th

ou
gh

t, 
th

is
 

hy
lo

m
or

ph
ic

 m
od

el
 o

f c
re

at
io

n 
be

ca
m

e 
ev

er
 m

or
e 

de
ep

ly
 e

m
be

dd
ed

. B
ut

 it
 a

ls
o 

be
ca

m
e 

in
cr

ea
si

ng
ly

 u
nb

al
an

ce
d.

 F
or

m
 

ca
m

e 
to

 b
e 

se
en

 a
s i

m
po

se
d,

 b
y 

an
 a

ge
nt

 
w

ith
 a

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
 e

nd
 o

r g
oa

l i
n 

m
in

d,
 

w
hi

le
 m

at
te

r—
th

us
 re

nd
er

ed
 p

as
si

ve
 

an
d 

in
er

t—
w

as
 th

at
 w

hi
ch

 w
as

 im
po

se
d 

up
on

.28

diagram (language)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

diagram (material)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)

diagram (reflection)
pencil on paper, 60 × 80 cm (2017)
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Im
pr

ov
is

at
io

n
A

 w
or

k 
of

 a
rt,

 I 
in

si
st

, i
s n

ot
 a

n 
ob

je
ct

 b
ut

 a
 

th
in

g,
 a

nd
 a

s K
le

e 
ar

gu
ed

, t
he

 ro
le

 o
f t

he
 a

rti
st

 
is

 n
ot

 to
 re

pr
od

uc
e 

a 
pr

ec
on

ce
iv

ed
 id

ea
, n

ov
el

 
or

 n
ot

, b
ut

 to
 jo

in
 w

ith
 a

nd
 fo

llo
w

 th
e 

fo
rc

es
 

an
d 

flo
w

s o
f m

at
er

ia
l t

ha
t b

rin
g 

th
e 

fo
rm

 o
f 

th
e 

w
or

k 
in

to
 b

ei
ng

. “
Fo

llo
w

in
g,

” 
as

 D
el

eu
ze

 
an

d 
G

ua
tta

ri 
po

in
t o

ut
, “

is
 n

ot
 a

t a
ll 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
th

in
g 

as
 re

pr
od

uc
in

g”
: w

he
re

as
 re

pr
od

uc
in

g 
in

vo
lv

es
 a

 p
ro

ce
du

re
 o

f i
te

ra
tio

n,
 fo

llo
w

in
g 

in
vo

lv
es

 it
in

er
at

io
n 

(D
el

eu
ze

 a
nd

 G
ua

tta
ri 

20
04

: 4
10

). 
Th

e 
ar

tis
t—

as
 a

ls
o 

th
e 

ar
tis

an
—

is
 

an
 it

in
er

an
t, 

w
ho

se
 w

or
k 

is
 c

on
su

bs
ta

nt
ia

l 
w

ith
 th

e 
tra

je
ct

or
y 

of
 h

is
 o

r h
er

 o
w

n 
lif

e.
 

M
or

eo
ve

r, 
th

e 
cr

ea
tiv

ity
 o

f t
he

 w
or

k 
lie

s i
n 

th
e 

fo
rw

ar
d 

m
ov

em
en

t t
ha

t g
iv

es
 ri

se
 to

 th
in

gs
. 

To
 re

ad
 th

in
gs

 “
fo

rw
ar

ds
” 

en
ta

ils
 a

 fo
cu

s n
ot

 
on

 a
bd

uc
tio

n 
bu

t o
n 

im
pr

ov
is

at
io

n 
(I

ng
ol

d 
&

 
H

al
la

m
 2

00
7:

 3
). 

To
 im

pr
ov

is
e 

is
 to

 fo
llo

w
 th

e 
w

ay
s o

f t
he

 
w

or
ld

, a
s t

he
y 

un
fo

ld
, r

at
he

r t
ha

n 
to

 c
on

ne
ct

 
up

, i
n 

re
ve

rs
e,

 a
 se

rie
s o

f p
oi

nt
s a

lre
ad

y 
tra

ve
rs

ed
.29

drawing machine
wood, glass, 80 × 62 × 107 cm (2017)

expect
neon tube, chalk, blackboards, dimensions unknown (2017)
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In
co

