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Cork Caryati
celebrates the
history and strength, physical
and symbolic, of female labour in
Cork. This series of banners
makes reference to the Shawlies,
Cork’s famous street traders, but
also points to larger stories of
changing labour practices and the
ways in which these changes to
the ways in which we work impact
the urban landscape. Akerman’s
imagery draws on the history of
caryatids, carved female figures
which were used as pillars in
Classical architecture. Caryatids
were mythological women subjected
to the hard labour of holding up
a heavy temple, but were also
associated
with
celebratory
rituals where the women would
wear baskets of fruit on their
heads. The graphic design of the
banners uses the layout of E cel
sheets, each cell filled with
vivid colour, to engage with
contemporary office based work
practice
and
the
new
architectural landscape in Cork
that accommodates this digital
labour.

My initial inspiration for this artwork was the Shawlies, female
traders whose heavy, black, weatherproof shawls gave them their
name. I often explore the social histories of working lives,
particularly the work of women, and how that has been expressed
in other cultural forms, such as folk song or architecture. Through
conversations with curators in Cork, I was told about the missing
Dunscombe fountain, a civic structure that disappeared. The
Shawlies would congregate here, and I started thinking about the
ways in which we use public space collectively, be it directed by
conscientious urban planning or more informally through
generational behaviour, like in this example. I imagined a vast
museum stores with all sorts of bits of monuments and structures,
like a fantasy city scape made up of fountains, pillars, benches or
scraps of hardstanding that have since been developed into
something functional, income-generating or aesthetic.
I live in Bristol so the toppling of the Colston monument has
been in my mind all year. It was in this context that I was thinking
about the Caryatids of Ancient Greece, one of which is (I believe)
part of the Elgin marbles hoard still controversially held by the
British Museum. These pillars carved into the female form
swathed in elegant drapery carrying baskets on their heads, are
based on the myth of a group of women being subjected to hard
labour (the hard labour of holding up a heavy temple), and ritual
celebrations where women would dance with baskets of fruit on
their heads. I found some images online of women in Ireland
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carrying baskets on their heads; a universal mode of transporting
goods or resources for poor women across history and across the
world.
My Cork flags are vibrant portraits of the physical and mental
weight of work that many womxn experience. The stamina
required for juggling numerous jobs, caring responsibilities, unpaid
labour and need to keep on top of the project management of
contemporary adult life. But it’s also a celebration of that physical
relationship of the body to working life and to its environment and
communities. And how working patterns change over the
centuries, as does the city landscape, buildings going up and
coming down, populations moving around in different cycles.
Cities are in continual states of change and the site on the port
where these flags will be exhibited is destined to change
dramatically very soon when it is redeveloped with a high rise
building. Sarah Kelleher of Pluck Projects has been telling me how
friends have started using the site throughout lockdown to meet
for drinks, informally, just as the Shawlies would meet at the
fountain.
I have been using Microsoft Excel to make drawings and
prints for a couple of years. I like the awkwardness of using this
administrative software that is resolutely not the right tool for the
job. I started using Excel because I have always juggled working as
a part-time arts administrator, and was thinking about how to use
my jobs as a way of generating artworks. Conversations with Pluck
4

Projects on a studio visit before the pandemic led me to think
about this strand of my work in relation to Michel de Certeau’s
theory of La Perruque from The Practices of Everyday Life. This is the
time or resources a worker steals back from their employer while
on the job, perhaps using a piece of machinery to make something
for themselves rather than for the factory, or emailing friends while
in the office.
A strong visual reference in my recent Excel banners
(including one made for Centre of Gravity in late 2020, which was
inspired by the forms and colours of the ex-department store in
which it was exhibited) are 1980s posters of Miami. The sunsets,
sheen, smoothness of line express a desirability and heat that I find
really powerfully evocative. It’s obviously quite distinct from the
often grey skies of Ireland and the UK!
My figures in these flags are both individuals and work
together to hold up the structures in their environment. They take
inspiration from another strong 1980s visual reference — the keep
fit craze. These bodies are non-idealised, strong women doing all
the work of holding up a community in their tracksuits, leotards
and comfortable workwear/working out wear; leisure wear being
the worker’s go to attire in the pandemic working from home
culture.
The plants shown include a variegated spider plant, which is
apparently good for alleviating the office environment from toxins
(possibly a myth). The other plants include Acanthus and
5