rp
or
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io

n
St

ud
ie

s h
av

e 
sh

ow
n 

th
at

 th
e 

ob
je

ct
s w

e 
ho

ld
 

be
co

m
e 

ne
ur

ol
og

ic
al

ly
 in

co
rp

or
at

ed
 in

to
 

ou
r p

er
ce

pt
io

n 
of

 th
e 

bo
dy

—
es

pe
ci

al
ly

 if
 

w
e 

us
e 

th
em

 a
s t

oo
ls

 th
at

 e
xt

en
d 

ou
r b

od
y’

s 
ca

pa
ci

ty
.30

Th
e 

bl
in

d 
m

an
’s

 st
ic

k 
ha

s c
ea

se
d 

to
 b

e 
an

 
ob

je
ct

 fo
r h

im
, a

nd
 is

 n
o 

lo
ng

er
 p

er
ce

iv
ed

 
fo

r i
ts

el
f; 

its
 p

oi
nt

 h
as

 b
ec

om
e 

an
 a

re
a 

of
 

se
ns

iti
vi

ty
, e

xt
en

di
ng

 th
e 

sc
op

e 
an

d 
ac

tiv
e 

ra
di

us
 o

f t
ou

ch
, a

nd
 p

ro
vi

di
ng

 a
 p

ar
al

le
l t

o 
si

gh
t. 

[…
] T

o 
ge

t u
se

d 
to

 a
 h

at
, a

 c
ar

 o
r a

 st
ic

k 
is

 to
 b

e 
tra

ns
pl

an
te

d 
in

to
 th

em
, o

r c
on

ve
rs

el
y,

 
to

 in
co

rp
or

at
e 

th
em

 in
to

 th
e 

bu
lk

 o
f o

ur
 o

w
n 

bo
dy

.31

floor
chalk paint, wooden floor, variable dimensions (2017)
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In
ha

bi
t

[…
] l

ea
rn

in
g 

to
 in

ha
bi

t t
he

 w
or

ld
 in

 a
 b

et
te

r w
ay

, i
ns

te
ad

 
of

 tr
yi

ng
 to

 c
on

st
ru

ct
 it

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
a 

pr
ec

on
ce

iv
ed

 id
ea

 o
f 

hi
st

or
ic

al
 e

vo
lu

tio
n.

 O
th

er
w

is
e 

pu
t, 

th
e 

ro
le

 o
f a

rtw
or

ks
 is

 
no

 lo
ng

er
 to

 fo
rm

 im
ag

in
ar

y 
an

d 
ut

op
ia

n 
re

al
iti

es
, b

ut
 to

 
ac

tu
al

ly
 b

e 
w

ay
s o

f l
iv

in
g 

an
d 

m
od

el
s o

f a
ct

io
n 

w
ith

in
 th

e 
ex

is
tin

g 
re

al
, w

ha
te

ve
r t

he
 sc

al
e 

ch
os

en
 b

y 
th

e 
ar

tis
t.32

color gradient/wall
wall, wall paint, dimensions unknown (2017)

glass/tension belts
glass panel, tension belts, 100 × 200 cm (2017)
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In
qu

ir
y

Th
e 

th
eo

ris
t d

oe
s h

is
 th

in
ki

ng
 in

 h
is

 
he

ad
, a

nd
 o

nl
y 

th
en

 a
pp

lie
s t

he
 fo

rm
s o

f 
th

ou
gh

t t
o 

th
e 

su
bs

ta
nc

e 
of

 th
e 

m
at

er
ia

l 
w

or
ld

. T
he

 w
ay

 o
f t

he
 c

ra
fts

m
an

, b
y 

co
nt

ra
st

, i
s t

o 
al

lo
w

 k
no

w
le

dg
e 

to
 g

ro
w

 
fr

om
 th

e 
cr

uc
ib

le
 o

f o
ur

 p
ra

ct
ic

al
 a

nd
 

ob
se

rv
at

io
na

l e
ng

ag
em

en
ts

 w
ith

 th
e 

be
in

gs
 a

nd
 th

in
gs

 a
ro

un
d 

us
 […

]. 
Th

is
 

is
 to

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 
w

ha
t I

 w
ou

ld
 li

ke
 to

 c
al

l 
an

 a
rt

 o
f i

nq
ui

ry
.