Maidenhair Fern, two of the plants said to have arrived in Ireland
through the Port of Cork in ballast on ships. I’m really interested
in this colonial link between botany and architecture — between
the Elgin marbles and trade and botanical migration, and how
these are reflected in the particularities of local customs and
environments.
—Jessica Akerman, 2021
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PATTERN RECOGNITION
If power is designed, then that design is fundamentally invisible.
Interrelationships of vast assemblages of power are formed in the
shadows, through a nearly incomprehensible play of cause and
effect. Following the Industrial Revolution, and accelerating
beyond and into our own post-digital moment, the contours of the
designed power of infrastructure ascend to dizzying heights of
abstraction that make their form difficult to concretely grasp in
material terms. Whilst rapid advancements in social and
technological complexity operate to augment the density levels of
these entanglements, invisibility itself does not denote
immateriality. What is invisible is still there, it still exists, even if
only perceptible as symbolic abstraction. As an extension of this,
the map of power is often times invisible, because it has been
intentionally designed in such a way.
Throughout the history of art, power has often
sought to symbolically freeze and extend itself, consolidating in the
construction of monumental forms. This is, more often than not, a
history forged through the reification of great men,1 but this is but
one kind of historical tract. What of a history from below? Whilst
power does indeed consolidate, its coalescence is always the result
This ideology is famously elucidated in Thomas Carlyle’s ‘great man
theory of history’, which proposed that the history of the world was the
history of powerful men. See: Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship,
and The Heroic in History, Yale University Press, 1841/2013.
1
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of the manipulation of individual currents. Surplus-value generated
by workers is abstracted and rerouted in order to cultivate vast
explosions of overly-concentrated wealth.2 The value of work in a
capitalist economy is always undersold, and so there exists a
fundamental gap between the labourer and their productive worth,
as the system requires the generation of surplus. In essence, the
value of work becomes abstracted, invisible, and impossible to
accurately diagram — many employers outright forbid, or tacitly
discourage, the discussion of pay amongst their workers.
Rendering visible the practices of labour power is the central
concern of Jessica Akerman’s Cork Caryatids, which takes form as a
set of four flags hoisted above the Port of Cork. Representing a
transhistorical celebration of female workers, the situating of the
piece, rising into the sky, operates as a monumentalisation of
contemporary labour power. The radically bold colour palette and
observable sectors of geometric design, expand upon the artist’s
work of reconfiguring Microsoft Excel as a creative tool. The act
of refactoring this spreadsheet software for artistic purposes
Revealing the surplus-value generated by the worker was one of the key
interventions in Marx’s theory of political-economy: ‘The transformation
of surplus-value into profit must be deduced from the transformation of
the rate of surplus-value into the rate of profit, not vice versa. And in
fact it was rate of profit which was the historical point of departure.
Surplus-value and rate of surplus-value are, relatively, the invisible
and unknown essence that wants investigating, while rate of profit and
therefore the appearance of surplus-value in the form of profit are
revealed on the surface of the phenomenon.’ in Karl Marx, Capital: A
Critique of Political Economy, Volume III: The Process of Capitalist
Production as a Whole, 1894, 29.
2
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functions as a means to subvert the flows of labour, performing a
reclamation of the artist/worker’s time (as value proposition).3 In
this action Akerman recalls Michel de Certeau’s formulation of
tactical response: practices of everyday life which deviate from
what is set out by the ordered systems of power. In comparison to
the strategies of dominant control, tactics are non-institutionalised,
polymorphous, and seek to introduce random and disruptive
elements into established power structures.4 Tactics interrupt into
the established order, and when considered against the practice of
misusing the Microsoft Excel program, this particular action reveals
something of a glitch aesthetic. Though a glitch is typically called
upon in order to refer to a technological error, its identification as
such is just another form of ideological power formulation that
seeks to establish singular uses for machinic tools.
Much like Akerman’s excavation of the often occluded labour
power of women, the glitch itself, in both its technical and
conceptual deployment, is that which renders a gap in the
In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau refers to this as
la perruque: ‘the worker’s own work disguised as work for his employer.’
in Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, University of
California Press, 1984, 25.
3

‘I call a “tactic,” on the other hand, a calculus which cannot count on
a “proper” (a spatial or institutional localization), nor thus on a
borderline distinguishing the other as a visible totality. The place of a
tactic belongs to the other. […] The “proper” is a victory of space over
time. On the contrary, because it does not have a place, a tactic depends
on time - it is always on the watch for opportunities that must be seized
“on the wing.” […] The weak must continually turn to their own ends
forces alien to them.’ in Ibid, xix.
4

9

information circuit, and so through this error it becomes possible
to experience absence.5 Glitching the system is hacking it to
unearth hidden pathways. The technological coordinates of the
glitch are also useful for thinking the ways in which the category of
work exists in our post-digital era. Computation has utterly
transformed the conditions of labour in the 21st-century, and yet,
despite the overwhelming prevalence of technology in our lived
reality, its history and contemporary status has been rewritten as
an overly masculine enterprise. Against this singular genealogy, the
task of recoupling women with technology is taken to be one of
the prime directives of Laboria Cuboniks’ xenofeminist agenda, as
they proclaim to ‘mobilize the recursive potential of contemporary
technologies upon gender, sexuality and disparities of power.’6
Whilst for xenofeminism computational rationality itself may be
inhuman, the philosophy asserts that the domination of science and
technology ‘by masculine egos’ places these fields fundamentally at
odds with themselves: ‘Reason, like information, wants to be free,
and patriarchy cannot give it freedom.’7
To unleash the true emancipatory potentialities of technology,
it is required to perform an archaeology of historical trajectories
that uncover the moments when computation breaks free from the
Vendela Grundell, Flow and Friction: On the Tactical Potential of
Interfacing with Glitch Art, Art and Theory Publishing, 2016, 14.
5

Laboria Cuboniks, Xenofemnism: A Politics for Alienation,
available @ http://laboriacuboniks.net/20150612-xf_layout_web.pdf
6
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Ibid.
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2015,

silos of its masculine-infused narrative. An example of such an
impetus is observable in the writings of one of xenofeminism’s
ancestral kin, Sadie Plant, who reminds us:
The computer emerges out of the history of weaving, the process
so often said to be the quintessence of women’s work. The loom is
the vanguard site of software development.8

Tracing a procedural line of flight that unfolds over the course of
8,000 years,9 the gridded logic of the loom eventually makes an
appearance in our modern rear-view through Ada Lovelace’s
Analytical Engine, Ani Albers’ weaving practices at the Bauhaus,
the calculation and plotting of missile courses, the construction
and operation of mainframe computer systems, Delia Derbyshire’s
machinic experiments at the Radiophonic Workshop, and then
into the structural form of software solutions intended for
spreadsheet design. Embarking upon cybernetic feedback loops
with, and of, machine accelerates beyond all recognition, and soon
these woven entanglements reach levels of sophistication that
begin to overcode individual human autonomy in favour of market
forces feverishly enthralled by growth.
Sadie Plant, ‘The Future Looms: Weaving Women and Cybernetics’, in Body
& Society, 1(3-4), 1995, 46.
8

‘Evidence of sophisticated textile production dates to 6,000 B.C. in
the southeast regions of Europe, and in Hungary there is evidence that
warp-weighted looms were producing designs of extraordinary extravagance
from at least 5,000 B.C.’ in Sadie Plant, Zeros + Ones: Digital Women +
The New Technoculture, Doubleday, 1997, 61-62.
9
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Paralysis is enacted as a series of strict commands that condemn
any deviation from the program as error. All design is ideological,
and Excel’s attempts to operationalise information into a series of
rigid columns that attest to the values of functional universality.
But functional for who and for what? The task of rewriting the
histor y of technology requires not only a more detailed
investigation of its past, but also a reevaluation of its current
statuses and future directions. Akerman’s practice tactically
reclaims the quintessential tool of contemporary office work,
redirecting surplus towards a productivist aesthetic. For Cork
Caryatids this deconstruction of the database is furthered still,
exploding like light into a series of figurative depictions that
euphorically announce the manifest power of women’s labour.
The body of lived experience returns, not as an inert unit
wrapped up in the discombobulating flows of power, but here as
the chief designer.
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P Á D R A I G
S P I
A
DEFINE SILVE

LININ

This
window-based
installation,
occupying the old Argos premises on
the Grand Parade, will jostle
between shop windows occupied and
not-occupied.
Incorporating
abstract
imagery
derived
from
consumer packing and using the
structures of commercial display,
De ne S
e
n n invites us to
think about the ways in we are
affected by the technologies that
support our lives. The title, De ne
S
e
n n ,
prompts
us
to
consider
the
acceleration
of
technologies of communication and
commerce both before C I and
those being ampli ed due to the
pandemic.
e ne
ilver
ining is
accompanied by a soundscape by
I
aren
oherty,
arc
ensing, P draig
pillane . The
viewer is invited to follow a
code that leads to a website
www.de nesilverlining.com
which
holds a sound clip comprising a
melody line within noises made from
the workings of electronic devices,
electricity,
the
sounds
of
connectivity, the hums and statics
of
interfaces
we
increasingly
connect
with
in
our
daily
activities.

HYPERAESTHETICS
What is it like to stand at the terminus point of a future which has
already been conditioned, and to stare back, with naive menace
and innocent glee, at a present that you would hope to reengineer?
Perhaps, and more than likely, looking back at a history that is
accelerating towards its own demise would be impossible to
register; the whole thing would be identifiable only as a swirling
mass of chaos that tantalising provokes you to collapse into the
delightful regime of its techno-capitalist excess. Is this the
becoming-machinic-virtual of an inescapable capitalist realism?1
Capitalism now presents itself as the ultimate real, the a priori
state on top of which everything else must be constructed. Franco
‘Bifo’ Berardi describes this politico-economic system as ‘absolute
capitalism’,2 and states that it has the effect of instigating a feeling
of ‘the slow cancellation of the future.’3 But, the future can’t be
cancelled if you are standing at the end of it and looking back, and
so, more precisely, this erasure of the future alludes to the negation
of the contingent dimensionality of futurism itself.
In the words of Mark Fisher, capitalist realism is: ‘the widespread
sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic
system, but also that it is not impossible to even imagine a coherent
alternative to it.’ in Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No
Alternative, Zer0 Books, 2009, 2.
1

Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, And: Phenomenology of the End, Semiotex(e)/MIT
Press, 2015, 165-167.
2

3

Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, After the Future, AK Press, 2011, 13.
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Imagining further down the timeline always consists in a
simultaneous action of staring back; the gambit of what the future
can become is shackled by the pessimism, or rational pragmatism,
of a present moment which has bombastically, and pre-emptively,
announced that it has already mapped out the entirety of
possibility space. If the project of constructing a post-capitalist
future is to have any hope of achieving concrete manifestation, the
impetus must be to look back, not in order to return to a past from
the vantage point of the present (to uncover pre-capitalist modes),
but, rather, a looking back at the present from the perspective of
the future. I want to quote a section from a 2013 essay by Mark
Fisher, on the, oft-misunderstood (as a heresy), concept of
accelerationist thought, as it exists, still to my mind, as the most
concise articulation of the philosophy:
A certain, perhaps now dominant, take on accelerationism has it
that the position amounts to a cheerleading for the intensification
of any capitalist process whatsoever, particularly the “worst,” in the
hope that this will bring the system to a point of terminal crisis.
[...] This formulation, however, is question-begging in that it
assumes what accelerationism rejects — the idea that everything
produced “under” capitalism fully belongs to capitalism. By
contrast, accelerationism maintains that there are desires and
processes which capitalism gives rise to and feeds upon, but which
it cannot contain; and it is the acceleration of these processes that
will push capitalism beyond its limits.4
Mark Fisher, ‘“A social and psychic revolution of almost inconceivable
magnitude”: Popular Culture’s Interrupted Accelerationist Dreams’, in eflux Journal, #46, 2013.
4
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If we are to take image as a foundational category within the
regime of Art, may it be possible to accentuate, aesthetically and
conceptually, aspects of its form that exceed the capitalist
program? In our contemporary environment, the non-stop
proliferation of images ooze into our unconscious as the
dreamstuff of the market, optically transfixing the human through
screens, catalogues, and shop windows. Symbolic desire is rendered
as an abstract potentiality of ecstatic fulfilment — little wonder
that the unboxing microgenre has erupted across online video
sharing platforms. The thrill of revealing and being exposed to
capitalist pleasure is suspended, elongated and refactored into
something which might be something else. If I walk past a shop
window on a busy street and an advertisement on display grabs my
attention, subsequently stimulating a purchasing decision, (or just
to think positively about the associated brand), then, from a
commercial point of view, it is a success. I do not desire the
marketing image in and of itself, but, rather, my desire is located in
the abstract manifestation of the deferred object and the
purchasing of its associated affect.
However, this is but one kind of heavily-coded representation
of an abstraction that can take place. One recent theory of
representation, forwarded by Tristan Garcia, is grounded on the
concept of representation-as-absence, as the perceiving subject always
consciously and willingly absents multiple aspects of the
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representation’s form.5 In this the representation is operational as
a General Abstract Image (GAI): an appearance that is integrated
into the wider techno-social assemblage.6 The GAI is a systems
image that represents and produces abstract complexity that
cannot be reduced to mimetic intelligibility. Accordingly, it signals
that the image, even the most intuitively identifiable symbols of
brand icons, always codes for abstraction. What this means, to
state it bluntly, is that images produced by capitalism subsist as a
coalition of meanings and forces that surpass the supposed purity
of their market function.
It is through (in order to exceed) the decadent vitality of
capitalist transaction, that Pádraig Spillane’s Define Silver Lining
works in accordance with. Continuing the artist’s interrogations of
the affective nature of surface, these abstracted images — derived
from scanning the packaging of telecommunication devices — are
inserted directly into a space that typically functions to
‘This absenting is neither a conventional decision nor a power of our
cognition: it is a constraint that the representing object exerts on our
perception.' in Tristan Garcia, ‘In Defense of Representation’, in
Christoph Cox, Jenny Jaskey, and Suhail Malik (eds.), Realism Materialism
Art, Sternberg-Press, 2015, 250. The idea of an object, or image,
exerting its will on our human perception, rewiring it towards one
particular realm of (capitalist-interpolated) abstraction, reveals the
potentiality for another system of representation to be recoded into the
program.
5