In
 th

e 
ar

t o
f i

nq
ui

ry
, t

he
 c

on
du

ct
 

of
 th

ou
gh

t g
oe

s a
lo

ng
 w

ith
, a

nd
 

co
nt

in
ua

lly
 a

ns
w

er
s t

o,
 th

e 
flu

xe
s a

nd
 

flo
w

s o
f t

he
 m

at
er

ia
ls

 w
ith

 w
hi

ch
 w

e 
w

or
k.

 T
he

se
 m

at
er

ia
ls

 th
in

k 
in

 u
s, 

as
 w

e 
th

in
k 

th
ro

ug
h 

th
em

.33

language, materiality, activity, habits
artist book, 148 pages, 20 × 28 cm, print run 100 pcs (2017)
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In
tu

iti
on

In
tu

iti
on

 a
s s

uc
h 

is
 to

 b
e 

st
ab

ili
ze

d,
 so

 
th

at
 w

e 
ca

n 
co

nc
ei

ve
 it

 a
s o

ne
 a

nd
 th

e 
sa

m
e.

 B
ut

 in
tu

iti
on

 a
s s

uc
h 

is
 in

 n
o 

w
ay

 
st

ab
le

, c
on

si
st

in
g,

 ra
th

er
, i

n 
a 

w
av

er
in

g 
of

 th
e 

im
ag

in
at

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

co
nfl

ic
tin

g 
di

re
ct

io
ns

. T
ha

t i
t s

ho
ul

d 
be

 st
ab

ili
ze

d,
 

is
 to

 sa
y 

th
at

 im
ag

in
at

io
n 

sh
ou

ld
 

w
av

er
 n

o 
lo

ng
er

, w
ith

 th
e 

re
su

lt 
th

at
 

in
tu

iti
on

 w
ou

ld
 b

e 
ut

te
rly

 a
bo

lis
he

d 
an

d 
de

st
ro

ye
d.

 Y
et

 th
is

 m
us

t n
ot

 h
ap

pe
n;

 so
 

th
at

 in
 in

tu
iti

on
 th

er
e 

m
us

t a
t l

ea
st

 re
m

ai
n 

th
e 

pr
od

uc
t o

f t
hi

s s
ta

te
, a

 tr
ac

e 
of

 th
e 

op
po

se
d 

di
re

ct
io

ns
, c

on
si

st
in

g 
of

 n
ei

th
er

 
bu

t c
on

ta
in

in
g 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 o

f b
ot

h.
34

material generator
Raspberry Pi computer, screen, software, 19 × 11 × 5 cm (2017)
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K
no

w
in

g
K

no
w

in
g 

en
ta

ils
 d

iff
er

en
tia

l r
es

po
ns

iv
en

es
s a

nd
 

ac
co

un
ta

bi
lit

y 
as

 p
ar

t o
f a

 n
et

w
or

k 
of

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

s. 
K

no
w

in
g 

is
 n

ot
 a

 b
ou

nd
ed

 o
r c

lo
se

d 
pr

ac
tic

e 
bu

t a
n 

on
go

in
g 

pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

 o
f t

he
 w

or
ld

.35

Th
e 

on
ly

 w
ay

 o
ne

 c
an

 re
al

ly
 k

no
w

 th
in

gs
—

th
at

 is
, 

fr
om

 th
e 

in
si

de
 o

f o
ne

’s
 b

ei
ng

—
is

 th
ro

ug
h 

a 
pr

oc
es

s o
f 

se
lf-

di
sc

ov
er

y.
 T

o 
kn

ow
 th

in
gs

 y
ou

 h
av

e 
to

 g
ro

w
 in

to
 

th
em

, a
nd

 le
t t

he
m

 g
ro

w
 in

 y
ou

, s
o 

th
at

 th
ey

 b
ec

om
e 

a 
pa

rt 
of

 w
ho

 y
ou

 a
re

. [
…

] k
no

w
in

g 
is

 a
 p

ro
ce

ss
 o

f a
ct

iv
e 

fo
llo

w
in

g,
 o

f g
oi

ng
 a

lo
ng

.36

M
y 

th
es

is
 is

 th
at

 if
 w

e 
st

ar
t w

ith
 th

e 
su

pp
os

iti
on

 th
at

 
th

er
e 

is
 o

nl
y 

on
e 

pr
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pedro’s geometry
steel bars, composite panels, variable dimensions (2017)
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positions
tape on floor, found objects, body positions, variable dimensions (2017)
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allyoucansee
Raspberry Pi computer, screen, software, wooden box, 47 × 78 × 45 cm (2018)
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trolley
steel bars, paint, composite panel, 120 × 140 × 78 cm (2018)
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color studies (studio)
acrylic paint on canvas, 90 × 180 cm each (2018)
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different views
magazine contribution, 5 pages, 23 × 28 cm (2018)
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floor plan
blue foil on floor, variable dimensions (2018)