The concept of the GAI and its relation to contemporary art has been
theorised, in gestational form, in: Diann Bauer, Suhail Malik, and
Natalia Zuluaga, ‘Operationalizing Real Abstraction: Art and the General
Abstract Image’, in Gean Moreno (ed.), In the Mind, but Not from There:
Real Abstraction and Contemporary Art, Verso, 2019, 203-218.
6
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commodify visuality. Located in a ‘disused’ shop window on Cork’s
Grand Parade, the formal permutations on display fixates on the
abstracted allure of capitalism’s after-life. Operational within the
circuity of market economy, the work integrates itself within this
feedback mechanism, seeking to constructively manufacture an
aesthetics of desire that exceeds the limitations of that very
system.7
Within the generative machinery of capitalism, there are
produced, to re-echo Fisher, desiring affects that cannot be
subsumed entirely within its logic. In the realm of art these can
take shape as images, objects, and affects, that work to reengineer
new modalities of representation (by directly smuggling themselves
into the spaces of living market flows), that can be oriented towards
alternative (re)animations of abstract futurity. That is to say, the
abstract model located in the future — that guides our navigational
systems — must be reconfigured through innovations in the
development of new representational modes in, and of, the
present.
The commodification of images, and images produced
entirely as commodity, may not be escapable under the potential
realisation of a post-capitalist platform. Although this spectre may
The physical exhibition of Define Silver Lining is accompanied by a QR
code — an image that can only be decoded by computer vision — whose
inclusion, in this instance, transports passers-by to another virtual/
auditory dimension. The way a QR code looks is not important, only that
it can function as an effective means of directing perception elsewhere.
As such, it exists as the prototypical exemplar of a GAI.
7
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be omnipresent (under the limitations of our current imaginings),
the desiring objects and images produced by capitalism can be
recoded against the system itself, by implementing a series of
tactical incursions, that, if not resisting the concept of
commodification itself, diagram a course towards versions of
symbolic exchange that provide an exit from the singularly
totalising program of market growth.8 Although all realms of
artistic and cultural production are beholden to the market, to
quote Steven Shaviro, aesthetics still remains ‘the one thing that
cannot be reduced to political economy.’9 Ergo, there exists a
cultural consensus that aesthetic value extends beyond its strict
monetary worth in a system of financial exchange. Maybe, when
looking back from the future, this kind of naive thought will be
nothing more than a silver lining in the historical imagining of art’s
function, but, silver linings, whenever they do appear — though
mostly ephemeral and often derided as consolatory — always hint
at the possibility of alternative perspectives.

On the concept of an exit from the current demands of the market in
relation to contemporary art, see: Suhail Malik, ‘Exit not Escape — On
The Necessity of Art's Exit from Contemporary Art’, 2014. Online video
available @ https://www.artandeducation.net/classroom/video/66325/suhailmalik-exit-not-escape-on-the-necessity-of-art-s-exit-from-contemporaryart
8

Steven Shaviro, No Speed Limit: Three
University of Minnesota Press, 2015, 16.
9
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Accelerationism,

A N N E
F F
E N
TO HOL
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To Hold Still is a sculptural
installation made from briars which
spills through the doll’s house
space of the Lord Mayor’s Pavilion.
The work draws on the idea of
suspended time in fairytales, where
brambles surround and protect a
castle’s
sleeping
inhabitants.
During
the
rst
lockdown
nne
french spent a lot of time in young
woodland overgrown with gorse and
briar, two impenetrable barriers.
riars, she reminds us, have a vital
protective function, saplings need
the time of the briar to establish
and grow strong before the briars
recede and trees take their place.
During the rst lockdown we heard
reports of nature reclaiming space
as humans stood still. To Hold Still
wonders what if
lockdown’ could
mean the briars were free to grow
and encircle us until the threat had
passed, much like the castle in
Sleeping
eauty.
ccessible to a
family audience on the imaginative
level of the fairytale, To Hold
Still
is
a
visually
striking
meditation on time, threat and care,
and further, a prompt for us to be
still and allow nature to grow wild
around us.

TIME’S INHUMAN NATURE
Myth is already enlightenment; and enlightenment’s destruction of
superstition merely reinstates myth1

Modernity defines itself in relation to time. Not simply time as a
linear progression of states and events which are differentiated
from what came before, but time also as a set of quantifiable
structures whose organisational scale codifies from the unit of the
second all the way up to the millennium.2 For modernity it is not
enough that the present is that which follows the past (with the
future being that which succeeds the present), time must now be
subdivided into ideological categories of period that attempt to
impose a human will on a form that is fundamentally amorphous
and open-ended. From the periodisation of art into discrete
temporal movements (with solid centres but slightly liquid edges),
to the development and deployment of financial quarters, the
purpose here is to construct a cartography of advancement,
improvement, progress and growth. By valorising the production
of the new above all else, modern time must inevitably pit itself
Ray Brassier, ‘The Thanatosis of
Sanity Assassin, Urbanomic, 2010, 49.
1

Enlightenment’,

in

Amanda

Beech,

The atomisation and ordering of time, of course, extend far beyond
these limits, from the yoctosecond — a unit of time which is a trillionth
of a second — to the supereon — time unit comprised of multiple eons
(eons are the largest unit of geological time, commonly in the region of
one billion years) — but, at these microscopic and vast scales the
perception and theorisation of time by the human tends to dissolve,
becoming either imperceptible or unthinkable.
2
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against the tyranny of a history that provides the model from
which it must seek to endlessly outrun.
Yet despite the dominance of this prevailing ideological
position, the future of time still remains categorically unknowable,
an anxious realisation for modernity that manufactures itself in the
inexhaustibly ruthless design of future states that are yet to come.
As the future is that which is new, it exists always in the present as
an unthinkable proposition, and so planning is used to circumvent
the horror of an unfathomable possibility that lays beyond. When
confronted with a scenario wherein design and planning is denied
opportunity to develop, modernity’s anxiety kicks into over-drive
as the reality of being-in-the-world often times presents itself as an
unbearable truth for both the micro individual human and the
macro society that they are housed within. At the beginning of the
coronavirus pandemic, it was this inability to accurately predict
future states that appeared as most distressing. Recoiling inward to
wait it out solidified itself as the most logical reaction, and during
this episode many actively pursued, or were forced, to explore
alternative structures of temporal organisation.
Time appeared to pause, but, of course, it didn’t. However, it
would be accurate to assert that a certain conceptualisation of time
was placed in suspended animation; human time — or, more
precisely, the human time of modernity — was interrupted whilst,
it was said, nature began to reclaim and reflourish. Nature has its
own time (I will specify that in this instance I refer to another
24

particular conceptualisation that brackets out nature from the
human), and it is this alternative mode which provides the stimulus
for Anne Ffrench’s work To Hold Still. It is described as a sculptural
installation, and here I want to take a moment to briefly grapple
with the categorisation of installation itself. Opposed to a series of
fragmented objects, the installation provides a unitary body that is
inserted into a spatial setting under the spectre of art as aesthetic
experience. Through this action of embedding, the work no longer
sits on the space and instead becomes in the environment. It is for
this reason that the genealogy of installation art frequently
intertwines with site-specificity, as both, in the words of Robin
Mackay, gesture ‘to rescue the conception of the art object as an
autonomous unity containing its meaning within its own confines’3.
Accordingly, although the installation may produce a unitary
function, it is one that bootstraps itself into the meshwork of the
site in which it is displayed.
In this process the installation becomes unified with its
environment to a degree which produces a synthesis; a
productively integrated force that renders explicit the processes of
its construction. The disruption of individuated idealism — of
fictively defined self-contained units — is doubled in To Hold Still,
as spatial reconfiguration is accompanied by an austere rumination
on ecological temporality. Briars have their own life-cycles, ones
Robin Mackay, ’The Barker Topos’, in Robin Mackay (ed.), When
Site Lost the Plot, Urbanomic, 2015, 253.
3

25

which are not entirely beholden to human-centric schematisations
of time. As the briars have been collected over an extended period,
the arrangement of their sculptural form presents each — of the
over 700 — in varying states of decay. The work is made from a
mass of briars, but individual ones that illustrate an unfolding
sediment of a heterogeneously inhuman time. Their coming
together, densely packed, manifests a grid, which as Rosalind
Krauss noted is the index of modernity.4 Though, this particular
grid is in the shape of a matrix that lacks the clinical precisionism
of human engineering; a matrix of biomorphic design whose
innards remain impenetrable to vision and therefore resistant to
anthropocentric ordering and organisation.
What does it mean to hold still with an ecological form and
temporality that exists necessarily as inhuman? I would propose
here that it is in the pathos of what Timothy Morton calls the
‘humiliating descent’ that comprises the contours of ecological
thought5 — a fundamental de-centring of the human’s place within
the universe — that we may begin to unearth transgressive modes
of futurity that cast off the rigid structures of experience and
temporality that are the hallmark of modernity. Ecological thought
demands thinking a systematic-holism that seeks to (re)integrate
the human condition (back) into a nature, that, for so long, it has
4

Rosalind Krauss, ‘Grids’, in October, 9, 1979.

Timothy Morton, ’Thinking Ecology: The Mesh, The Strange Stranger, and
the Beautiful Soul’, in Robin Mackay (ed.), Collapse VI: Geo/philosophy,
Urbanomic, 2010, 195.
5
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dreamt of severing itself from. Doing so does not necessitate a
wholesale rejection of the project of historical modernity, and
instead this alternative potentiality can take shape as a variant of
Fernando Zalamea’s concept of transmodernism: ‘a synthetic
universalism, dynamic, plural and revisable, yet capable of
moments of partial universalization’.6
During the human retreat caused by the lockdowns of the
coronavirus pandemic, nature did not so much reclaim as simply
continue. Human time, similarly, did not halt, but proceeded to
lurch forward. Rethinking the relation of the human to nature
must endeavour to abandon a strict demarcation between these
categories, as, due to the looming threat of ecological crisis, it
becomes increasingly necessary to understand this dynamic as a
complex and fully-integrated system. Continuing with a rubric of
infinitely novel production, that treats nature simply as an entity
that is to be organised and mined (a logic of extraction), risks
annihilating the future of our species. Stillness, in this moment, is
not a denial of time’s progression, but instead can be grasped as an
opportunity to imagine new strains of futurity.

Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, ‘What is at Stake in the Future?’, in
Armen Avanessian and Suhail Malik (eds.), The Time Complex: PostContemporary, NAME Publications, 2016, 133.
6
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AS ABOVE, SO BELO

As
Above,
So
e o
is
an
interconnected audiovisual system
comprised of two individual realtime scenes – clouds above, water
below – each unfolding digital
panorama influencing the behaviour
of the other. In hermeticism the
phrase
“as
above,
so
below”
indicates that earthly matters
reflect the operation of the astral
plane, or in a more secular
context it refers to the idea that
the
microcosm
reflects
the
macrocosm. In its establishment
and
examination
of
minute
relationships of cause and effect,
the system takes causality and
chaos theory as formal devices,
building its structure around
action and consequence. onceived
of in erlin by ork-born artists
ndrew
c weeney
and
avid
ath na, As Above, So e o brings
together different aesthetic and
technical aspects of each artist s
practice and is a continually
evolving pro ect, changing its
form in response to the nature of
physical space and the influence of
new creative technologies.

COSMIC SYSTEMS
The (human) world finds itself in the throes of an invasion from a
virtual outside, outfitted as silicon reasoning agents of everincreasing autonomy and complexity, that seem to be, if not
entirely annihilating, at least irreversibly transforming what it
means to be (post)human. However, the cybernetic extension of
the human via technological systems should not be interpreted as a
negation of the subject, and, as philosopher Reza Negarestani
argues, the establishment of reason as an autonomous zone of
production therefore ‘implies the automation of reason’ itself.1 In
its bootstrapping to material entities that exist outside of the
anthropos biological category, reason enacts a process that redefines
what it actually means to be human.2 Or, to say it another way,
chimeric cyborgs as reasoning agents are, in essence, the ultimate
symbol of posthumanism. As reason continues to extend beyond
the confining limitations of meatspace, the relationship of the
human (as a biological, cultural, political, and epistemological
category) to the cosmic will require some revision.
Reza Negarestani, ‘The Labor of the Inhuman’, in Robin Mackay and Armen
Avanessian (eds.), #Accelerate: The Accelerationist Reader, Urbanomic,
2014, 456.
1

‘Once the game of reason as a domain of rule-based practices is set in
motion, reason is able to bootstrap complex abilities out of its
primitive abilities. This is nothing but the self-actualization of
reason. Reason liberates its own spaces and its own demands, and in the
process fundamentally revises not only what we understand as thinking,
but also what we recognize as “us.”’ in Ibid, 457.
2
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David Mathúna and Andrew McSweeney’s real-time, audio-visual
installation, As Above, So Below, offers a reimagining of the cosmos
as a cybernetic system, governed by an intractably alien
algorithmic procedure. A hyper-realistic rendering of ocean and
clouds endlessly evolves in accordance with its own, occluded,
machinic logic. The word cosmic relates to that which is distinct
from the earth, and therefore inaccessible (materially) to the
human. In the ancient severing of the human from nature, the
latter assumes the role of the first ruling cosmic order. The
cosmos, subsequently, presents itself to us as an unfathomably
incomprehensible series of laws that preside over and apply order
to reality.3 In the case of As Above, So Below, the cosmic is still that
which gives the rule, but this cosmic plane, though mimicking the
appearances and operations of the physical world, is one that is
entirely digital. Enter Cyberia: a virtual assemblage of invisible
systems, flows and interactions that appears on the horizon as the
new cosmic frontier.
To effectively surf these artificial xeno-territories,
necessitates a restructuring of how the program of human
rationality thinks these newly emergent cosmic digitalities. Ray
Brassier advocates for a reorientation towards the Enlightenment
project of Prometheanism, one which relentlessly strives to
colonise the future, reclaiming it as a space of potentiality against
The ordering function of cosmos is present all the way back to its
etymological origin, as the Greek word kosmos means order.
3
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the spectre of (capitalist) inevitability. As a project, it stands as one
which is inherently intertwined with the concept of rationality,
and, as such, any reanimation of the Promethean corpse will
require a reclassification of what exactly rationality as concept
fundamentally refers to. Following on from techno-scientific
developments (specifically in the field of neuroscience), Brassier’s
version of a modern Prometheanism seeks to distance the concept
of rationality from any remaining coils which tether it to a
‘supernatural faculty’, instead understanding it principally as the
ability to navigate logical axiomatic systems: ‘rationality is simply
the faculty of generating and being bound by rules’.4 Rather than a
set of static and time-sealed entities, the rule coordinates are
constantly shifting, which consequently means that the models we
use for constructing rationality, in accordance with these axioms,
must evolve. Rationality, as a neo-Promethean concept, is one
which is inherently mutable, always open to the possibility of
transformation.
The Promethean impulse exists as a willingness to embrace
the fundamental savagery of rationality, and engenders the creation
of human subjects who eagerly cleave off any vestiges of
irrationality that stymie hopes of progression towards postcapitalist futures. This programme of reclassification is echoed in
Negarestani’s concept of inhumanism, which similarly proclaims the
Ray Brassier, ‘Prometheanism and its Critics’, in Robin Mackay and
Armen Avanessian (eds.), #Accelerate: The Accelerationist Reader,
Urbanomic, 2014, 486.
4
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notion of human as one which is ‘a constructible hypothesis, a
space of navigation and intervention’.5 It attempts to position itself
against any type of humanism that defines the human-subject by
any as-is-given set of unyielding rubrics.6 Contra to tradition, the
category of human is reconstituted as that which is endlessly
engaged in a project of self-(re)construction through discursive
practices that are founded on the principles of logic, reason, and
rationality. Failure to recognise the primacy which these abilities
grant, risks a regression into territory that classifies the human
simply as ‘a biological fact’,7 that fails to account for the ways in
which the category has come into existence due to the contingent
forces of history, culture and science.
The manifestation of an inhuman metaphorical agency (one
that is also technically autonomous) is emphasised in Mathúna and
McSweeney’s work via a mode of creation that is fundamentally
systematic, generative and algorithmic. Negarestani identifies the
engineer as that which most suitably symbolises the project of
inhumanism, and this moniker seems apt when applied to these
Reza Negarestani, ‘The Labor of the Inhuman’, in Robin Mackay and Armen
Avanessian (eds.), #Accelerate: The Accelerationist Reader, Urbanomic,
2014, 427.
5