fridge
plasterboard, wood, acrylic paint, 50 × 55 × 90 cm (2018)
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fridge
plasterboard, wood, acrylic paint, 50 × 55 × 90 cm (2018)

human/box
wooden box, human, dimensions unknown (2018)
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glass/lines (movements)
glass panel, chalk marker, dimensions unknown (2018)

neon tube/wood
neon tube, wire, wooden planks, dimensions unknown (2018)
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palette 1 and 2
plastic lids, paint, 37 × 45 cm (2018)
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paper/glass
glass plates, paper, 40 × 60 cm (2018)
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performing material research (with alberto franceschini)
performance, variable dimensions (2018)
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performing spatial narratives (@ oaza kolektiv zagreb)
performance, variable dimensions (2019)
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#2016-01 (nefertiti): Material Abstraction: Reproducing an 
existing work (Nefertiti Hack by Nora Al-Badri and Jan Nikolai 
Nelles, 2015) in its original material without giving it the 
intended form.

#2016-06: Spatial Practice I: Positioning things, moving the 
body, repeat. Altering perception through sound, exhaustion, 
hunger, caffeine, too much light at sleeping time… affecting 
space and orientation, learning to see with the body.

#2016-07 (light): Thing Practice I: Combining, rearranging 
existing materials/things, altering perception. Identifying the 
essence, discovering things as an aesthetic experience. 

#2016-08 (bundle): Thing Practice I

#2016-09: Spatial Practice II: Like Spatial Practice I, 
augmented with the factor of non-verbal documentation. 
Weaving the documentation into the iteration of the practice, 
becoming assemblage.

#2016-10 (corner): Spatial Practice III: Perceiving space, 
making minimal interventions to intensify perception.
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#2016-12: Spatial Practice I

#2016-14: Spatial Practice II

#2016-15: Spatial Practice II 

#2016-16: Spatial Practice II

#2016-18: Thing Practice II: Augmenting the combinations with 
existing artworks, breaking open aesthetic completion. 

#2016-19 (sound): Sound Practice: Employing Thing Practice 
and enhancing it with non-visual layers.

#2016-20: Spatial Practice II+: Marking positions on the floor/
wall, interlinking space and things, visualizing stories.

#2016-21: Thing Practice II

#2016-22: Body Practice: Using the body to define things; 
moving, touching, looking, feeling, smelling, interacting.
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#2016-25: Body Practice

#2016-27: Layering: Arranging, layering, and connecting things; 
strata manifest.

#2017-01: Spatial Practice II+

#2017-02: Body Practice

#2017-03: Body Practice

#2017-05: Reflexive Practice I: Written-aesthetic reflection, 
understanding language as an open carrier of knowledge, 
which speaks to the form of presentation.

#2017-07: Reflexive Practice II: Showing the traces of past 
events, employing the form of presentation as knowledge 
carrier.

#2017-11: Prototyping: Declensions in the material, exploring 
rules of a language. 
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#2017-13: Reflexive Practice III: Written-aesthetic reflection, 
combined with images of past manifestations of material 
knowledge.

clouds (09-03-2017): Spatial Practice II+: Marking positions on 
paper through projection, preserving ephemeral states, view 
the clouds in their clouding.

clouds (2017_nd-01): Spatial Practice II+

clouds (2017_nd-02): Spatial Practice II+

clouds (2017_nd-03): Spatial Practice II+

diagram (body): Reflexive Practice IV: Definition as a spatial 
constellation in the surface; language resides between the 
words.

diagram (book): Reflexive Practice IV

diagram (borders): Reflexive Practice IV
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diagram (language): Reflexive Practice IV

diagram (material): Reflexive Practice IV

diagram (reflection): Reflexive Practice IV

drawing machine: Tool Practice: Finding aids to generate 
insights. 

expect: Reflexive Practice III: Reduction in the reflection.