‘Its labor partly consists in decanting the significance of human from
any predetermined meaning or particular import set by theology — thereby
extricating human significance from human veneration fabricated as a
result of assigning significance to varieties of theological jurisdiction
(God, ineffable generosity, foundationalist axiom, and so forth.’ in
Ibid.
6

7

Ibid, 433.
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two artists, whose creative processes, with their emphasis on
precise engagement with the tools of computational complexity,
seems at partial remove from the traditional romantic (and
intuitive) space of the artist studio. Perhaps the naturalised habit
of the artist-as-engineer could find a more fitting lair in the setting
of the control room, calculated spaces that interface localised
human phenomenology with the complexity of large-scale global
systems.8
In comparison to classical control rooms, which operated in
accordance with a model of top-down hierarchy, wherein power
was centralised at the top and distributed downwards in order to
be enacted, the control rooms of our contemporary era are geared
towards the modulation of signals and flows. This kind of
framework is fundamentally indebted to the legacy of cybernetics,
a term whose technical definition refers to the self-regulation of
systems through a series of mechanisms based on feedback loops.9
Generative artworks that follow a cybernetic logic, a categorisation
Nick Srnicek, ‘Computational Infrastructures and Aesthetics’, in
Christoph Cox, Jenny Jaskey, and Suhail Malik (eds.), Realism Materialism
Art, Sternberg-Press, 2015, 310-311.
8

‘The first wave of cybernetics focused on how systems could maintain a
steady state (homeostasis) through feedback loops, which enabled selfregulation. For example, self-regulating control mechanism consisting of
feedback loops maintain human body temperature at 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit
(37 degrees Celsius). Similarly a home thermostat measures and responds
to fluctuations in temperature, triggering the climate control system to
either heat or cool interior air in order to maintain the desired
temperature.’ in Edward A. Shanken, ‘Introduction // Systtems Thinking/
Systems Art’, in Edward A. Shanken (ed.), Systems: Documents of
Contemporary Art, Whitechapel/MIT Press, 2015, 13.
9
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which As Above, So Below falls into, appear as austerely logical and
rational, in order to manifest a series of processes and affects that
relentlessly strive to hollow the singular autonomy of human
meaning. Here there is a willingness to embrace the embedding of
the human into chimeric systems of self-organisation, wherein
anthropoid agency is not negated, but instead augmented through
the recourse of technology.
We are in the midst of full-scale planetary reengineering, in
which our naturalised world is increasingly fusing with the
te c h n o l o g i c a l , a n d , a s D a v i d Ro d e n co m m e n t s : ‘ S i n ce
Prometheanism rejects the given of purposes and identities, there
are no constraints on reordering nature.’10 As a newly emerging
reality reveals itself as one of increasing complexity and further
human-machine interaction, artistic practices can potentially
operate as a diagram for navigating these environments, tracing
lines of flight that propose models of (rationalist) integration and
augmentation with the technological cosmos.

David Roden, ‘Letters from Ocean Terminus’, in Armena Avanessian and
Suhail Malik (eds.), The Time Complex: Post-Contemporary, NAME
Publications, 2016, 168.
10
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V I C K I
D A V I S
MEATÁ

Sited in the Port of Cork, Meat
is an immersive living sculpture
that
references
the
live
deportation of cattle from Cork
and draws on processes proposed
by
industry
to
counter
the
environmental impact of cattle
farming. This work developed
from research into one of the
Argentinean
government’s
solutions
to
the
climate
emergency:
a
balloon
that
collects methane gas emitted
from cows. It is an invasive
process, involving the insertion
of a pipe into the intestinal
tract of a cow, creating a hybrid
between animal and machine that
speaks
to
the
agricultural
industry’s
relationship
to
global warming. The
living’
sculpture takes the form of a
balloon
made
from
specially
screen printed cattle feedbags,
which will in ate and de ate
slowly over the course of the
festival. Meat
prompts us to
e amine the ways in which climate
change impacts our imaginations.