floor: Reflexive Practice II+

color gradient/wall, glass/tension belts: Generative Practice: 
Linking predefined material combinations with aesthetic 
experience; expanding preformulated action into improvisation.

material generator: Tool Practice

pedro’s geometry: Formal Abstraction: Formally analyzing an 
existing work (A View Over the Garden by Pedro Cabrita Reis, 
2015) and reactivating the obtained parameters in new units. 
Standing on the shoulders of giants.
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positions: Body Practice and Spatial Practice II+

allyoucansee: Tool Practice: Conceiving the work-tool as art-
work.

trolley: Formal Abstraction applied to an everyday object (tool 
trolley)

color studies (studio): Color Abstraction: Like Formal 
Abstraction, just with color.

different views: Formal Abstraction and Color Abstraction 
combined with Prototyping. Departure point as in pedro’s 
geometry. 

floor plan: Copying Practice: Conceiving copying as material 
transfer, letting dimensioning come into effect, making thought 
processes visible. 

fridge: Formal Abstraction (studio fridge)

human/box: Generative Practice
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glass/lines (movements): Generative Practice and Spatial 
Practice II+

neon tube/wood: Generative Practice

palette 1 and 2: Traces Practice: Reading existing traces and 
conceiving them as aesthetic impressions of reality.

paper/glass: Generative Practice

performing material research (with alberto franceschini): 
Body Practice

performing spatial narratives (@ oaza kolektif zagreb): Body 
Practice
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The Death of the 
Climate Activist

Bayo Akomolafe, Ph.D.  
The Emergence Network 

In the southeastern Brazilian state of Santa Catarina, in a small municipality 
called Laguna, a curious intra-species alliance has evolved over the years. 
If you were to pedal to Tesoura, a beach facing the Atlantic, you might 
find fishermen knee-deep in the water, cast nets in hand, doing nothing. 
Or so it seems. If you do not grow impatient, you might witness the first 
shot in what is to become a ping-pong rapid-fire series of trans-corporeal 
signals and gestures. First, a dorsal fin or two might pierce through the calm 
surface, invoking a wave of recognition that flutters across the men’s lips. 
The dolphin’s name. Another dolphin surfaces, only in part, slapping its tail 
on the surface. The men closest to this dolphin suddenly become very active. 
This dolphin heads straight for shore; the men cast their nets. The retrieved 
nets are never empty of fish; the local mullets called tainha. The men say to 
anyone who would listen: When the dolphins aren’t around, it is not worth 
fishing.1

Here’s a riddle: Who are the fishermen? The men? The dolphins? Or 
something that resists convenient and conventional naming?
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***

If the science pans out, then numerous climate change reports suggest 
we are collectively heading for more difficult, fiery times. In 2018 the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released a report 
calling for drastic and fundamental transformations in the ways we 
perform the economy, advising that if significant amelioratory efforts 
aren’t in progress by 2030 to limit warming to (and emissions consistent 
with) 1.5°C, the runaway effects could mark the beginning of the end of 
a healthy planet as we know it. 

Another report2—authorized by the Australian Senate in 
2017—adds petrol to the stinging fumes, shames the curt conservativism 
of the IPCC model, and predicts that without radical mitigation efforts in 
the next decade, human civilization could end by 2050. Arguing that the 
IPCC’s scenario-building apparatus was too reticent in its appreciation of 
the sheer complexity of Earth’s interconnected geological and political 
processes, the Australian document unfolds a narrative that reads like 
the plot of a filmic exploration into the origins of a dystopian, post-
apocalyptic “society”.

On the backs of these narratives of catastrophe, climate 
activists and environmentalists around the world are amplifying their 
efforts to educate the public, force the hand of the powers that be to 
shape policies consistent with the science, and organize communities to 
transform the ways they live. In doing so, these activists have touched 
the nerve of the status quo, angering repressive governments like the 
Bolsonaro-led Brazilian state, who believe they have a lot to gain by 
mining resources and killing communities that protect the integrity of 
those troubled lands. 

The enforced killings, “disappearings”, and silencing of activist 
voices around the planet is a story worth telling—perhaps with just as 
much intensity and grief as the previously referenced reports on climate 
collapse. An account from the international NGO Global Report3 puts 
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a notably conservative figure to the number of enforced activist deaths 
and/or disappearances recorded in 2018 in countries like India, the 
Philippines, Brazil, Columbia, Mexico, and the DRC (among others): 164. 
One hundred and sixty-four lives snuffed out because they challenged 
large corporations, stood up to government officials, and demanded an 
end to the mercantilist algorithms of a system committed to protecting 
its escalating bottom lines. 

And yet, in the face of a globalizing population deadened by 
the fetish of apocalyptic endings and to a consumerism that rewards 
the cavalier, climate activists push on toward the pinnacle where the 
courtly suits hobnob with each other in the hallways of power—more 
than often without success. Wielding the apparent righteousness of their 
motivations, data management tools, fundraising strategies, social media 
approaches and communications, and daring events, activists continue 
to insist on the possibility of a radically different world. Swedish teenage 
activist Greta Thunberg, who skipped classes at age 15 to hand out flyers 
chastising the bewildering inaction of adults at the Swedish parliament, 
will in mid-August 2019 board the Malizia II, an open-cockpit racing 
yacht, to attend a United Nations summit meeting on global warming 
in New York. The two-week journey across the Atlantic fits in with 
Greta’s avowed rejection of air travel because of its associations with 
greenhouse emissions. 

It is in the context of these electrifying tensions—between 
the climate justice claims advanced and articulated by practitioners like 
Greta and the associated resistances mounted by the powerful not only 
in the so-called Global South but in the United States and in Europe 
(where artful smears and condescendingly finger-wagging essays crowd 
dailies to berate the juvenility of these activists)—that another concern 
emerges. A third entry. A traversal streaking through the sky like a 
comet, tearing up the fabric of the ordinary as it passes. The traces of 
an unsettling set of questions are faintly discerned: If we grant that our 
lives and bodies are materially entangled with the environment, agentially 
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inseparable from nonhuman processes, then should we not take into account 
the ways we ourselves are being acted upon by the materials/tools in and 
around us? In simpler terms, if the climate activist is “correct” in saying 
that the world around us is not just a natural resource to be exploited 
for our whimsical pursuits of growth at all cost, and that the world by 
implication is alive and active and animated, then what does that do to 
the “climate activist”? In even simpler terms, if we “humans” are part 
of the world and not apart from it, then who is the activist? And, more 
shockingly, where is power?

*** 

Every attempt to mark the take-off point for the Anthropocene—
the so-called “age of Man” characterized by irreversible effects on 
the planet due to anthropogenic activity—is strewn with trouble. It 
would be easy, for instance, to say the Anthropocene began with the 
advent of industrial societies, with the deployment of the Hiroshima/
Nagasaki bombs, or much earlier when human societies began to use 
tools and language—except that the Anthropocene calls into question 
(among many other things) our assumptions about the linearity of time. 
Beginnings and endings are not neat in a world that is entangled and 
entangling. Origins spill into endings that are initiatory and catastrophic 
all at once. In a sense beyond the scope of this essay, time becomes 
material, rhizomatic, performative, participatory, and diffracted—no 
longer the dependable tour guide that was enlisted to lead us all to a 
certain future.

In fact, nothing stays the same. The same porosity and 
corrosiveness infect, and de-exceptionalize, the human figure. 

Modernity invested “humans” with a transcendent separability 
that privileged us above the material world. Fancying ourselves unique 
and above the realm of messy things, we built concepts that enabled us 
colonize others and our environment. Ironically, the Anthropocene has 
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worked very well as a compelling rallying call to the untoward effects 
of anthropocentrism. We are learning the hard way that we are not at 
all central to the world’s workings, and that—even more worrying—the 
properties we imagined we owned are not at all “ours”. We can no longer 
draw a line to mark where we stop and whence the environment begins, 
where nature crashes at the doorstep of culture, where our internal and 
supposedly private subjectivities end, and where the blind deterministic 
laws of Newton hold sway. We can no longer say who the fisherman is.

Holding a cup of warm water (as opposed to cold water) 
could be the difference between judging a stranger as trustworthy or 
untrustworthy.4 Traumatic memories could be passed across generations 
due to the activisms of gut bacteria.5 And phones—those ubiquitous tools 
of modern addiction—are actively modifying the way we think, express 
ourselves, know the world, and show up bodily. These are not simple 
cause-effect relationships but “intra-actions”, so relationally penetrating 
that the “objects” only emerge as a result of the relationship, and not 
prior to it. 