A MACHINE, JUST LIKE ME
In William Gibson’s 1981 short story Johnny Mnemonic, the titular
character works as a data smuggler who transports nefarious
information through a digital storage chip housed in his brain. On
one mission the acceptable risk factor increases to a level that
proves too disturbing for the protagonist (in this occupation
maximum risk equates to maximising the chance of death) and so
he attempts to rip the data from his skull in order to blackmail his
employers. The problem is that the information itself has been
uploaded into his consciousness via a techno-mystical procedure
that places him in a trance-like state, making retrieval singularly
possible through the utterance of a password that is only known by
the intended recipient. This security system is resistant to humancentric deconstruction in the form of psychoanalytic deep-dives
into the unconscious, and instead the repressed memory must be
restored by hacking Johnny’s brain as if it was a machine. Along
this timeline machinically augmented humans are supplanted as
the agents best suited for this kind of job, with the operation
outsourced to non-human cyborgs, in this case Jones, the junkie,
ex-navy dolphin:
He was more than a dolphin, but from another dolphin’s point of
view he might have seemed like something less. I watched him
swirling sluggishly in his galvanized tank. Water slopped over the

39

side, wetting my shoes. He was surplus from the last war. A
cyborg.1

A number of things about this encounter are striking, but I will
draw attention to two main ideas that are proposed: (i)
cyborgification is a process that is not simply restricted to the
human, and (ii) the utilisation and reconfiguration of the nonhuman for anthropocentric purposes necessitates the production
of negative surplus. When thinking of how machinic cyberisation is
ruthlessly encroaching upon the natural world, the tendency still is
to demarcate between the human and non-human. In doing so the
human produces a doubled Other — in the manifestation of nature
and technology — that when coming together produce only a
unification rather than a synthesis. This artificial divide forged
between animal and machine functions to re-emphasise the human
as radically distinct from the amalgam of differing entities that
consist the real world. The collision of the natural and
technological domains occurs through the ideological lens of
application, as structures of the latter are administered to
(re)condition the former for human desires. As a result of thinking
these relationships as siloed unifications as opposed to operations
of synthesis, the generation of any surplus that is perceived in the
negative by the human must exist in the category of waste,
effluent, or noise.
William Gibson,
1981/1995, 23.
1

‘Johnny

Mnemonic’,
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in

Burning

Chrome,

Voyager,

Meatán by Vicki Davis builds upon an experiment by Argentina’s
National Agricultural Technology Institute (INTA), that hoped to
provide a solution to the problem of methane emission from
cattle, by inserting a tube into the animal’s stomach that would
collect the gas and store it in a device harnessed to their back.
Whilst the image of a cyborgian cow appears at once ludicrous and
horrifyingly pragmatic, the most pertinent aspect to note in this
instance is the manner in which the hybridised entity
(animal+mechanical_appendage) is presented as a cattle-machine
interface; that is to say, the integration of a technological
component into the animal ser ves, both practically and
philosophically, to amputate the human from the wider assemblage
(of Other) that it is always-already embedded within. In this
becoming machine of cow, the effects of cyborgification are
applied in order to interface, or mediate, the intra-relationship
between the human and industrialised capitalism.
At its most basic, functionary level, this process attempts to
negate the production of harmful methane gas — the natural
byproduct of the living cow — by trapping and transforming it into
a productive form of biogas,2 which can then be recycled (or
reintegrated) into the regime of the capitalist system. As such,
regardless of whether or not this machinic interface could be
technologically improved to a future standard of efficiency that
Jashodeep Sarma, et al., ‘Harnessing Biogas from Cow(s) Flatulence, in
Journal of Agricultural Science and Technology, 5(2), 2016, 35-39.
2
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would render the question of ethics negligible in the circumstance
(in relation to the invasiveness of its procedure on the animal), the
issue still remains that this solution is based primarily on the logics
of capitalist production.
Of course, the more obvious solution would be to simply
reduce the levels of industrialised cattle farming, but such a
proposition would require a decrease in the generation of capital; a
heresy which is antithetical to its core axiomatic of infinite
production. Accordingly, the ostensible strangeness of this
cyberpunk-esque premise put forward by INTA, and reimagined in
Davis’ living sculpture, is but a surface that masks the human
(over)harvesting of nature through the system of what Timothy
Morton calls agrilogistics, a term that encapsulates the ways in
which the very structure of agriculture, from its inception over
12,000 years ago, operates according to machinic logic that has
proved ‘[t]oxic from the beginning to humans and other lifeforms’3.
For Morton, agriculture, as a symbolic human institution, is
always-already a machine, and so, whilst the image of a mechanical
device spliced into the body of a cow may appear as a visceral and
explicitly observable moment of the animal becoming machine,
the event itself is simply a continuation of a program that, for

Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For
Columbia University Press, 2016, 42.
3
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a

Logic

of

Future

Coexistence,

thousands of years, has intertwined aspects of the natural into
increasingly complex logistical networks for the human.4
In the implantation of the data-chip into his head, Johnny
becomes a cyborg — a chimeric form between natural human and
artificial machine. Jones too is a cyborg, a dolphin that has been
Othered from his natural existence through the process of
cyberisation (‘from another dolphin’s point of view he might have
seemed like something less’). In Gibson’s story the symbol of
machinic technology is the interlocutor through which the human
and animal are brought into mediation with one another. A cyborg
cow is a potent articulation of the ways in which many animals are
already deeply embedded within technological circuits crafted by
the human. As we find ourselves increasingly becoming aware of
the ways in which our own existence is tied to systems of technoscientific design, perhaps more common ground, and more
mutually beneficial (and even collaborative) solutions, between
human and animal can be cultivated, as we succumb to the

Shaun Lewin also highlights the link between the history of
agricultural development, the proliferation of capital, and technoscientific thought: ‘[…]as agriculture becomes more and more efficient,
it becomes increasingly critical to divide it up. And by the time we get
to the late Neolithic, the Bronze Age, the political structure becomes
sufficiently complicated that it becomes possible to demand tax from
people to fund the continuous growth of hierarchical structures. This
imperative to overcode the land and extract value from it, in a number of
senses, leads to a flowering of geometry and the mathematical sciences
[…]’, in Shaun Lewin, ‘A Brief History of Transcendence in Maps’, in
Robin Mackay (ed.), When Site Lost the Plot, Urbanomic, 2015, 184.
4
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realisation that we all (human and non-human) are viciously
engulfed within the embrace of the machine.
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