Together with Bruno Latour, and in a perverse misstating of 
his aphorism that he would no doubt approve of, let us all announce: 
We have never really been human. In a surprising twist of plot,6 we are 
neither the heroes nor the only matters of fascination in a pluriverse 
of the manifold. The tool-wielder has become (or has always been) the 
wielded. The net caster basks in, and is shaped by, the aquatic expertise 
of dolphins. The ultimate is now penultimate. From Pollanian apples, in 
their conspiratorial attempts to use humans to propagate their kind, 
to Baradian-Bohrian quantum particles doing experiments in the (now 
saturated) “void”, the world is truly alive and agential—suffused with the 
“elements” of personhood we gleefully grab for ourselves. 

In short, the Anthropocene calls upon a radically new 
ontology and dismantles the Aristotelian-Cartesian one most modern 
Western dwellers have long taken as granted. This is the material 
performativity that notices “molecular” processes (in the Deleuzian 
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sense), transcorporeal bodies, companion species, queer time, and 
nonhuman agency. This ecologically vibrant world of emergence 
desacralizes human activity, placing it within a web of other agential 
effects streaming from an incalculably perverse and rhizomatic world. A 
processual world of fluid becomings and performances. 

***

The world that the climate activist hopes to save kills him. Dismantles 
him. Tears him apart. Diffracts him so that what was once quintessential 
is now spread abroad. Things fall apart, and the center cannot hold.

Instead of an independent agent—the vaunted unit of social 
change whose intentions and motivations and exhaustions are the engine 
room of world change—surrounded by the paraphernalia of her vocation, 
we must now turn our attention to the whole assemblage and what this 
organization of bodies is doing. The climate activist is no longer the 
human separate from the furniture of activism but the “human” and 
the materials: the computer screens, the concepts, the classifications, 
the categories of thought, and the city in its subjectivizing effects. As 
such, the classical self is decentered as the focus of our attention and 
prayers; social change is not predicated on the unilateral moves of the 
human self but on assemblages breaking through (deterritorializing and 
reterritorializing) other assemblages. 

Is some kind of postactivist inquiry discernible? What might 
the matter of such investigations raise up? The methodologies of a 
postactivist engagement are not this essay’s to discuss, but whatever 
they are, such a vocation holds great promise—especially in a time of 
despair, when it seems the same veteran approaches to climate activism 
(or activism in general) are failing to provoke movement.

As a child of the so-called Global South, my people have 
long been passive recipients of the so-called benevolence of the West. 
NGOs are as bountiful as thieving churches on every street. People 
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nickname themselves “activists” in order to locate their mouths squarely 
beneath the faucet of foreign aid and Euro-American philanthropy. 
Not much changes, however. Activism often translates into street 
smarts for fooling yet another virtue-seeking foreigner. To fresh-faced 
well-intentioned wanna-be activists, the lessons are stark and quickly 
adopted: It hardly matters what your righteous cause is, or what your 
intentions are, in order to survive you have to get with the program.

What a postactivism might invite us to dwell with are the 
various furniture elements that comprise the activist assemblage. 
Instead of focusing squarely on the human, we are being called to notice 
the apparatus, what it stabilizes, what it re/produces, what it excludes 
from mattering. We might find, for instance—taking seriously this 
postactivist invitation to deprivilege the human “actor”—that how we see 
our problems is often a part of the problem: that our solutions, thoughts, 
contributions, and ideas are secretions of the assemblages we intra-act 
with. As such—and this is another important postactivist consideration—
we will often reinforce the problematic situations we want to escape: 
Our “solutions” will often turn out to be the crisis doubling down on 
itself, gaining intelligence, becoming more nuanced. 

Most importantly, a postactivist investigation might help us 
recover a sense of wonder and re-enchantment by pointing to “other 
places of power”. Perhaps this is its greatest gift: hacking through 
habitual patterns of perception and engagement to reorient attention 
to other sites of potentialities bubbling from the chemical landscapes of 
the Anthropocene.

***

In the final analysis the climate activist’s greatest sacrifice is her identity, 
her pristine separability. Her demise scatters her remains abroad, 
seeding every banal surface with agency and promise. It is there we must 
go, in the performative distance, where the otherwise swirls.
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